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ABSTRACT 

Obtaining a college degree and, even more so, a graduate degree is a critical 

component of many people’s American dream. For some completing a graduate degree is 

a milestone of success. However, due to rising tuition and housing costs, as well as other 

compounding factors such as food insecurity, for many, this dream may be deferred. 

According to the National Center for Homeless Education (2017), for the 2016–2017 

academic year, more than 30,000 college students reported on their Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid that they experienced homelessness or housing insecurity. Like this 

grim statistic, much of the current discourse on homelessness and housing insecurity in 

higher education is deficit-centered. Focusing on such deficits overlooks the experiences 

of students who face challenges yet persist. Despite the mounting fiscal pressures and the 

fact that housing insecurity and homelessness can present extreme barriers to college 

completion, there are students whose stories portray a different narrative. To challenge 

deficit thinking, this study employed Harper’s (2010) anti-deficit achievement framework 

to understand how students, specifically graduate students who experience homelessness 

or housing insecurity, successfully navigate their educational journey. It also explored 

what academic interactions and experiential opportunities with peers and institutional 

agents contribute to their persistence and academic achievement. I used narrative inquiry 

to gather the stories of five graduate students either currently or recently enrolled at a 

large Midwest land-grant public research-intensive university. Findings indicated that for 

these graduate students (1) hope; (2) family; (3) friends; (4) determination; (5) 

institutional agents; (6) a desire to give back to their communities; (7) campus and 

community resources; (8) and faith all contributed to participants success in 
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simultaneously navigating their graduate journey and their experiences with 

homelessness and housing insecurity. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE OF STUDY 

The rise in the cost to attend a postsecondary institution, coupled with the 

decrease in government aid and the economic crisis of 2008, have left college students 

across the United States attempting to balance their academics with secure, safe, 

consistent, and adequate housing (Gupton et al., 2018; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017). 

Imagine sitting in the library reviewing literature for a paper while, in the back of your 

mind, you are contemplating where you will take shelter that night. Imagine being 

homeless. It is the reality for many students in higher education; there are thousands of 

college students who have no permanent place of residence (Nathanson, 2015). In fact, 

homelessness and housing insecurity are pervasive in higher education (Ambrose, 2016; 

Crutchfield, 2012: Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 2016; 

Geis, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Gupton, 2009; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017; Hallett 

et al., 2019).  

In fall 2017, 59% of students at Amarillo College reported that in the last 12 

months, they experienced housing insecurity, and 11% reported they were homeless 

(Sorrells, 2018). A study on community colleges indicated that approximately 30% of 

students experienced housing insecurity, and 13% to 14% indicated that they were 

homeless (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2016). Similarly, Tsui et al. (2011) 

found that at the City University of New York, 41.7% of the students in their study 

experienced housing instability. Scholars at the University of Massachusetts-Boston 

found that 5.4% of the students in their study had experienced homelessness while in 

college (Silva et al., 2017), while findings in a 2015 system-wide study commissioned by 
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the chancellor at California State University revealed that 12% of the student population 

experienced homelessness and housing insecurity (Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; 

Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 2016). According to SchoolHouse Connection (2017), during 

the 2015–2016 academic year, 31,948 youth indicated on the Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) that they were homeless. 

While scholars (Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 

2016; Geis, 2015; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Gupton, 

2017; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017; Silva et al., 2017; Tsui et al., 2011; Wood et al., 2016) 

have examined homelessness in higher education, their focus has been largely on 

undergraduate students. There is a paucity of research that specifically looks at graduate 

students who experience homelessness. One study that included graduate students in 

addition to undergraduate students is a summarized report, #RealCollege 2020: Five 

Years of Evidence on Campus Basic Needs Insecurity, by the Hope Center for College, 

Community, and Justice (Baker-Smith et al., 2020). From 2015 to 2019, the researchers 

evaluated access to affordable food and housing among over 330,000 college students 

attending 411 2-year and 4-year colleges and universities. Out of 17,658 graduate 

students surveyed, 49% said they were housing insecure, and 17% reported that they 

were homeless. These results are important because they show that graduate students do 

experience homelessness and housing insecurity; however, additional research is needed, 

specifically on the graduate student experience. Although it is possible that graduate 

students experience housing instability similarly to undergraduate students, their overall 

educational experiences are different, and having a better understanding of their lived 

realities is important for graduate faculty and campus leadership.  
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Definitions of Homelessness and Housing Insecurity 

Definitions of homelessness and housing insecurity vary across agencies and 

within the scholarly literature. The definition of homelessness from the McKinney-Vento 

Act has been widely used in studies related to college students (e.g., Adame-Smith, 2016; 

Crutchfield, 2012; Hallett & Freas, 2017; Maurer, 2017). However, other scholars have 

opted to use another definition. For example, Geis (2015) used a definition by Henry, 

Cortes, and Morris, “A homeless person is defined as an individual without permanent 

housing who may live on the streets; stay in a shelter, mission, single room occupancy 

facilities, abandoned building or vehicle; or in any other unstable or nonpermanent 

situation” (p. 2). Similarly, Gupton (2017) considered someone as homeless if they 

currently, or for at least 1 month over the past 2 years, lived in a shelter or on the streets. 

Some scholars, such as Ambrose (2016), did not rely on a specific definition of 

homelessness; instead, they allowed participants to self-identify/self-define if and how 

they were homeless. Although these definitions do not specifically mention graduate 

students, there may be shared lived experiences. 

In this chapter, I argue there is a need for research about homelessness in higher 

education that includes graduate students. I introduce the research problem, research 

questions, significance of the study, overview of the conceptual approach, and definitions 

of the key terms that I used in this study. 

Problem Statement 

Dr. Sara Goldrick-Rab (as cited in Schmalz, 2018) stated that “college leaders are 

often embarrassed to admit that there is a [homelessness] problem on their campus” 

(para. 2). Further, some institutional leaders assume that student homelessness and 
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housing insecurity do not exist on their campuses (Field, 2017). Yet, research suggests 

that there is a problem (Crutchfield, 2012; Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; 

Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 2016; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2017; Gupton, 2017; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017). Homelessness is not a new 

phenomenon in education; however, educators and policymakers have lacked the urgency 

to work toward solutions (Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 

2016; Goldrick-Rab, Broton, et al., 2015). The solutions, including policy and practice, 

concentrate on the needs of undergraduate students. To date, the extant literature has 

largely left unaddressed the needs of graduate students who experience housing 

insecurity or homelessness; thus, research, such as this study, is necessary to inform 

policy and practice related to the unique circumstances of graduate students who 

experience housing instability.  

Goldrick-Rab (2016) highlighted that homelessness and housing insecurity are not 

solely undergraduate issues. Specifically, she shared her experience walking on the 

streets of Philadelphia; she reported that she nearly tripped over a homeless woman with 

a sign saying: “Graduate Student — Homeless at Rutgers.” This graduate student is not 

alone. According to the 2018 Happiness and Wellness Survey, conducted by the 

University of Missouri (MU) Graduate Professional Council, about 10% of the graduate 

students reported that they experienced homelessness or housing insecurity during their 

graduate program. This anecdote and descriptive data from an institutional survey 

provide some evidence that there are graduate students experiencing housing instability. 

What is not known is the scope of the issues of homelessness and housing insecurity in 

graduate school and how graduate students are navigating these experiences. 
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This study did not explore the scope of student housing instability throughout 

graduate education in the United States. However, I explored the issue on one campus by 

examining how graduate students who experienced homelessness and housing insecurity 

navigate their graduate experience. More importantly, I approached this study from an 

anti-deficit perspective to shift the focus from the barriers that impede graduate students’ 

academic success and housing security—as is often the focus in research about 

undergraduate experiences with homelessness—to graduate students’ tools used for 

preserving and succeeding despite the barriers.  

Purpose of the Study 

Often, people experiencing housing instability are labeled as deficient and 

uneducated (Budescu et al., 2020). This narrative overlooks college students and 

particularly graduate students. Also, what is left out of the narrative are the societal 

factors that led to this experience—and more importantly, the stories of those who have 

successfully navigated through housing instability and what or who contributed to their 

success. Although there is a growing body of literature about the experiences of 

undergraduate students who lack permanent shelter, the research on graduate students’ 

experiences is limited. Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study was to explore 

how graduate students at a U.S. research university describe their experiences with 

homelessness and housing insecurity.  

I used an adapted version of Harper’s (2010) anti-deficit achievement framework 

(ADAF) to explore how personal, familial, and institutional factors influence the 

educational pathways and experiences of graduate students who are homeless or housing 

insecure. Findings from this study seek to direct attention toward the roles that educators, 
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institutional leaders, and policymakers play in constructing and sustaining campus 

environments that contribute to student success. Additionally, findings inform 

educational leaders and policymakers on how they can better meet the needs of the 

population of graduate students who experience homelessness or housing insecurity.  

Research Questions 

To further understand the experiences of graduate students at one research 

university in the United States who identify as homeless or housing insecure, this study 

sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do graduate students who identify as homeless or housing insecure 

successfully navigate their educational journey? 

2. What academic interactions and experiential opportunities with peers, campus 

leaders, and faculty contribute to their persistence and academic achievement? 

To address my research questions, I relied on Harper’s (2010) ADAF to 

understand such experiences among graduate students.  

Overview of the Conceptual Framework 

As a lens to inform my analysis and answer my research questions, I used the 

ADAF, which I explain below. But first, it is important for readers to understand deficit 

theory and how the ADAF contests such notions. Attitudes and behavior of the haves 

toward the have-nots are rooted in unequal social and economic systems. In the book The 

Evolution of Deficit Thinking: Educational Thought and Practice, Valencia (1997) 

challenged the academic discourse and schooling practices that have placed blame on 

people of color and people who are economically disadvantaged for the circumstances 

they encountered. “Deficit thinking is tantamount to the process of blaming the victim” 
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(Valencia, 1997, p. x). Deficit thinking suggests that the onus of socioeconomic and 

educational attainment challenges falls on the individual. Additionally, deficit thinking 

documents the underachievement or failure of communities. Deficit thinking tends to 

pathologize homelessness and define those who experience it solely by this circumstance. 

Although Valencia did not focus specifically on experiences of homelessness, he argued 

that there is an assumption that similar groups—such as people who have low incomes, 

are economically disadvantaged, or are in poverty. The assumption is that these groups 

caused their situations instead of the institutional structures and inequitable policies and 

practices that created and maintain such systems. Thus, it is not unreasonable to 

challenge deficit thinking in my study. 

In deficit-centered research, the focus is on documenting the lack and deficiencies 

of resources, among other things (Valencia, 1997). Many educational research studies 

have portrayed displaced communities who are socially isolated and neglected as 

deficient (Tuck, 2009; Valencia, 1997). In the homeless literature, social isolation and 

neglect are not uncommon among those experiencing homelessness (Bassuk, 1984; 

Morse, 1992; Murphey & Tobin, 2011; Shlay & Rossi, 1992). People experiencing 

homeless may feel like outcasts in society (Olufemi, 2002). Further, research on 

populations who experience poverty or homelessness has been centered around abhorrent 

behavior and victimization (Valencia, 1997).  

The scholarship about marginalized people, which would include those who are 

homeless or housing insecure, has tended to start from a place of defeat or brokenness 

and focus on the deficits, the adverse outcomes, and risk factors (Tuck, 2009). In 

addition, because of experiences with homelessness, those who were economically 
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disadvantaged because of institutional policies and practices have often been depicted as 

underachievers (Hess, 1970) or deficient (Nieto, 1996). Further justifying the need to 

approach research from an anti-deficit framework, Valencia (1997) explicated that “of the 

various conceptual frameworks that have been advanced to explain school failure among 

low-income minority groups, the deficit theory has held the longest currency among 

scholars, educators, and policymakers” (p. xi).  

For these reasons, this study used an anti-deficit approach, which contests 

traditional schools of thought and research that further stigmatizes marginalized students. 

Instead, this study has highlighted factors associated with the successes of graduate 

students who experience homelessness and housing insecurity. Chapter 2 provides more 

context about the ADAF; however, I provide a summary of the framework next.  

Brief Overview of the Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework  

Through his research, Harper (2010) created the ADAF to better understand how 

institutional factors can influence college students’ educational journey. Although the 

framework was designed to study undergraduate Black males, I believe that this 

framework may be transferrable to graduate students to understand what contributes to 

their success despite societal barriers. Although Harper’s (2010) ADAF has been used to 

study other minoritized populations, I believe it can be adapted to address perceptions of 

homelessness and housing insecurity. In addition, although his research has focused on 

undergraduate students, I am interested in how this framework can be adapted for the 

graduate student experience. The goal of this study is to examine how the institutional 

factors adapted from the ADAF can contribute to graduate student success. These factors 

include familial factors, school forces in kindergarten through Grade 12 [K–12], out-of-
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school college preparatory experiences, classroom interactions, out-of-class engagement, 

experiential and external opportunities, industry careers, graduate school enrollment, and 

research careers.  

The ADAF is “informed by theories from psychology, sociology, and education” 

(Harper, 2010, p. 68) and was designed to study the success of students rather than the 

deficits highlighted in the existing literature. Harper’s framework inverted questions that 

ask why students (in his case, particularly Black males in science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics [STEM]) fail, reversing the perspective by taking an anti-

deficit approach that asked how students succeed in higher education. The crux of this 

framework is that it provides students who are marginalized with the opportunity to share 

their experiences on how they have managed to be successful. 

Even though Harper (2010) developed the ADAF to challenge other scholars’ 

traditional deficit-based assumptions of Black male undergraduate students, this 

theoretical framework offers a path for researchers to approach their scholarship about all 

minoritized students. Past research has often invited marginalized groups to speak about 

their experiences from a place of pain or deprivation (Hooks, 1990; Tuck, 2009). To 

counter this notion, my study has built upon Harper’s (2010) ADAF to develop an anti-

deficit achievement conceptualization through narratives from graduate students who 

have experienced homelessness and housing insecurity, emphasizing institutional factors 

that contributed to academic success. 

 By using the ADAF, I posited that participants would be more willing to share 

their stories about housing instability because the focus would be on their successes, 

despite obstacles they may have faced. I could also expose assumptions that center on 
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how graduate students who are experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity strive 

to succeed in college, while proposing that such rhetoric bolsters the practices of 

researchers and educators. Additionally, the anti-deficit conceptual framework is pivotal 

in advancing research, practices, and policies that impact college student success (Pérez 

et al., 2017). Finally, this framework addresses how familial relationships, peer and 

faculty interactions, and out-of-class experiences positively influence the academic 

journeys of graduate students. 

Overview of Research Methodology and Design 

This qualitative study sought to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of 

graduate students who identify as homeless or housing insecure. Savin-Baden and Howell 

Major (2013) described qualitative research as a powerful tool that allows researchers to 

understand the complexities of the human world. Qualitative research is concerned with 

“the structure, process, and significance of the matter” (Wertz et al., 2011, p. 2). Also, 

this type of research is a form of social inquiry that seeks to understand how participants 

experience reality based on a given phenomenon (Mendoza, 2007; Savin-Baden & 

Howell Major, 2013). Qualitative research identifies “how people interpret their 

experiences …, construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5). Qualitative research is used to explore the shared 

behavior of specific groups of interest or individuals (Creswell, 2013). A qualitative 

methodology is appropriate for this study because I am interested in the complexities of 

the lives of individuals who are homeless. I want to know how they construct and 

interpret their graduate experiences. Thus, using qualitative research has helped me gain a 
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deeper understanding of the success stories of graduate students who experience 

homelessness and housing insecurity. 

In this study, I used narrative inquiry. As a qualitative method, it draws on the 

interpretive power of stories (Wertz et al., 2011). Narrative inquiry tells a first-person 

account of participant experiences through the form of stories, according to individuals’ 

understanding of their identity, and allows the voices of those traditionally marginalized 

to be heard (Riessman, 2002). Given that my study was informed by the ADAF, which 

centers students’ voices, unique experiences, and success stories (Harper, 2010), a 

narrative inquiry was further justified as the best approach to this research. It allowed me 

to identify, by analyzing their stories, the various assets that students who experience 

homelessness use (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Kim, 2016; Riessman, 2002). 

Specifically, I elicited participant stories so they could share their experiences with 

homelessness and housing insecurity. Their narratives were then used to tell a larger story 

about their achievements as graduate students.  

Participants, Data Collection, and Analysis 

In total, I sought to recruit about five graduate students who had experienced 

homelessness or housing insecurity while enrolled at a 4-year public land-grant research 

institution.  

I gathered participants’ stories through two semi-structured interviews 

(Appendices A and B) conducted in person, via telephone, or on Zoom. Each interview 

took place at a mutually agreed-upon time and virtual location and lasted approximately 

90 minutes. With the consent of the participants, I audio-recorded the interviews to have 

as complete a transcript as possible. The recordings allowed me to conduct a more in-
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depth analysis. Prior to the interviews, participants were asked to complete a 

demographic questionnaire (Appendix C) to provide me with a snapshot of their social 

identities and to gain a greater understanding of the helpfulness of campus and 

community resources. 

Once data collection began, I simultaneously began the analytic process. 

Narrative analysis can be viewed as an interwoven process that entwines the spoken 

truths of the study participants and the researcher’s interpretations (Josselson, 2011). 

Through the analysis, I interpreted the stories shared by the participants. I approached my 

analysis inductively. Merriam (2009) suggested that inductively analyzing data is one of 

the most effective approaches in qualitative research. This method allows data to “speak 

for themselves by the emergence of conceptual categories and descriptive themes” (Suter, 

2006, p. 346). I used narrative coding as another method of data abstraction from the 

stories. From the coding process, I generated themes within each individual narrative and 

across narratives to create metanarratives. It is important to note that trustworthiness is 

critical to enhancing the possibility that readers may determine the findings are 

transferable to their settings (Clandinin, 2008). To do so, I employed trustworthiness 

techniques—such as triangulating data sources, cross-checking, and member checking—

to ensure the accuracy of my interpretations of participant stories. These strategies are 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3.  

Significance of the Study 

A goal of this study was to employ a positive sensibility and anti-deficit thinking 

when researching graduate students who experience homelessness and housing 

insecurity. While research documenting the homelessness and housing insecurity of 
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undergraduate students in higher education exist (e.g., Crutchfield, 2011; Crutchfield, 

Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Gupton, 

2009; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017) exist, the research on graduate students’ experiences 

is scarce. Limited research in this area may be based on the assumptions that graduate 

students and their previous higher education experiences would keep them from 

experiencing homelessness. Therefore, this study contributes to the literature about 

homelessness in postsecondary education and, more specifically, begins to address the 

lack of research about graduate students and their experiences with homelessness and 

housing insecurity.  

By understanding these experiences, graduate programs, educational leaders, 

educators, and practitioners can better serve and retain those who experience 

homelessness, which is a growing concern for higher education (American Association of 

State Colleges and Universities [AASCU], 2020). A 2020 report by the AASCU, titled 

the Top 10 Higher Education State Policy Issues for 2020, noted that one of the primary 

concerns confronting higher education is meeting basic student needs to foster 

institutional productivity and student success. Legislators across the nation are 

increasingly looking for ways to address housing instability on college campuses 

(AASCU, 2020). My study aimed to significantly contribute to policy, praxis, and 

research by exploring how graduate students who are homeless and housing insecure 

navigate obstacles. I also expanded the utility of the ADAF that generally focuses on 

undergraduates (Harper, 2010; Harper & Quaye, 2015) by applying it to graduate 

students. 
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This study contributes to the literature by illuminating the navigational tools 

graduate students employ when faced with homelessness. Not only is it important to 

contribute to the body of literature on homelessness and graduate student experiences, but 

also it is important for educational leaders, in general, to understand how these students 

navigate higher education. The literature on students experiencing homelessness has 

suggested that students with such challenges are less likely than their peers to persevere 

(Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Klitzman, 2018; Sainthilaire, 2019; Silva et al., 2017). And 

though it seems logical to extrapolate the same is true for graduate students who 

experience homelessness, anti-deficit narratives can offer a more nuanced understanding 

of how graduate students navigate and use campus resources, social networks, and other 

potential factors in an effort to persist.  

Additionally, this study raises awareness from a strengths-based perspective, 

highlighting the resources that homeless graduate students have and how it contributes to 

their success. The study also celebrates the knowledge, abilities, and skills that graduate 

students who experience housing instability possess, and it serves as an impetus for 

higher education to acknowledge what these students bring to campus and identify areas 

where they may need support to achieve their educational goals. Thus, the stories 

collected for this study, through narrative inquiry, advance the conversation and 

understanding of graduate students who experience homelessness and housing instability. 

To fully comprehend all aspects of this study, including its significance, it is imperative 

to define the terms used throughout.  
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Key Terminology 

I provide the following definitions to ensure uniformity in understanding this 

study’s terms. Because of the lack of precision and agreement in definitions, it is 

important to define how I used homelessness and housing insecurity.” In this study, 

homelessness was defined as a state in which one lacks regular and adequate housing 

(Murphy & Tobin, 2011). The term homeless is socially constructed and has severe 

implications for people who experience it, defining their identity and character. For this 

reason, I used person-first language, which sought to prioritize one’s identity and remove 

the stigmatized situation affixed to an individual’s identity. While this may seem like 

mere semantics, I recognize that social shaming and the way words are used to describe 

people, rather than the situation, can gravely impact students’ experiences. Instead of 

using “homeless graduate students,” for example, I used “graduate students who 

experience homelessness” to center the person first while recognizing their experience. 

“It is not merely a crisis of inadequate housing; instead, it is an example of the 

intersection of multiple forms of marginality within systems of inequity” (Gupton, 2017, 

p. 192) that affects a diverse group of people.  

Homelessness is not due to one’s lack of responsibility but a deficiency in public 

services and support, and a lack of affordable housing (McCarthy, 2013). Similarly, 

housing insecurity refers to a person living in temporary or public spaces who would 

otherwise be homeless without the temporary shelter. Housing instability encompasses 

both homelessness and housing insecurity, acknowledging that the two result in unstable 

housing.  



16 

 

For this study, a graduate student who lives with relatives for cultural reasons or 

for reasons that do not involve an economic crisis or necessity was not considered to be 

experiencing homelessness. In addition, students who live on campus, have their campus 

housing contracts end with the academic term, and plan to return to a parent’s or 

guardian’s home where they feel safe were not considered to be experiencing 

homelessness. Likewise, those who study abroad for a semester were not considered to be 

experiencing homelessness. While these examples list why students may not be thought 

of experiencing homelessness or housing insecurity, there are examples of instances 

where they could, which this study intends to find.  

 Similar to Collins (1998), I believe that there is power in the words we choose. I 

was intentional about the specific terms used in this study, being cautious not to define 

them too narrowly. I present in the following list terms that were central constructs for 

this research study, as I used them. However, participants may have defined these terms 

differently, especially homelessness, housing insecurity, and housing instability. These 

terms serve as a foundation for how I understood concepts and experiences. Additionally, 

these terms guided my research in unpacking terminology essential to this study. 

Adequate - Sufficient for meeting both physical and psychological needs, 

typically met in the home (Federal Student Aid, 2019). 

Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework (ADAF) - Defined in detail in Chapter 2, 

this construct encourages researchers to focus on students’ successes rather than their 

failures or deficiencies, despite institutional and societal conditions (Edwards & Gayles, 

2019; Harper, 2010).  
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Food Insecurity - The inability to access or afford sufficient and nutritious food 

in a socially acceptable manner (Nazmi et al., 2019). 

4-Year Institution - An institution offering at least a 4-year program of college-

level studies, wholly or principally creditable toward a baccalaureate degree (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2018).  

Graduate Students - Students who have earned a bachelor’s degree and are 

pursuing graduate education in a specific field (Education USA, n.d.). 

Higher Education - Formal schooling beyond receipt of the high school diploma 

or general equivalency diploma.  

Homelessness - A state in which one lacks regular and adequate housing. People 

experiencing this state include students living at camping grounds; in cars, parks, 

abandoned buildings, or bus or train stations; or in any public or private place not designed 

for humans to reside in. Homelessness is a fluid and complex process (Murphy & Tobin, 

2011). 

Housing Insecurity - This shorter-term experience consists of living in temporary 

or public spaces, including various forms of couch surfing; poor-quality housing (e.g., 

substandard housing that does not meet local building codes or that has the utilities turned 

off); unstable housing; emergency or disaster-related transitional shelters (e.g., trailers 

provided by the Federal Emergency Management Agency); and/or unaffordable housing 

conditions (Mangan & Schmalz, 2019). The term also includes people who are fleeing 

permanent shelter because of an abusive relationship, as well as students living in a 

campus residence hall or campus housing who would otherwise be homeless during 

campus breaks. This study referred to this definition to maintain consistency and 

operationalize this social construct. 
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Housing Instability - An unstable housing situation encompassing both 

homelessness and housing insecurity. 

Land-Grant Institution - A postsecondary institution that Congress designated to 

receive benefits from the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890; that has a mission to include 

agriculture, military tactics, mechanic arts, and classical studies in the curriculum 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018); and that provides access to higher 

education for working-class citizens. 

Needs - Something desired or required and essential in order to live, succeed, or 

be happy; a necessity (McTier, 2015). 

Resource(s) - Something that can be used or someone who provides an asset 

and/or supplies support, aid, or assistance when needed (McTier, 2015). 

Unaccompanied - The student is not living in the physical custody of a parent or 

guardian. 

Dissertation Overview 

The purpose of this chapter was to provide an overview of the study, specifically 

introducing the topic, detailing the problem and purpose, and discussing the research 

design and the significance to the field of higher education. In Chapter 2, I present a 

review of the literature on postsecondary student homelessness and housing insecurity. I 

also discuss the policies that seek to address the issue of homelessness in higher 

education. I focus on challenges that are correlated with the experiences of college 

student housing instability. I then narrow the review to focus on the specific population 

for this study, graduate students, and the recent scholarship that highlights the various 
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challenges they endure while working toward their degree. Lastly, I introduce the ADAF 

(Harper, 2010) in greater detail, which I used to frame the discussion of the study.  

In Chapter 3, I discuss my research design, including the methods used to collect 

and analyze data. I start by providing an in-depth explanation of my methodological 

approach. Next, I give specific information about the institutional setting, descriptive 

information about the study’s participants, and the sampling procedure. Then, I discuss 

my analytic process, research ethics, and positionality as a researcher. My positionality 

informed my purpose and perspectives concerning this study. Chapter 3 concludes with 

descriptions of the strategies I used to ensure trustworthiness and the limitations of the 

research methods.  

In Chapter 4, I present my findings based on the narratives shared by participants. 

I share common themes that emerged during my analysis. In Chapter 5, I share my 

interpretations of the findings by discussing how the findings, through the lens of the 

ADAF, answered the research questions. Finally, in Chapter 6, I provide implications and 

recommendations for research, practice, and theory. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND FRAMEWORK 

The experiences of homelessness and housing insecurity are not new to higher 

education (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Geis, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Gupton, 

2017; Hallett et al., 2019). However, research about homelessness and housing insecurity 

is fairly limited. One reason may be that prior to 2007, institutional data about college 

students who experienced homelessness were virtually unavailable. The availability 

changed somewhat in 2007. That year, the U.S. federal government began collecting data 

about housing instability on the FAFSA form. Since then, a few scholars (e.g., Broton & 

Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Gupton, 2017; Hallett et al., 2019) have 

begun to shed greater light on students experiencing homelessness and housing 

insecurity.  

Much of the literature regarding the experiences of students who identify as 

homeless focuses on K–12 youth (Aviles de Bradley, 2011; Hallett, & Skrla, 2017; 

Ingram et al., 2017; Miller, 2011a, 2011b; U.S. Department of Education, 2004), with 

several emerging studies focusing on undergraduate college students (Adame-Smith 

2016; Ambrose 2016; Crutchfield, 2012; Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, 

Clark, et al., 2016; Geis 2015; Goldrick-Rab & Broton, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; 

Gupton, 2017; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017; Karlin, 2019; Maurer 2017). In recent years, 

researchers have increased their efforts to study homelessness at postsecondary 

institutions (e.g., Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 2016; 

Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Tsui et al., 2011; Wood et al., 2016). This research is critical, 

as other college students, faculty members, and administrators often do not understand 
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the experiences of students who encounter homelessness or housing insecurity in higher 

education (Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017).  

My study further contributes to this extant scholarship and expands it by 

concentrating on an even more understudied population, graduate students. 

To better understand the experiences of graduate students who face homelessness 

or housing insecurity, in this chapter, I review the literature on homelessness in the U.S. 

higher education system. I begin by defining homelessness and housing insecurity. Next, 

I provide an overview of how legislation has sought to address homelessness and housing 

insecurity in higher education. Then, I review the literature on students’ experiences with 

homelessness within postsecondary institutions while highlighting the data that have been 

collected, this population’s demographics, and their challenges. I expanded my review to 

include undergraduate and graduate students because the extant scholarship is so scant 

when specifically considering graduate students. I synthesize the existing scholarship 

about some of the broad challenges many graduate students, whether homeless or not, 

endure while pursuing their degree in the United States. Finally, I review the conceptual 

basis for this study, the ADAF (Harper, 2010), and discuss how institutional and external 

factors can influence the educational experience for graduate students.  

What is Homelessness and Housing Insecurity? 

Although students may have shelter, the location may be unsafe, inadequate, or 

inconsistent (Hallett et al., 2019). These experiences of unstable housing may last for 

hours or months (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Although researchers and policymakers 

may divide experiences related to unstable housing into two categories, housing 

insecurity and homelessness, these categories often overlap (Hallett et al., 2019). In 
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higher education, deciding which category (homelessness or housing insecurity) best 

describes a student’s experience can be complicated.  

To better understand student experiences concerning housing, higher education 

must move beyond binary assumptions that students are either housed or homeless. 

Instead, the concept should be considered as a housing continuum (Hallett & Crutchfield, 

2017; Hallett et al., 2019). Hallett and Crutchfield (2017) created the Higher Education 

Housing Continuum to provide a holistic approach to understanding the varied 

experiences of students with unstable housing. The continuum is made up of four 

nonlinear categories of housing: homelessness (lacking housing that is fixed and 

adequate); housing instability, or as referred to in this dissertation, housing insecurity 

(housing situations that may not remain fixed, regular, and adequate); recent housing 

instability (stable housing, but experienced housing insecurity within the past 3 years); 

and housing secure (consistent, adequate, and safe housing with consistent funding to 

cover expenses; Hallett et al., 2019). At any point in time, students, including graduate 

students, can experience one of the categories or be in transition between categories 

(Hallett et al., 2019). Additionally, it is possible for students to experience each category 

more than once during an academic semester.  

Homelessness 

People experience homelessness and housing insecurity in a number of ways. As 

a result, there is no universal definition for homelessness (Mawhinney-Rhodes & Stahler, 

2006; Mihaly, 1991; Murphey & Tobin, 2011). However, there are definitions that 

various advocates, policymakers, and researchers use. According to the U.S. Department 

of Education, students who lack fixed, adequate, and regular housing are experiencing 
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homelessness (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). The U.S. Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD) definition of homelessness is similar to the Education 

Department’s definition, with the exception of including individuals who may be housing 

insecure (HUD, 2012). Due to limited resources, HUD primarily focuses on individuals 

experiencing chronic homelessness (e.g., those living in public places, spaces like 

shelters, or on the street). 

Public Spaces  

Living in a public space is not uncommon for someone experiencing 

homelessness (Hallett et al., 2019; Murphey & Tobin, 2011). These spaces can include 

sidewalks, parks, the woods, campgrounds, beaches, riversides, tent cities, or areas near 

highways. When those experiencing homelessness live in open public spaces, they may 

be more at risk or vulnerable to harassment, assault, or violent behavior (Hallett et al., 

2019).  

As a layer of protection from the weather, individuals may also seek out 

abandoned buildings, shelters, barns, hospitals, vehicles, or storage units for shelter 

(Hallett et al., 2019; Murphey & Tobin, 2011). Many of these places lack adequate 

kitchens or bathrooms, leaving students without a safe place to prepare and store food 

and to shower. Although shelters can temporarily resolve these concerns for students, 

they can also be challenging to navigate (Hallett et al., 2019). In some cities that have 

few spaces available for people experiencing homelessness, students may have to 

compete for a bed (Hallett et al., 2019). Further, given that the time to sign up for a space 

in the shelter is typically midday, especially for emergency shelters (Hallett et al., 2019; 

Murphey & Tobin, 2011), some students may miss the chance of securing a place due to 
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class or work schedules. Also, based on their mission and rules, some shelters reserve the 

right to require those seeking shelter to meet certain requirements (e.g., gender, age, 

religious affiliation, etc.; Hallett et al., 2019). Shelters, particularly emergency or disaster 

shelters, can also present challenges for students who may need the internet for academic 

work, which may be unavailable. Shelters may also have lighting that goes out at a 

certain time, making it difficult to complete homework assignments in the late evenings 

(Hallett et al., 2019).  

Students seeking shelter in their vehicles may move around frequently to avoid 

parking citations or arrests, especially in cities with camping laws that prohibit sleeping 

in public spaces (Hallett et al., 2019). Additionally, students experiencing homelessness, 

particularly graduate students who may hold assistantships, may try to find shelter on 

college campuses in libraries, lab spaces, offices, recreational spaces, or 24-hour-access 

facilities. Graduate students, and students in general, experiencing housing insecurity, 

may seek out these spaces to ensure stable indoor temperatures and a secure place to store 

their books, electronics, and valuables (Hallett et al., 2019).  

Housing Insecurity 

Housing insecurity, also referred to as housing instability, is defined as having 

current housing that can change at any time even though it may be fixed, regular, and 

adequate (Hallett et al., 2019). Included in this definition are students living in on-campus 

housing and those who do not have a place to live during academic breaks or after 

graduation (Hallett et al., 2019). They may be in such situations because of financial 

mishaps. For example, they became delinquent on a bill that could have affected other 

bills while waiting for financial aid disbursement or paychecks to deposit into their 
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accounts. Or their roommate could be behind on rent or vacate the premises with little to 

no notice, leaving them with the entire cost. Graduate students are more likely to live 

independently and off-campus. When they become housing insecure, they may double up 

because they do not have a viable housing option. Doubling up occurs when one or more 

individuals or families live in a space designed for a specific number of occupants due to 

economic necessity (Geis, 2015; Hallett et al., 2019). For example, five people may 

inhabit a space designed to accommodate only two individuals.  

Hotels or Motels  

Students who are housing insecure may reside in hotels/motels or couch surf. 

They may try to find temporary shelter in a hotel/motel because it provides a somewhat 

safe space where they can keep their valuables and be sheltered from the weather (Hallett 

et al., 2019). These spaces also offer bathroom facilities. However, access to a kitchen or 

a place to prepare hot meals can be limited. Hotels and motels also present a number of 

other challenges. For example, accessing the internet may be difficult in a motel; there 

may be communal bathrooms and living spaces; and the rental agreement can be 

terminated by the hotel manager with little or sometimes no notice, leaving the student 

homeless (Hallett et al., 2019). 

Couch Surfing  

Students will couch surf with a friend or relative for shelter (Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2015; Hallett et al., 2019; Tierney et al., 2008). Their actions are not to be confused with 

students who couch surf as a lifestyle or live in hostels while studying abroad. As the 

term is used in this study, couch surfing is not by choice but done out of economic 

necessity and to avoid homelessness (Hallett et al., 2019). Also, students who couch surf 
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often try to avoid overstaying their welcome so as not to damage relationships with 

people who are willing to help them (Hallett et al., 2019).  

Relocating or frequently moving between homes can be emotionally and 

physically taxing on students’ health (Hallett et al., 2019). As a result, they may dedicate 

hours to figuring out the next place to lay their heads and when they must move on. If 

they are couch surfing off-campus, which is likely the case for most graduate students, 

they may spend additional time deciding how to get back and forth to campus for classes 

and other campus-related activities.  

If students do have campus housing, they may be required to move out of their 

residential spaces over academic breaks, leaving them with no place to go. During breaks, 

students may struggle to find shelter, and they may choose to sleep in inhabitable places 

(Hallett et al., 2019; Tierney et al., 2008). Other students may double up with friends 

temporarily. 

Experiences of homelessness and housing insecurity are likely unplanned and can 

often happen without notice. There is often a looming uncertainty about how to resolve 

the issue and secure housing (Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et 

al., 2016; Goldrick-Rab & Broton, 2015; Goldrick-Rab, Richardson, & Hernandez, 2017; 

Gupton, 2017; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017). These experiences with residential 

instability, as well as other related challenges, are common to the graduate student 

population (Crutchfield & Maguire, 2018).  

Legislative Context 

Within education, a number of policies have been enacted at both the federal and 

state levels to increase lower-income students’ access to educational opportunities and 
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related resources. These same policies can benefit those who are, or otherwise would be, 

homeless or housing insecure. In addition, specific policies have directly addressed 

homelessness and housing insecurity. Although none specifically address graduate 

education, the larger policy context has the potential to inform future legislation 

(SchoolHouse Connection [SHC], 2018). Here, I briefly discuss the history and current 

policy environment. In particular, I explore the following policies: Higher Education Act, 

Higher Education Opportunity Act, McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, Every 

Student Succeeds, the College Cost Reduction and Access Act, and state policies 

implemented to support students. 

Higher Education Act of 1965 

 The Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA) was established to assist students and 

their families with affording a postsecondary education. Societal demands prompted 

Lyndon B. Johnson to sign this act into law, which provided financial resources to 

students in need, with the option to borrow low-interest loans from the government to pay 

for college costs (Hossler & Kwon, 2015; Wilkinson, 2005). President Johnson hoped the 

HEA would reduce poverty by helping every willing individual receive a postsecondary 

education, ultimately increasing their income (Cervantes et al., 2005; Hendrickson, 

2005). This act, which gets reauthorized about every 4 years (1968, 1972, 1976, 1980, 

1986, 1992, and 2008), accounts for nearly 74% of all financial aid available to students 

enrolled in postsecondary education in the United States (Capt, 2013). Although the HEA 

has been amended many times since its original passage in 1965, its original intent 

remains largely intact. Its goals include providing loans and grants in the form of aid to 

students from low-income backgrounds, expanding work-study programs, opposing tax 
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credits for tuition and other educational expenses, advocating for custom-made need-

based aid packages, and establishing scholarship programs (Cervantes et al., 2005).  

Under the HEA, Titles II, III, and V provide institutional aid and support. Title IV 

authorizes the federal government’s major student aid programs through direct federal 

assistance to students pursuing postsecondary education (Hegji, 2018). Additionally, 

HEA Titles IV, VI, and VII authorize services and support for marginalized students, 

students pursuing an international education, and students pursuing graduate and 

professional degrees (Hegji, 2018).  

The establishment of Section 326 of Title III-B provided grants to eligible 

Historically Black Graduate Institution programs to increase the number of African 

Americans in certain professional fields. Under Title IV-A, Subpart 2, students who fall 

into one or more of the following categories are eligible for support through the TRIO 

programs: low-income, first-generation college student, has a disability, at-risk of 

academic failure, veteran, youth experiencing homelessness, foster youth, and 

underrepresented in graduate education. Additional support for graduate education is 

authorized in the Graduate and Postsecondary Improvement Programs (Title VII), 

including the Jacob K. Javits Fellowship Program, Graduate Assistance in Areas of 

National Need, and the Thurgood Marshall Legal Educational Opportunity Program. 

These programs are intended to support graduate education and encourage innovation in 

postsecondary institutions. Additionally, under Title VIII, Part AA, Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities and Predominantly Black Institutions were provided mandatory 

annual appropriations to support master’s degree programs through FY2014 fiscal year 
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(Hegji, 2018). However, appropriations for these programs ceased at the end of the fiscal 

year 2014 and were not reauthorized (Hegji, 2018).  

Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 

One of the many amendments of the HEA was the Higher Education Opportunity 

Act of 2008 (HEOA). It enacted additional regulatory requirements on participating 

federal financial aid programs at higher education institutions (Dunham, 2009). The 

HEOA regulatory provisions require colleges and universities to take necessary actions to 

foster and emancipate students experiencing homelessness and with unique needs. 

Colleges and universities are directed to assist with services, including mentoring, 

tutoring, and the automatic eligibility for TRIO and Gaining Early Awareness and 

Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) activities and opportunities 

(Christensen, 2009; Dunham, 2009).  

In addition, the HEOA authorized the use of grant funds by Historically Black 

Graduate and Professional Institutions for (a) the acquisition of campus-adjacent real 

property for campus facilities; (b) education or financial services information designed to 

improve the financial literacy and economic literacy of students or their families; (c) 

services necessary for the implementation of approved projects or activities; and (d) 

tutoring, counseling, and student service programs designed to improve academic 

success. 

While the HEOA was written to help diverse students, the act has provisions to 

specifically assist students experiencing homelessness in higher education. The revisions 

made to Title IV, Student Assistance, require TRIO to ensure that homeless and foster 

care youth, including youth who leave foster care after reaching age 13, receive program 



30 

 

services. The revisions also led to the creation of a consortium for institutions of higher 

education to establish interdisciplinary programs to address poverty. Moreover, the 

revisions made it possible to establish designated projects for support services to 

homeless students, students in foster care, or students who are wards of the court at any 

time before the age of 13. The services are designed to give these students an opportunity 

to enroll and succeed in postsecondary education.  

Under the HEOA’s Student Support Services Program, which is part of TRIO, 

arrangements are to be made for temporary housing during campus breaks for 

undergraduate students experiencing homelessness. However, this benefit does not 

support or apply to graduate students. Instead, the law allowed graduate students to defer 

the principal repayment of PLUS Federal Family Education Loans for 6 months after 

degree completion. Additionally, the law raised the maximum Perkins Loan amount for 

graduate or professional students to $8,000 per academic year, helping students cover 

costs for graduate and professional education. However, this program ended on 

September 30, 2017. Under Title VII, the Graduate and Postsecondary Improvement 

Programs were revised to accommodate the diverse needs of graduate students. Although 

Congress continues to discuss another reauthorization of the HEOA, it has yet to pass 

both houses and be signed into law. However, some of the discussions have specifically 

addressed greater financial support for graduate students, including extending Pell Grant 

eligibility into graduate school.  

Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 

Congress has not always been supportive of graduate and professional education. 

For example, a version of the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 considered by the U.S. 
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House of Representatives (H.R.1) proposed to consider graduate tuition waivers as 

additional taxable income (Kamenetz, 2017; Kelderman, 2017). This shift in policy 

would have potentially widened the wealth gap, made graduate and professional 

education inaccessible for a number of students, and financially burdened thousands of 

students across the nation (Figeuroa, 2017; Kelderman, 2017; Lawston & Parker, 2017). 

This proposed legislation was heavily contested; graduate students across the nation 

planned walkouts and sit-ins and protested and staged a day of action to voice concerns 

regarding the bill (Kamenetz, 2017; Sullivan & Arnold, 2017). On December 2, 2017, the 

Senate passed a version of the bill that did not change Section 117, the section that would 

have resulted in taxing graduate and professional student tuition waivers and scholarships 

(Macguill, 2017). However, the tuition-waiver provisions were dropped by the time the 

president signed the bill into law on December 22, 2017. 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act of 1987 

Although provisions under the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act of 

1987 and the Every Student Succeeds Act (discussed in the next section) do not directly 

impact graduate students, they may provide support to students to decrease the likelihood 

that they will remain homeless. In addition, this legislation may prepare them to be in a 

better financial situation prior to enrolling in graduate school, mitigating future 

homelessness. Policymakers, educators, and researchers have worked to find the best 

approach for supporting students affected by homelessness. President Reagan enacted the 

McKinney-Vento Act, which has been revised numerous times since 1987 and was 

reauthorized in 2015. The McKinney-Vento Act was established to “identify and remove 

educational barriers for students who are homeless” (Hallett et al., 2019, p. 32) and 
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acknowledge the rights of families and students experiencing housing instability. The 

primary focus of the McKinney-Vento Act is students from preschool throughout 

secondary education.  

Every Student Succeeds Act  

To uphold the commitment to equal opportunity for all students, President Obama 

signed into law the Every Student Succeeds Act ([ESSA], 2015), which amended and 

reauthorized the McKinney-Vento Act. Parts of the ESSA are related to college 

preparation and access. For example, the ESSA did away with the requirement that 

students who report independent status on their FAFSA must provide their guardians’ tax 

information in order to receive aid. Removing this barrier has the potential to increase the 

likelihood that students submit the FASFA, which may help them secure grants and loans 

to support college attendance and completion (Hallett et al., 2019). The ESSA also stated 

that TRIO programs must give priority to students experiencing homelessness for 

resources such as tutoring and scholarships.  

Further, of particular importance for students, the EESA amended the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA) so that it now acknowledges 

housing status as a protected right. Although graduate students are protected by FERPA, 

what is unclear is whether their housing status is also taken into consideration with the 

amended FERPA protection. However, what is known is that the change provides 

additional privacy and protects records for students experiencing homelessness. 

Educators are encouraged to share information with others only when necessary to 

protect the student’s privacy while resolving the issue that required the protected 

information.  
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College Cost Reduction and Access Act  

Knowing how many homeless students are in higher education is challenging. 

However, a few organizations have attempted to gather these data more systematically 

(National Center for Homeless Education [NCHE], 2015; SHC, 2018). For example, 

Henry et al. (2019) reported that in 2016, approximately 40,799 unaccompanied youth 

were experiencing homelessness, of which 88% were traditional-aged college individuals 

between 18 and 21. In light of these data and recognizing that some of these individuals 

likely desired to attend college but had little to no support, the College Cost Reduction 

and Access Act of 2007 (CCRAA) was passed. The act expanded the definition of 

“independent student” to include “unaccompanied homeless” youth, which included 

students between the ages of 18 and 24, who are considered adults.  

Since the implementation of the CCRAA, the Office of Federal Student Aid, 

housed under the U.S. Department of Education, added questions to the FAFSA to 

determine if students meet the criteria of homelessness. For students who meet the 

requirements, the CCRAA eliminates the need for them to include their parent or 

guardian information on the FAFSA, thereby marginally simplifying the application 

process (NCHE, 2015).  

Changes to the CCRAA and the FAFSA form, for the first time, shed light on 

approximately how many U.S. students identify as homeless. Based on the FAFSA data 

for the 2016–2017 academic year, 32,739 undergraduate students were determined to be 

(or at risk of being) “unaccompanied homeless youth” (NCHE, 2015; SHC, 2018).  

It is important to reiterate that the information captured on the FAFSA form is 

related to homeless students who self-reported and met the requirements based on the 
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definition. Also, the number of students who reported that they are homeless on the 

FAFSA likely underestimates the size of this issue (Goldrick-Rab, Richardson, & 

Hernandez, 2017; SHC, 2018). For example, the FAFSA form does not capture 

information about individuals who may experience homelessness yet remain with their 

parent(s) or guardian(s), or those who may become homeless after completing the 

application. Additionally, the data collected on the web-based FAFSA application about 

unaccompanied homeless youth excludes applicants who are married, active military 

personnel, veterans, orphans, former foster youth, wards of the court, and students in 

graduate programs (SHC, 2018). Students from these categories are considered 

“independent students,” and according to the provisions of the HEA, they do not need to 

be verified as homeless and unaccompanied.  

State Policies  

Although federal policies address homelessness in elementary and secondary 

education (e.g., the McKinney-Vento Act, including ESSA amendments), similar 

regulations and protections for students in higher education are absent. For this reason, 

some states have created and implemented policies to support postsecondary students 

from low-income backgrounds, connected to foster care, or experiencing homelessness 

and housing insecurity. For example, California (AB 1228, 2015) and Louisiana (HB 

906, 2016) provide priority access in selecting campus housing for students who are 

experiencing homelessness. Students who attend campuses with various housing options 

also have access to year-round residential facilities. Such policies provide a stable living 

environment and limit the need for students to frequently move between temporary 
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housing situations (Hallett et al., 2019). Although these policies do provide support for 

homeless students, it is unclear whether such policies apply to graduate students as well.  

Also, public colleges and universities in California (AB 801, 2016) provide 

students experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity with priority enrollment. 

Priority enrollment is not a new practice in higher education. Student groups, such as 

athletes and former foster youth, are often able to enroll in courses before the general 

student populations (Hallett et al., 2019). Early enrollment, particularly for those who 

experience housing insecurity or homelessness, allows students to schedule their classes 

around their housing needs. Another benefit to early enrollment for students who 

experience housing insecurity is the ability to enroll in required classes before they fill up 

and, consequently, stay on schedule to complete their studies by their discipline’s 

projected completion date. Adhering to their discipline’s expected timeline helps them 

graduate more quickly than their peers and reduce college-related expenses (Hallett et al., 

2019). 

Some states also provide students experiencing housing instability with 

exemptions to tuition costs and fee waivers. In Colorado (HB 16-1100, 2016), students 

under the age of 22 who experience homelessness can receive in-state residency status. It 

is unclear whether graduate students under the age of 22 (which would be a very small 

number) are also eligible for in-state residency status. Similarly, in Louisiana (HB 906, 

2016), students under the age of 19 who have experienced homelessness within the past 2 

years may receive resident status for the purposes of paying in-state tuition. Students who 

attend community colleges in California (AB 801, 2016) are exempt from student fees. In 

Florida (Stat. §1009.25, 1991), students experiencing homelessness who are attending 
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public universities and community colleges are exempt from tuition and fees. In 

Maryland (HB 482, 2014; HB 400, 2016), students under the age of 25 who are 

experiencing homelessness are exempt from tuition and fees for up to 5 years at 

community colleges and public universities (Hallett et al., 2019). These policies, like 

others, do not specify if graduate students are eligible. Nonetheless, they can help reduce 

financial stress for students and provide opportunities for students to secure some of their 

basic needs like shelter and food.  

In addition to the support discussed above, California (AB 1995, 2016) requires 

that students who are experiencing homelessness at community colleges have access to 

showers (Hallett et al., 2019). This policy affords students who may have limited access 

to running water or adequate restroom facilities an opportunity to meet some basic 

hygiene needs, which can reduce the stigma of poor hygiene often associated with 

experiences of homelessness (Hallett et al., 2019). California (AB 1840, 2016) also 

ensures hiring preferences for internships and paid student positions to those under the 

age of 26 who are experiencing homelessness. Again, while some graduate students fit 

this age category, it is not clearly stated whether this provision includes them.  

Unlike the K–12 educational system, comprehensive federal policy addressing 

student homelessness and housing insecurity in higher education is limited, and 

nonexistent for graduate students. At the state level, policies lack clarity about whether 

graduate students are eligible for support under the higher education provisions for 

students in this situation. Further, although there are estimates about the number of 

undergraduate U.S. students experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity, at the 

graduate level, there are no national data to even provide an estimate of the scope of this 
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population. What is known about homeless students comes from an emerging body of 

scholarship, which I discuss next. 

Who Experiences Housing Instability in Higher Education? 

Postsecondary institutions are not mandated to collect data on the number of 

students experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity. Yet, a few scholars have 

attempted to measure and understand this population. There are a number of dissertations 

and theses about undergraduate college students’ experiences with homelessness (e.g., 

Adame-Smith, 2016; Ambrose, 2016; Crutchfield, 2012; Geis, 2015; Karlin, 2019; 

Maurer 2017), as well as several peer-reviewed articles. Based upon studies by Bowers 

and O’Neill (2019) and Hallett et al. (2019), Table 1 summarizes the studies they found 

that provide some data about the magnitude of undergraduate and graduate student 

housing instability across 2-year and 4-year institutions.  

  

Table 1 

Studies on Collegiate Homelessness and Housing Insecurity 

Context Institution 
type 

Rate of 
housing 

insecurity 

Rate of 
homelessness 

Type of 
manuscript 

Citation 

South 4-year 

 

 8 Dissertation Adame-Smith, 
2016 

Northwest 2-year  9 Dissertation Ambrose, 
2016 

West 2-year  20 Dissertation Crutchfield, 
2012 

California State 
University 
(all 23 
campuses) 

4-year  10.9% of 
students 

experienced 
homelessness 

Peer- 
reviewed 

article 

Crutchfield & 
Maguire, 

2018 
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Context Institution 
type 

Rate of 
housing 

insecurity 

Rate of 
homelessness 

Type of 
manuscript 

Citation 

Central Plains/ 
Midwest 

2- and 4-
year 

 7 Master’s 
thesis 

Geis, 2015 

National sample 
of community 
colleges 
(institutions 
from 24 
states) 

2-year 51%–
52%were 
housing 
insecure 

13%–14 % 
experienced 

homelessness 

Peer- 
reviewed 

article 

Goldrick-Rab 
et al., 2015; 

Goldrick-Rab 
et al., 2017 

Southwest 2-year  4 Peer- 
reviewed 

article 

Gupton, 2017 

West 2-year  8 Peer- 
reviewed 

article 

Hallett and 
Freas, 2017 

Massachusetts 
higher 
education 
system 

2- and 4-
year 

45% of 
students 

experienc
ed 

housing 
insecurity 

 Peer-
reviewed 

article 

Massachusetts 
Department of 

Higher 
Education, 

2017 

Midwest 4-year  4 Master’s 
thesis 

Maurer, 2017 

University of 
Massachusetts 
Boston 

4-year 45%were 
housing 
insecure 

5.4% 
experienced 

homelessness 

Peer- 
reviewed 

article 

Silva et al., 
2017 

City University 
of New York 
(17 
institutions) 

2- and 4-
year 

40% of 
students 

experienc
ed 

housing 
insecurity 

 Peer-
reviewed 

article 

Tsui et al., 
2011 

University of 
California (10 
campuses) 

  5% of 
undergraduate 
and graduate 

students 
experienced 

homelessness 
at some point 
during their 
enrollment 

Peer-
reviewed 

article 

University of 
California 

Global Food 
Initiative, 

2017 



39 

 

Context Institution 
type 

Rate of 
housing 

insecurity 

Rate of 
homelessness 

Type of 
manuscript 

Citation 

California 
sample of 
community 
colleges (90 
campuses) 

2-year One-third 
of 

students 
experienc

ed 
housing 

insecurity 

 Peer-
reviewed 

article 

Wood et al., 
2017 

Note. Adapted from two sources: (1) “The Lived Experience of Being a Homeless 

College Student: A Qualitative Interpretive Meta-Synthesis (QIMS),” by P. H. Bowers & 

M. O’Neill, 2019, Journal of Children and Poverty, 25(2), p. 114–130 

(https://doi.org/10.1080/10796126.2019.1629580). Copyright 2019 by the Taylor & 

Francis Group. (2) Addressing Homelessness and Housing Insecurity in Higher 

Education: Strategies for Educational Leaders, by R. E. Hallett, R. M. Crutchfield, & J. 

J. Maguire, 2019, Teachers College Press. 

 

Table 1 also illustrates that, while scholarship on this topic is emerging, few 

studies in this sample include graduate students, which supports the need for additional 

research, such as my study. The Table 1 data provide only a snapshot of the research 

about students who experience homelessness and housing insecurity; however, it is a 

starting place to begin to understand the depth of the situation. Tracking and knowing the 

magnitude of the student population facing homelessness or housing insecurity is 

important. Still, we must also understand the lived experiences of students who encounter 

homeless and housing insecurity. What challenges do they encounter, and how are they 

able to overcome them? Understanding their challenges is pivotal for finding solutions.  
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In 2015, Goldrick-Rab et al. (2015) sampled approximately 4,000 students from 

10 community colleges across seven states. They found that over 50% of the students 

were housing insecure, meaning they experienced challenges with affording rent and/or 

utilities (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018), and were at risk of 

becoming homeless. Thirteen percent of the respondents were homeless. In a larger 

follow-up study in 2016, Goldrick-Rab, Richardson, and Hernandez, (2017) surveyed 

over 40,000 students at 66 postsecondary institutions. They found that in the prior year, 

12% of the respondents attending community colleges and 9% attending 4-year 

institutions were homeless. Another study commissioned by the chancellor of the 

California State University (CSU) system, which enrolls over 450,000 students, found 

that 21% of its population indicated that they were homeless or at risk of being homeless 

(Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 2016). Although these 

studies shed light on homelessness in higher education, like other studies and national 

data from the FAFSA, they do not account for the entire population, leaving many 

unanswered questions.  

Factors Contributing to Homelessness 

Societal challenges exacerbate housing instability (Gupton, 2017; Hallett et al., 

2019). “Homelessness and housing insecurity are not isolated issues” (Hallett et al., 2019, 

p. 24). Often, underlying issues contribute to students’ struggles. For example, external 

systemic factors can significantly influence the likelihood of a student experiencing 

homelessness and housing insecurity while pursuing a degree. Scholars have studied 

college student success and found that a lack of affordability and other institutional 
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barriers play a significant role (Britt et al., 2017; Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Engle & 

Tinto, 2008; Tierney et al., 2008; Tinto, 1993). 

Until the recent COVID-19 pandemic, the decline in unemployment rates might 

have suggested that the nation was financially thriving. However, an unequal distribution 

of wealth and benefits and the divestment in education by federal and state governments 

have shifted college costs from the state to the student (Alexander, 2019; Knox, 2019; 

Mitchell et al., 2016). Additionally, the cost to attend college has increased. Yet, financial 

aid and support from the government and institutions have not kept up (Baum & Stelle, 

2017; Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Hallett et al., 2019), 

leaving students to incur debt, particularly those from lower socioeconomic communities.  

Despite not knowing the extent of homelessness in U.S. higher education, 

research has identified a combination of factors that contribute to college student 

homelessness. For example, over the years, university tuition costs have drastically risen, 

increasing the financial need for students. For those who qualify for Pell Grants, the size 

of the grants has not kept up with rising tuition costs, making it more difficult to meet 

college costs, including housing (Mangan & Schmalz, 2019).  

Graduate students face additional challenges. Currently, graduate students who 

were Pell-eligible as undergraduates cannot apply any remaining eligibility to their 

graduate education. Further, for full-time students who do not have assistantships, tuition 

and fees are often higher at the graduate level and not matched with financial assistance 

beyond loans. “About 60% of grad students don’t receive any kind of scholarship, grant, 

or tuition waiver” (Lobosco, 2018, para. 3). 
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In spring 2017, Sallie Mae and Ipsos conducted a study to highlight some of the 

ways graduate students afford school. The survey included 1,597 part-time (43%) and 

full-time (57%) graduate students over the age of 20 who were pursuing master’s (72%) 

and doctoral (28%) degrees (Sallie Mae & Ipsos, 2017). The study found that graduate 

students supported about 77% of their education with money earned, saved, or borrowed, 

while undergraduate students used similar types of resources to pay about 30% of their 

education. For graduate students, about 15% of tuition and fees were covered by grants, 

fellowships, scholarships, and/or tuition waivers. Moreover, graduate students are not a 

monolithic category. The Council for Graduate Schools (2019) found that during the 

2015–2016 academic year, doctoral students received more graduate assistantships (30%) 

and grants (50%) than master’s students who had assistantships (10%) and grant aid 

(40%). Master’s students took out more loans than doctoral students (40% vs. 30%) and 

received more aid from employers (20% vs. 10%). 

Over the years, colleges have increased their efforts to provide resources and 

services for students experiencing financial challenges (Field, 2017; Pavlik, 2016). 

Scholars have argued that university interventions implemented to eradicate homeless on 

their campuses have positively influenced the college student experience, contributed to 

the reduction of disparities, and improved completion rates (Mangan & Schmalz, 2019). 

These efforts suggest that university leaders can and should do more to meet the basic 

needs of students who experience homelessness and housing insecurity. When university 

practices and resources are available to meet the needs of students, it can create an 

environment where students believe they can thrive and succeed (Engle & Tinto, 2008; 

Kuh et al., 2006).  
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However, universities face their own challenges that may make offering housing 

support and emergency funding difficult in an era where state and federal funding is 

dwindling (Baum et al., 2018; Mortenson, 2012; Webber, 2017) and tuition dollars are 

shrinking due to declining enrollments (Mitchell et al., 2016; Williams, 2018). Yet, some 

leaders have called for universities to respond. For example, President Russell Lowery-

Hart of Amarillo College in Texas asked how universities could afford not to act given 

many students are struggling to have their basic needs met (Mangan & Schmalz, 2019).  

In addition to the financial challenges described thus far, students can become 

homeless or housing insecure for a number of other reasons. For undergraduate students, 

some of these reasons concern an unexpected life event, such as a divorce, death of a 

relative, family crisis, school loan or credit card debt, change in health, eviction notice, 

change in political climate, increase in tuition or room and board, or loss of employment 

(Hallett et al., 2019). Graduate students may experience housing instability due to the 

same reasons. Some students may have experienced such conditions prior to enrolling in 

college or graduate school (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017; 

Hallett et al., 2019), and others may encounter them while pursuing graduate education. 

Challenges That Students Encounter While Navigating Homelessness 

Similar to problems caused by financial disparities, the challenges of 

homelessness that some students encounter can have a significant impact on their 

graduate experience. Students may be heterogeneous in identity, but some homogeneity 

can exist within how they experience academia while homeless. In recent years, scholars 

have begun to document the obstacles that college students experiencing homeless endure 

(Geis, 2015; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017; Tierney et al., 2008. Primarily, students who 
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experience homelessness or housing insecurity endure hardships related to housing 

instability, but it is not uncommon for their experiences to be coupled with academic 

challenges, food insecurity, and mental health issues.  

Academic Performance 

Students who cannot afford housing often drop classes, work multiple jobs and 

longer hours, or withdraw for semesters at a time (Maroto et al., 2014; Pattón-Lopez et 

al., 2014). Also, being forced to choose between academic course materials and basic 

needs can have consequences for student success that can negatively impact their grade 

point averages (GPAs) and increase the likelihood of early withdrawal from courses 

(Chao, 2017; Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Morris et al., 2016; Watson et al., 2017). Moreover, 

these experiences can impact students’ well-being and academic progress (Tsui et al., 

2011). For example, students may have difficulty sleeping at night or focusing in class. 

These issues can lead to poor mental health and affect academic performance (Broton et 

al., 2016; Patton-López et al., 2014; William & Harris, 2018; Wood et al., 2016). 

Academic performance and degree completion are also difficult to maintain when faced 

with food insecurity and mental health concerns, which I discuss next. 

Food Insecurity 

Graduate students have a lot on their plates. They conduct research, teach, work, 

take classes, and juggle family life. However, many go without or have limited access to 

nutritious meals (Nazmi et al., 2019). The University of California Global Food Initiative 

(2017) briefly highlighted housing and food insecurity among its 5,189 graduate student 

survey respondents, noting that of the students who reported they were homeless, 60% 

also reported having experienced food insecurity. 
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The connection between housing and food security often arises because students 

have to make difficult decisions about whether to purchase food or pay rent (Hallett et al., 

2019). Additionally, students experiencing homelessness often have difficulty affording 

and accessing nutritious food (Crutchfield, Chambers et al., 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et 

al., 2016; Dominguez-Whitehead, 2015; Silva et al., 2017). The U.S. Department of 

Agriculture (n.d.) stated that if, at various times throughout the year, a household is 

unable to get enough food for all members due to scarce funding, then the individual(s) 

are considered food insecure.  

The 2016 report Hunger on Campus found that out of 3,765 college students 

surveyed, 25% at community colleges and 20% at 4-year universities experienced food 

insecurity (Dubick et al., 2016). In July of 2016, the University of California surveyed 

students across their ten-campus system and found that nearly 42% of the 8,932 students 

reported that they were food insecure (Martinez et al., 2016). Another study at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology surveyed undergraduate students and found that 

one in 10 reported they could not afford food (Chao, 2017).  

Similarly, in a cross-sectional analysis of 4,819 students from a public flagship 

university in the Southeastern United States, researchers reported that 17.8% of graduate 

students had experienced food insecurity within the past 12 months (Soldavini et al., 

2019). In a study from North Carolina State University, 14% of their undergraduate and 

graduate students had experienced food insecurity in the past 30 days (Shipman, 2020). 

Further complicating this issue, Watson et al. (2017) found that food insecurity on a 

college campus is a problem that has been normalized and unaddressed. The quip about 
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students surviving on ramen noodles is not a joke; the reality of being unable to afford 

food, let alone nutritious food, leaves them food insecure (Gartner, 2016).  

Off-campus students, including graduate students, are often able to purchase a 

campus dining plan (e.g., MU Campus Dining Services, n.d.). However, graduate 

students are often unaware of the services and support available to them at their 

institutions (Gordon, 2016; Mills, 2006). In response to food insecurity, many 

universities across the nation have started food pantries (Wood et al., 2016). The number 

of food pantries on college campuses has increased from about 10 in 2009 to over 350 

across the nation (Dubick et al., 2016). Food pantries supply students with free and 

affordable food options, allowing homeless students to worry about one less bill while 

providing them with the nourishment they need. However, they may be in obscure places 

on the outskirts of campus or in the basement of buildings, making it difficult for students 

to access them; pantries at MU and the University of Arizona are such examples. The 

lack of a permanent place of abode, compounded with the absence of nutritious food, 

may affect students’ mental health. 

Mental Health  

While feelings of occasional stress are typical for most students in higher 

education (Hallett et al., 2019), the inability to secure housing and food can exacerbate 

students’ stress levels (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015). Housing instability can lead to a lack 

of sleep, causing mental and physical exhaustion and affecting students’ overall health 

and academic abilities (Broton et al., 2014; Patton-López et al.; Reid & Tom, 2006; Tsui 

et al., 2011; Wood et al., 2016).  
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In addition, these students suffer from depression and anxiety at higher rates than 

their peers (Geis, 2015; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015). Housing instability can lead to 

constant distress and worrying, difficulty prioritizing expenditures, and other physical 

stressors. Overall, housing instability can be traumatic, stressful, and destabilizing for 

students (NCHE, 2015). Trauma occurs when students are unable to cope with stressful 

events (Cole et al., 2005). Students may be in a constant state of fight, flight, or freeze, 

which can impact their ability to function (Center for Youth Wellness, 2014). Trauma 

may not be visible, and it can be overwhelming and have lasting cognitive effects (Coates 

& McKenzie-Mohr, 2010; Cole et al., 2005). Further complicating mental well-being, 

financial instability for this population can mean that students are unlikely to spend 

money on mental health services (Hallett et al., 2019). Due to the stigma associated with 

mental health and homelessness, some students may find it difficult to seek help, even if 

they have the financial resources. 

Stigma 

“There’s definitely stigma associated with homelessness … college is associated 

with privilege” (Crutchfield, as cited in Stern, 2019, para. 7). People experiencing 

homelessness are often stigmatized and blamed for their living status (Phelan et al., 

1997). Goffman (1963) characterized stigma as an attribute that is socially defined as 

“deeply discrediting” (p. 3), causing one to be socially rejected or excluded. Students 

experiencing housing instability may avoid going to class or speaking with their 

instructors concerning their living situation because they are afraid of how they will be 

perceived (Gupton, 2017). They may often forgo campus resources due to a lack of 

awareness or embarrassment related to the perceived stigma associated with 
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homelessness and housing insecurity (Dill & Lee, 2016; Falk, 2010; Geis, 2015; 

Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Tierney & Hallett, 2012). Although the research that identified 

the challenges homeless and housing insecure students face is specific to undergraduate 

students, graduate students likely face these same challenges. They may also face unique 

challenges as graduate students.  

Graduate Education 

Graduate education is nearing its 150th anniversary. The concept of graduate 

education in the United States is believed to have begun in 1876, with the founding of 

Johns Hopkins University. Although there were graduate degrees awarded prior to 1876, 

the degrees were “an unearned Master’s degree that was awarded only to [an] 

institution’s own alumni” (Berelson, 1960, p. 6). By 1878, Hopkins awarded the first four 

doctoral students with degrees and, by 1889, graduated a total of 151 graduate students 

(Geiger, 2016). The number of graduate degrees grew substantially following World War 

II and the establishment of the GI Bill (Snyder, 1993). The bill encouraged more students 

to pursue an undergraduate degree and provided students with the option to use the 

funding for graduate education (Smith, 2008). The number of students pursuing graduate 

education continued to rise.  

Since 2006, graduate enrollment has increased by about 1.1% every year 

(Hoffower & Akhtar, 2019). In the 2015–2016 academic year, that number rose slightly. 

The Council of Graduate Schools (CGS) reported that between Fall 2015 and Fall 2016, 

applications to U.S. graduate schools increased by 1.2%, resulting in a 1.9% increase in 

first-time graduate enrollment (Okahana & Zhou, 2017). While these statistics illustrate 

how graduate enrollment has changed throughout the years, in the last decade, the design 
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of graduate education has not changed significantly, leading to critiques of outdated 

practices that do not accommodate the increasingly diverse graduate student population 

(Spronken-Smith, 2018). Further, Wood and Breyer (2017) cautioned that focusing on 

completion and training processes alone, which is prevalent in scholarship about graduate 

education, can overshadow significant aspects, including the need for support services 

specific to graduate students’ unique experiences.  

Research on graduate students has typically focused on doctoral students 

(especially PhD students) and on four areas: socialization (e.g., Austin, 2002; Boyle & 

Boice, 1998; Nyquist et al., 1999; Twale et al., 2016; Weidman et al., 200l); learning 

experiences (e.g., Anderson & Swazey, 1998; Baxter-Magolda, 1998; Golde & Dore, 

2001; Owen, 1999); student attrition and persistence (e.g., Baird, 1993; Golde, 1998; 

Lovitts, 2001; Tinto, 1993; Zurita, 2005); and the graduate student experience (Sverdlik 

et al., 2018).  

Graduate Student Experience 

For this study, I focused on the graduate student experience. I refer to the 

“graduate student experience,” but it is important to understand that these experiences are 

not monolithic—graduate students are a heterogeneous group. Differences within this 

group are attributed to discipline, culture, prior educational institution, geographical 

location, year in the program, and degree program (Castelló et al., 2017; Ellis, 2001). 

Moreover, recent studies have highlighted the socialization experiences of graduate 

students with multiple marginalized identities (Antony & Taylor, 2004; Cleveland, 2004; 

Felder et al., 2014; Morehouse & Dawkins, 2006; Nettles, 1990).  
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Graduate students are vital to U.S. higher education (Ampaw & Jaeger, 2012). 

They contribute to a number of areas, including but not limited to, higher education 

research and teaching responsibilities, such as leading introductory undergraduate and 

advanced courses. Additionally, they serve in various student leadership positions and are 

actively involved in campus and professional organizations (Haley et al., 2017; Perna & 

Hudgins, 1996). All these experiences are geared toward enhancing the graduate 

student’s future career, and faculty support, often operationalized through mentorship, 

plays a significant role in this endeavor. 

Mentoring  

Traditionally, graduate students, mainly PhD students, have been socialized to 

follow an apprenticeship model in which an advisor and/or mentor prepares the student 

for a postgraduate career, most often in academia. Student success may be attributed to 

mentoring. Although scholars’ understanding of success is often viewed from the 

undergraduate perspective, it usually involves completing a qualification (Moore & 

Shulock, 2009) and securing a job (Kuh et al.., 2007). At the graduate level, success may 

be attributed to the socialization process.  

Scholars have theorized about the socialization process and how graduate students 

prepare for their professions (Austin, 2002; Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Golde, 2000; 

Golde & Dore, 2001; Lovitts, 2001; Merton, 1957; Nyquist et al., 1999; Perez et al., 

2020; Sallee, 2011; Tierney & Rhoads, 1994; Twale et al., 2016; Weidman et al., 2001). 

Mentoring and advising contribute to the socialization process in higher education. They 

have a long history that aligns with the 19th century’s apprenticeship model (Perez et al., 

2020). For doctoral students, these traditional strategies can influence one’s academic 
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success, social integration, retention, and graduation. Although advising and mentoring 

are often used interchangeably, scholars have conceptualized advisors (Baird, 1993; 

Baker et al., 2016; Crisp & Cruz, 2009; de Valero, 2001; Gardner, 2009; Golde, 2000; 

Wao & Onwuegbuzie, 2011) and mentors (Anderson & Shannon, 1988; Baker et al., 

2016; Curtin et al., 2016; Felder, 2010) differently.  

On the one hand, for example, Baker et al. (2016) defined an advisor as a 

“gatekeeper” (p. 2) who guides the academic process while ensuring that advisees are 

progressing toward degree completion and are informed of the department and program 

rules and regulations. Academic advisors may be selected by the graduate student or 

assigned by the academic unit (Baker et al., 2016). The advisors’ role may also include 

serving on students’ dissertation or thesis committees.  

On the other hand, a mentor may be referred to or selected by the graduate 

student. Mentors are committed to students’ personal, academic, and professional growth 

(Baker et al., 2016). They may also provide guidance and share their expertise with 

students. Mentoring relationships may extend beyond graduate school and continue into 

students’ careers. Further, the mentoring relationship is crucial for graduate student 

success (Griffin et al., 2020; Lovitts, 2001). For example, graduate students who reported 

that they received mentor support were more productive and satisfied in their academic 

fields (Knox & McGovern, 1988; Paglis et al., 2006; Zhao et al., 2007). Researchers also 

found that universities were more likely to retain graduate students who had mentors 

(Golde, 2005; Jacks et al., 1983). With a focus on the graduate student-faculty 

relationship, mentoring is considered to be essential to students’ success (Creighton et al., 

2010; Nettles & Millett, 2006).  
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Nettles and Millett (2006) conducted a decade-long study that surveyed more than 

9,000 graduate students in 11 fields who were enrolled at 21 top research institutions. The 

researchers found that doctoral students who had mentors were more likely to have 

positive educational experiences than their peers who only have advisors. Furthermore, 

doctoral students with mentors were more likely to benefit from opportunities to publish 

articles, write book chapters, and present at professional conferences. Nettles and Millet 

(2006) argued that such exposure demonstrated how mentoring positively contributed to 

successful outcomes. When graduate students lack mentors, it can lead to high attrition 

rates. 

Retention and Attrition  

Research related to graduate student experience is often linked with one of the 

most studied areas of graduate education: attrition and persistence (Nesheim et al., 2006). 

However, determining attrition rates for graduate students can be problematic because the 

time to degree completion can differ by discipline (Castello et al., 2017; Nesheim et al., 

2006). Moreover, there is debate about how to measure time to degree (Rigler et al., 

2017).  

While graduate students are a highly selective group (Golde & Dore, 2001), some 

never complete their programs (Wendler et al., 2012; Wollast et al., 2018). A reported 

50% of all students drop out of doctoral programs every year (Allan & Dory, 2001; 

Lovitts, 2001; Rigler et al., 2017; Tinto, 1993; Van Der Haert et al., 2014; Wollast et al., 

2018). Bowen and Rudenstine (1992) found that one-third of doctoral students who 

withdrew from their programs did so after the first year, another third who left did so at a 
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time beyond their first year but prior to completing their coursework, and some others left 

after beginning but prior to completing their dissertation.  

There are a number of reasons scholars have found to explain why graduate 

students leave their programs. For example, Lovitts and Nelson (2000) found that 

graduate students left because they were not integrated into their graduate programs, 

pointing back to the influence of organizational structures and the culture of graduate 

units. Similarly, Golde and Dore (2001) found that graduate students noted that 

information regarding their program’s time, money, and expectations were not well 

defined.  

In addition, the culture and structure of academia can be perceived as a barrier to 

graduate student persistence (Castello et al., 2017; Greene, 2015). Researchers found that 

when graduate students expressed concerns about the culture of academia, those concerns 

are not addressed, leaving graduate students feeling unsupported and unheard (Green, 

2015; McAlpine et al., 2012). In Green’s (2015) study, students reported that when they 

spoke about financial challenges and toxic cultures in academia, they were told to “suck 

it up” (p. 508), and their concerns were dismissed. Such experiences contributed to 

graduate students withdrawing from their programs.  

While institutional factors, such as those mentioned above (Green, 2015), 

contribute to students’ attrition, the blame is usually put on students (Golde, 1996, 1998; 

Lovitts, 2001; Nerad & Miller, 1996). Little regard is given to the institution’s potential 

influence on an individual student’s experience (Castello et al., 2017). In addition, 

whether this is an individual or systemic issue, “attrition from graduate education carries 

economic, social, and emotional costs; however, to date, only a very limited number of 
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studies have examined the factors that influence student persistence to degree attainment 

in graduate education” (Xu, 2014, p. 393). 

A considerable number of studies have focused on persistence in higher 

education. Since the late 1970s, scholars (Astin, 1975, 1977; Bean, 1981, 1982; Ethington 

& Smart, 1986; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1977, 1979; Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2012) have 

conducted research on the academic and exogenic factors that contribute to 

undergraduate attrition and persistence. Researchers have also tested and explained why 

students decided to prematurely leave higher education (Bean, 1990; Mallette & Cabrera, 

1991; Munro, 1981; Pascarella et al., 1983; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1983; Stage, 1989; 

Stoeker, et al., 1988; Tinto, 1975,1993; Williamson & Creamer 1989). Much of the 

literature (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1977; Tinto, 1975) at the time was focused on the 

undergraduate student experience, which differs greatly from graduate students. For 

example, the strategies used to navigate difficulties in one’s academic journey were 

different for graduate students (Morrison Straforini, 2015; Rigler et al., 2017). During the 

late 1980s and into the 1990s, literature (Baird, 1993; Bair & Haworth, 1999; Girves & 

Wemmerus 1988; Gururaj, Thomas, Clewell, & Pearson, 1987; Heilig, & Somers, 2010; 

Lovitts, 1996; Thomas, Clewell, & Pearson, 1987; Tinto, 2012 & 1993) highlighting 

graduate student persistence began to surface. Tinto (2012) acknowledged that the first 

persistence model overlooked populations such as graduate students, and that it was 

equally important to understand why students stayed and persisted rather than simply 

focusing on their departure.  

In the doctoral education context, there are two types of integration that shapes 

student persistence, academic and social integration (Tinto, 2012; van Rooij, et al., 2021). 
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Academic integration can include frequent and positive interactions with faculty, 

involvement with professional academic societies, collaboration with scholars, and 

academic support from institutional agents such as peers, and staff (Bair and Haworth 

2004; Cohen, 2014; Gururaj et al., 2010; Lovitts 2001). Academically, students who 

establish a strong network (Cohen, 2014) and receive support from communities such as 

peers, faculty, mentors, and advisors (Gururaj et al., 2010; Tinto, 1993) are more likely to 

continue. Scholars (Falconer, 2016; Gururaj et al., 2010; Herzog, 2005) also noted that 

students who receive support while in graduate school (i.e., financial and academic) are 

more likely to persevere.  

Social integration is another significant factor associated with student persistence. 

This type of integration recognizes that socializing with institutional agents outside of 

work, family and communities, and personal commitments contributes to persistence. 

Expanding on Tinto’s concept of social integration, scholars (Guiffrida, 2006; Lehan & 

Hussey, 2021; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiaw, 2012, 2016) also suggested that 

students who remained close and maintained family relationships are more likely to be 

motivated by family to complete their graduate studies and thus more likely to persist. In 

addition to receiving support from institutional agents and community members, graduate 

student persistence has also been linked to one’s personal commitments. Research 

(Cadenas et al., 2021) has examined graduate student activism and found that students 

personal commitments to social justice improved academic performance and was 

connected to student persistence. Recent studies have also examined the relationship 

between faith and social integration (Crumb, Haskins, Dean, & Avent Harris, 2020; 

McKinney, 2020). This association between faith and students’ academic journeys is not 
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uncommon for graduate students. For example, McKinney (2020), found that graduate 

student’s faith was essential to their success and motivated them to persevere. Similarly, 

Crumb et al. (2020) argued that faith and religious beliefs positively influence graduate 

student experiences and support their persistence. Thus, faith and religious beliefs are a 

factor that supports students in their academic journey. In summary, academic and social 

integration have increasingly been linked to graduate student persistence. Theoretically, 

graduate student involvement and relationships inside and outside of the classroom as 

well as personal commitments have facilitated both academic and social integration. 

While it is true that all of these factors can contribute to student persistence, additional 

information on how this is significant for graduate students who experience housing 

instability would need to be further explored.  

Additionally, such alarming attrition rates are a cogent reason for university 

faculty and administrators to devote more attention to understanding the needs and 

experiences of doctoral students. We must ask whether a socialization model built on 

mentoring really works. If it does, who is it working for? What else is needed to support 

graduate students?  

Supporting Graduate Students’ Personal Needs 

Scholars are calling for increased attention to identify the gaps in support and the 

implementation of services for graduate students (Bair et al., 2004; Hallett et al., 2019; 

Mills, 2006; Rempel et al., 2011). The lack of legitimate and intentional services for 

graduate students contributes to their invisibility on college campuses (Mills, 2006), 

which further exacerbates the lack of necessary services because campus administrators 

are less likely to see them and their needs.  



57 

 

Most college campus services focus primarily on undergraduates, leaving a gap in 

services available to graduate students (Rahman, 2015; White & Nonnamaker, 2008). 

This gap is partly because, in many institutions that prepare graduate students, they make 

up a fraction of the college student population (Pontius & Harper, 2006). Also, some 

scholars have argued that graduate students do not need additional services or 

information about using graduate student support services because having experience in 

higher education as undergraduates makes graduate students more familiar with 

navigating institutional policies and services (Pontius & Harper, 2006). Student services 

have limited resources and are often funded by fees coming from significantly more 

undergraduate than graduate students. In addition, more resources are often invested in 

undergraduate students because they require more developmental support (Fischer & 

Zigmond, 1998). In light of this, there may be little consideration for graduate student 

issues, despite their needs.  

When examining graduate student needs, researchers have often considered 

students’ classroom experiences, labs, or dissertation experiences (Barton et al., 2002; 

Golde & Dore, 2001; Rempel et al., 2011). What is not taken into account are the 

personal experiences that may significantly affect academic studies. Graduate students’ 

unique needs go beyond the academic space to include personal needs.  

Some of the personal needs may include, but are not limited to, the following four 

categories of issues: (1) student housing (Nesheim et al., 2006), (2) mental health 

(Benjamin et al., 2017; Doub, 2019; Hyun et al., 2007; Wedemeyer-Strombel, 2019), 

(3) support for graduate students with dependents (Eversole et al., 2007; Kulp, 2019; 

Lynch, 2008; Marquez, 2011; Rahman, 2015; Sabourin & Irwin, 2008; Sallee, 2015; 
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Springer et al., 2009), and (4) affording graduate school (Gordon, 2016; Hoffower & 

Akhtar, 2019; Mason et al., 2009; Sheehy & Kerr, 2019). While graduate students have a 

plethora of needs, I selected these four categories partly because they have been more 

widely discussed in the literature. One concern in particular that has received much 

attention in recent literature is graduate students’ mental health. Recent research about 

how graduate students experience their education has focused on topics such as their 

well-being, specifically their mental health (Evans & Cvitanovic, 2018; Fernandez et al., 

2019; Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Mousavi et al., 2018; Rosas, 2017). Another reason I 

emphasized the four categories just listed is that they are likely to be correlated with 

homelessness (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018; Gundersen et al., 2003; Rosas, 2017).  

Mental Health  

There are various online parodies, such as PhD Comics (http://phdcomics.com/) 

and Lego Grad Student (https://legogradstudent.tumblr.com/), that provide commentary 

about graduate student life. They illuminate some of the stressors and struggles students 

might encounter while pursuing a degree. “Graduate-student struggles is often code for 

mental health struggles” (Wedemeyer-Strombel, 2019, para. 3). Mental health and other 

stressors can negatively impact graduate students’ physical health and academic 

performance, as well as graduate student retention (Benjamin et al., 2017; Hyun et al., 

2007; Levecque et al., 2017; Pain, 2018; Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013).  

There is increasing recognition of mental health issues among master’s and 

doctoral students. In fact, CGS and the Jed Foundation received a grant to develop 

evidence-based policies and practices to support graduate student mental health (CGS, 

2019; Flaherty, 2019). In related work supported by the National Science Foundation, 



59 

 

CGS (2019) found that underrepresented minority doctoral candidates in STEM 

disciplines were more likely to feel “isolated” (para. 1) and expressed concerns about 

their mental health relative to their peers. Further, it is estimated that about 13% of 

graduate students experience depression and anxiety (Eisenberg et al., 2007; Evans et al., 

2018; Oswalt & Riddock, 2007).  

In a study that focused on graduate students in eight economics PhD programs, 

scholars (Barreira et al., 2018) found that 18% of students reported moderate or severe 

symptoms of depression and anxiety. Students who were closer to finishing their 

programs, and who were in their programs for more than 5 years, experienced higher 

levels of depression and anxiety (Barreira et al., 2018). This stress is often linked to 

academic pressure, finances, career planning, and graduate assistantship responsibilities 

(Hyun et al., 2007; Van Berkel & Reeves, 2017). Despite the stress, many graduate 

students avoid seeking assistance for fear of being perceived as inept (Doub, 2019; 

Wedemeyer-Strombel, 2019). In addition, those graduate students who seek help 

sometimes run into barriers related to stigma, long wait times before being seen by a 

mental health professional, and/or costs outside their budgets (Garcia-Williams et al., 

2014; Oswalt & Riddock, 2007; Wedemeyer-Strombel, 2019).  

Graduate Students With Dependents  

Over the years, institutions have been challenged with providing resources for 

their changing student demographic. Substantial research exists on understanding the 

needs of faculty as parents (e.g., Armenti, 2004; Bassett, 2005; Bhattacharjee, 2004; 

Colbeck & Drago, 2005; Mason & Goulden, 2002; Sallee, 2014; Sallee & Hart, 2015). 

Yet, scholars have cited gaps in the literature regarding student parents and services 
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provided, particularly graduate students with dependents (Eversole et al., 2007; Kulp, 

2019; Lynch, 2008; Marquez, 2011; Mendoza et al., 2014; Rahman, 2019; Sabourin & 

Irwin, 2008; Sallee, 2015; Springer et al., 2009).  

The number of students with dependents is growing, and they require additional 

support services (Brown & Nichols, 2013; Krupnick, 2017; Kulp, 2019; Mendoza et al., 

2014; Polson, 2003; Springer et al., 2009; Sturtevant et al., 2019). Institutions have begun 

to offer more family-friendly services and resources, such as private lactation spaces and 

on-campus childcare services (Bostick et al.2016; Brown & Nichols, 2013; Henry-Moss 

et al., 2019; Springer et al., 2009; Sturtevant et al., 2019). Lactation rooms provide 

privacy and electricity, which are often difficult to come by for homeless student parents 

(Henry-Moss et al., 2019). In addition to, or instead of, on-campus childcare, some 

institutions provide graduate students with childcare subsidies. However, in one survey, 

scholars found that 33% of the graduate student parents reported they were unaware of 

the subsidies, and 40% stated that they did not know lactation rooms or other child-

friendly spaces were available on their campus (Springer et al., 2009). Ultimately, 

providing these support services is not sufficient if information about them is lacking. 

Thus, support for student parents remains an area where campuses may need to improve 

significantly. Further, challenges related to a lack of accessibility or awareness of campus 

resources may be more pronounced for graduate students on a limited salary.  

Affording Graduate School  

In addition to mental health and dependent care issues, students have expressed 

concerns about affording graduate education (Gordon, 2016; Hoffower & Akhtar, 2019; 

Mason et al., 2009; Sheehy & Kerr, 2019). For students with financial challenges, their 
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progress toward degree completion may be impeded (Gordon, 2016; Greene, 2015). 

Gordon (2016) found that the cost of graduate education significantly impacted students’ 

decisions to continue their studies. Some graduate students receive financial assistance in 

the form of graduate assistantships, which typically include a stipend and some sort of 

tuition waiver (Haley et al., 2017; Perna & Hudgins, 1996). In 2017, there were 377,156 

graduate students employed as graduate assistants, representing 9.6% of the total staff at 

all higher education degree-granting institutions (Snyder et al., 2019).  

Assistantships were created to help graduate students acquire professional 

knowledge and skills and to socialize them to a career (Austin, 2002). Through the 

assistantship model, graduate students attain these valuable experiences and are 

employed part-time in exchange for services (Flora, 2007), such as teaching, research, or 

administrative activities. However, not all graduate students receive an assistantship, and 

for those who do, the amount of the assistantship may vary depending on a number of 

factors, such as the degree. Not only do doctoral students typically receive more funding, 

but they also receive more assistantship positions (CGS, 2019). Assistantships are 

typically guaranteed for a set number of years, which may leave students who need more 

time to complete their studies without adequate financial support (Ault, 1996; Geven et 

al., 2018; Perna & Hudgins, 1996). 

Additionally, whether students have assistantships or not, the cost of graduate 

education impacts attrition (Andrieu & John, 1993; Belasco et al., 2014). However, the 

attrition rates and debt of graduate students who have teaching and/or research 

assistantships can vary by field of study, gender, race/ethnicity, and immigration status 

(Mendoza et al., 2014). In fact, graduate students—particularly those who are 
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underrepresented and/or are from low-income backgrounds and who rely on student loans 

to afford their undergraduate education—often find themselves taking on more debt to 

afford graduate school (Hoffower & Akhtar, 2019; Sheehy & Kerr, 2019). During the 

2012–2013 academic year, graduate students borrowed over $35 billion in private and 

federal loans to finance their graduate education (Belasco et al., 2014). By the 2017–2018 

academic year, graduate students borrowed over $37 billion (Miller, 2020). Regardless of 

their economic background, many underrepresented students, including those from 

financially adverse backgrounds, choose to invest in their graduate education, even at the 

expense of accruing debt (Denecke et al., 2016; Zeiser & Kirshstein, 2014). Similar 

decisions among students from low-income, homeless, and housing insecure backgrounds 

have been reported (Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2016). With this disparity concerning 

financial diversity in mind, I employed Harper’s (2010) ADAF to understand how 

graduate students successfully navigate their education despite experiencing 

homelessness and housing insecurity. 

Conceptual Framework 

Previous sections of this chapter have highlighted the scholarship about the 

graduate student experience in general. Because of the limited literature about graduate 

students’ experiences with homelessness, understanding their unique graduate experience 

remains largely unknown. Certainly, many aspects of their experience are consistent with 

the extant literature, but gaps remain. While it is necessary to recognize, acknowledge, 

understand, address, and challenge the issues that create undesirable educational 

experiences for graduate students, it does little to help prospective graduate students, 

researchers, and institutional leaders understand how those who are experiencing 
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homelessness and housing insecurity navigate complex institutional spaces to meet high 

expectations for graduate education.  

Research that has focused on college students and their experiences with 

homelessness or housing instability has highlighted many challenges these students face, 

which are likely partly transferrable to graduate students who are homeless or housing 

insecure. While it is important to understand the challenges these students face, it is just 

as important to highlight their success stories and how they are able to successfully 

navigate higher education, balancing their academic and personal experiences, which is a 

goal of my study.  

I used the ADAF in this study to explore how graduate students employ 

dimensions of the framework to successfully maneuver through experiences of housing 

instability, despite the possible presence of structural constraints. Thus, this study’s 

conceptual framework approach is adapted from Harper’s (2010) ADAF. Using the 

ADAF provided additional context for understanding graduate students’ narratives 

related to academic success. It also allowed me to analyze how graduate students 

navigate experiences of housing instability before their graduate education (i.e., pre-

graduate-school socialization and readiness) and during their graduate education (i.e., 

graduate achievement). 

The ADAF disrupts educators’ traditional ways of thinking and gives researchers 

an alternative approach for asking questions to understand the experiences of minoritized 

student populations (Harper, 2010). Instead of focusing on whether students from 

disenfranchised backgrounds—and for this study, those experiencing homelessness and 

housing insecurity—are prepared for college and graduate school, the ADAF exposes 
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deficit thinking and promotes a different way of understanding students’ experiences. The 

ADAF provides an asset-based lens that allowed me to explore how graduate students 

experiencing housing insecurity and homelessness navigate institutional obstacles.  

Deficit Thinking 

Deficit thinking, a concept that has existed for more than a century (Menchaca, 

1997), is a symptom of sociopolitical conditions grounded in dominant classist and racist 

ideologies that depict a person or group of oppressed people as lacking, deficient, or 

having undesirable characteristics (Bruton & Robles-Piña, 2009; Gorski, 2016; 

Menchaca, 1997; Patton Davis & Museus, 2019). Deficit perspectives have been adopted 

in research and teaching practices that were intended to support and assist students from 

underrepresented communities (Perez, 2017; Valencia, 1997, 2010). Students from these 

communities are often referred to as “at-risk” or “underprepared” (Brown, 2010; Smit, 

2012), with no consideration of how such thinking obfuscates systems of oppression and 

undermines the success of these students. Deficit thinking focuses on student weaknesses 

rather than the structurally unjust educational system. Such models perpetually encourage 

educators to force students to adapt to broken systems instead of questioning them.  

Valencia’s (1997) classic book, The Evolution of Deficit Thinking, discussed the 

origins and use of deficit perspectives and explained how, over the years, U.S. schools 

had failed students from low-income backgrounds. Many well-intended pedagogies 

related to education overemphasize self-sufficiency approaches, such as grit and 

resiliency (Gorski, 2016). While such theories inform our understanding of student 

persistence, deficit thinking ignores systemic issues that negatively impact students and 

blames students for having a lack of motivation and knowledge (Chambers & Spikes, 
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2016; Ford, 2014; Patton Davis & Museus, 2019; Valencia, 1997, 2010). Much of the 

research on deficit theories, and the critique therein, has focused on students of color, 

achievement gaps, people in poverty, gender, and students in special education (Banks, 

2014; Bruton & Robles-Piña, 2009; Chambers & Spikes, 2016; Gorski, 2016; Harper, 

2010). It has not been used to focus on students who are homeless or housing insecure; 

my study intends to change that. 

Patton Davis and Museus (2019) found four central themes that defined deficit 

thinking: blame-the-victim orientation, a grounding in larger complex systems of 

oppression, a pervasive and often implicit nature, and effects that reinforce hegemonic 

systems. The first theme, victim blaming, postulates that oppressed students and their 

environments (i.e., communities and families) are solely responsible for the challenges 

that they endure, disregarding dominant structures that reinforce social inequalities and 

perpetuate oppressive practices (Bruton & Robles-Piña, 2009; Ford, 2014; Haggis, 2006; 

Knight, 2002; McKay & Devlin, 2016; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; Valencia, 1997, 2010; 

Weiner, 2003). The second theme, larger complex systems of oppression, suggests that 

deficit thinking is “anchored in meritocracy and colorblindness” (Patton Davis & 

Museus, 2019, p. 123). Such systems disseminate deficit rhetoric and inequitable 

treatment to oppress groups of people and imply that institutional structures, policies, and 

practices are equitable. 

The theme pervasive and often implicit nature describes how deficit thinking 

“permeates social and educational systems, including culture and language, policies and 

practices, and individual cognitive structures and worldviews” (Patton Davis & Museus, 

2019, p. 123). Examples of this concept include language that labels students as “at-risk” 
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or ideologies that suggest that students are incapable. Finally, the fourth theme, reinforce 

hegemonic systems, supports oppressive structures and distracts policymakers and 

educators from focusing on eradicating the underlying issue that negatively impacts 

minoritized communities.  

In higher education, solutions have often overemphasized the idea of “fixing” 

students instead of addressing institutional factors that perpetuate educational inequities 

(Harper, 2014; Hurtado et al., 2009; Solórzano et al., 2005). Fries-Britt (1997) stated that 

“in education, we have contributed to this negative portrait by the disproportionate 

amount of research that emphasizes remediation and disadvantage” (p. 65). The 

continuous production of policy reports and research that employ deficit thinking and cast 

students of color, particularly Black and Latinx students, as failures is what led Harper 

(2010) to develop the ADAF. In the next section, I discuss how Harper (2010) used anti-

deficit theory to design a framework that highlights factors that contribute to student 

success. 

Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework 

Harper’s (2010) framework was designed to study the successful educational 

experiences of students of color in STEM fields. Harper (2010) created a database of 255 

articles from seven top-tiered journals that revealed similarities in approaches and 

perspectives when discussing racial differences. His systematic analysis found that 

educators and researchers neglected to acknowledge how their assessments underreport 

the achievements of racial and ethnic minoritized college students (Harper, 2010).  

Disrupting this pattern of thinking requires a paradigmatic shift (Pérez et al., 

2017). Essentially, educators and researchers have typically directed their well-intended 
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efforts at diagnosing and fixing the student. Instead, attention should be given to “fixing” 

how we prepare professionals and educators to work with college students who are 

marginalized (Harper, 2014; Museus, 2014) and to addressing and challenging 

institutional factors that perpetually contribute to educational inequities in higher 

education (Harper, 2014; Hurtado et al., 2009; Pérez et al., 2017; Solórzano et al., 2005).  

Although this framework was developed to explore the experiences of 

undergraduate students of color, others have adapted the framework to understand the 

experiences of African American women in senior leadership positions (Pinto, 2020), 

students with chronic illnesses (Scheese, 2018), and graduate student affairs educators 

(Pérez et al., 2017). Harper posited that the ADAF is an “instead of” theoretical 

framework. Rather than promoting the deficit-oriented status quo, Harper’s (2010) 

framework suggests that researchers should use anti-deficit queries and understand the 

successes of students instead of using exiting theories that examine deficits.  

The ADAF (see Appendix D) is made of nine dimensions for achievement (i.e., 

familial factors, K–12 school forces, out-of-school college preparatory experiences, 

classroom interactions, out-of-class engagement, experiential and external opportunities, 

industry careers, graduate school enrollment, and research careers) and three pinnacle 

points in time that reflects a student’s postsecondary experience (i.e., before, during, and 

after college). These three points are, respectively, referred to in the framework as 

precollege socialization and readiness, college achievement, and postcollege. Persistence 

toward degree attainment is at the core of the design (Harper, 2010).  

The first point, precollege socialization and readiness, includes these researchable 

dimensions: familial factors, K–12 school forces, and out-of-school college preparatory 
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experiences. The second point, college achievement, includes the researchable 

dimensions called classroom interactions, out-of-class engagement, and 

experiential/external opportunities. Finally, the third point, postcollege persistence in 

STEM, includes these researchable dimensions: industry careers, graduate school 

enrollment, and research careers. Within each of the dimensions, Harper provided two to 

four examples of anti-deficit research questions to better understand the experiences of 

Black students in STEM.  

Peers and faculty are also at the center of the framework, acknowledging that they 

are both pivotal to college student achievement. As such, scholars have found that peer 

relationships significantly influence students’ college experience, particularly persistence, 

achievement, and outcomes (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Moreover, 

faculty-student interaction has been found to significantly impact students’ decision and 

commitment to persist and their academic achievement (Cole & Espinoza, 2008; Hurtado 

et al., 2009; Leslie et al., 1998), especially when interactions are positive for students of 

color. 

Harper’s (2012) study is considered one of the largest qualitative studies on 

undergraduate Black men. Harper (2010) used trajectory analyses and collected data from 

219 Black male undergraduate achievers from 42 colleges and universities across the 

United States to understand factors that they believed helped them gain admission into a 

postsecondary institution, overcome obstacles that may have disadvantaged them in 

relation to their peers, and secure positions (e.g., leadership, internship) that made them 

highly competitive for jobs and/or for graduate and professional school.  
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Instead of examining the social and cultural capital that students lacked, the 

ADAF captured how students acquired various forms of capital to excel in higher 

education. Using anti-deficit-framed research questions, Harper (2010) focused on what 

enabled students to make the dean’s list, what fueled their competitive drive to pursue 

institutionally and nationally recognized research internships and fellowships, how 

students understood their identity and thrived in oppressive spaces, and what motivated 

them to pursue degrees in STEM fields. For example, Harper did not ask, “Why are 

Black male students’ GPAs often the lowest among both sexes and all racial/ethnic 

groups on many campuses?” or “Why do so few Black male students enroll in college?” 

(p. 68). Instead, Harper asked, “What resources proved most effective in helping Black 

male achievers earn GPAs above 3.0 in a variety of majors, including STEM fields?” and 

“How were college aspirations cultivated among Black male undergraduates who are 

currently enrolled?” (p. 68). Reframing questions to focus on participants’ successes is 

critical when applying the ADAF and is central to my research design.  

Adapting the Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework 

Consistent with Harper’s (2010) ADAF (see Appendix D for the original 

framework), I used an anti-deficit approach to frame this study’s research questions and 

interview questions. I adapted Harper’s (2010) conceptual framework (Figure 1) to 

understand the experiences of graduate students who face homelessness and housing 

insecurity. Although the ADAF has yet to be applied to studying students with these 

unique experiences, this framework is consistent with my scholarly philosophy on 

education. It reinforces that graduate students can be and are successful in a number of 

ways, despite the challenges they may encounter with housing instability.  
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Figure 1 

Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework for Graduate Students 

 
Note. Adapted from “An Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework for Research on Students 

of Color in STEM” by S. R. Harper, 2010, New Directions for Institutional Research, 

2010(148), p. 70 (https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.362). Copyright 2010 by Wiley Periodicals 

LLC. 

 

Similar to Harper (2010), I recognize that various factors influence students’ 

educational experiences. These factors can occur before students arrive on campus and 

while pursuing their degrees. In adapting Harper’s framework to the graduate student 

population, some of the headings were preserved. However, other headings, the 

placement of dimensions, and questions needed to be revised to reflect the graduate 
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student experience. For example, of the three pipeline points, two of the points 

(precollege socialization and readiness and college achievement) remained in the adapted 

framework. In Harper’s (2010) framework, precollege socialization and readiness 

explored the role of familial and teacher relationships and college preparatory 

opportunities played in the students’ college aspirations. For this study, this point was 

renamed pre-graduate-education socialization and readiness to focus on how familial 

and undergraduate relationships, as well as cocurricular activities, influence the 

educational experience and a student’s decision to enroll in graduate school.  

In Harper’s (2010) framework, the next pivotal point, college achievement, 

focused on how students navigated identity conflicts, the classroom experience, their 

interactions with faculty and peers, external and out-of-class experiences. Harper also 

examined the social environments in which students thrived despite these spaces 

sometimes being racist and culturally unresponsive. In this study, I changed this point to 

graduate achievement. Within this point, I hoped to understand how graduate students 

navigate the classroom, out-of-class experiences, and their identity and experiences with 

housing instability. Changes were also made to the dimensions. For example, the 

dimension originally titled classroom interactions was broadened and renamed in this 

study’s adapted framework. It was called academic interactions to include interactions 

such as training roles, like assistantships, which are often significant to the graduate 

student experience. The dimension out-of-class engagement in Harper’s (2010) original 

framework was combined with experiential/external opportunities but remained under 

the graduate achievement pivotal point. I combined these dimensions for this study 

because I believe that graduate students have overlapping experiences within the 
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dimensions that take place beyond the brick-and-mortar classroom. These overlapping 

experiences can be categorized into one dimension, experiential/external opportunities. 

The questions were changed to reflect the experiences of graduate students.  

In the same way that peers have been found to contribute to students’ experiences 

at the undergraduate level, scholars have also revealed that peers can positively influence 

the graduate student experience (Alexander et al., 2011; Cohen, 2012). Thus, peers 

remained at the center of this study’s adapted ADAF. Moreover, researchers have found 

that faculty have been influential to the graduate student experience (Bain, 2004; Girves 

& Wemmerus, 1988; Lovitts, 2001; O’Meara et al., 2017). For example, Girves and 

Wemmerus (1988) found that graduate students were more likely to persist when they 

developed close relationships with faculty. According to Lovitts (2001), faculty 

engagement and support increased graduate students’ decision to persist. Scholars have 

found that faculty are connected to graduate student persistence, so they remained central 

to this study’s model.  

I moved the graduate school enrollment dimension to the pregraduate 

socialization and readiness column. This shift was vital as I explored what or who 

inspired research participants to pursue graduate education. Also, the last column in 

Harper’s (2010) framework, postcollege persistence, was excluded from the adapted 

model because the experiences of graduate students after graduation is outside the scope 

of this study. Future research on postgraduate plans will be needed to explore the 

appropriateness of the dimension of postgraduate plans for graduate students who 

experience homelessness and housing insecurity.  
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Conclusion 

As stated earlier, a significant gap exists in research about graduate students who 

experience homelessness and housing insecurity, in general, and about how they navigate 

higher education in particular. In this review of the literature, I highlighted how higher 

education has defined homelessness and housing insecurity and what is currently known 

about students who face such challenges, and the stigmas associated with such 

experiences. Additionally, this chapter discussed graduate students’ experiences and 

needs that may influence their academic success. Finally, I introduced the ADAF as a 

new approach to better understand the experiences of graduate students who are homeless 

or housing insecure.  

This study disrupts deficit-based assumptions that influence how research is 

conducted and how educators implement policies and institutional practices. Instead of 

“fixing” students, attention must be given to “fixing” systems that undermine the success 

of graduate students who experience housing instability. A deficit-based approach would 

concentrate on experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity that make it 

difficult or impossible to succeed; however, students with such experiences persist. It is 

their experiences that are at the center of this study.  

In the next chapter, I present the research design and a comprehensive overview 

of how narrative inquiry, as a method, best supported this study. Narrative inquiry not 

only gave students agency to tell their stories but also allowed me to tell a larger story of 

the capacity of graduate students who experience homelessness and housing insecurity to 

achieve great success, excelling both academically and professionally.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter 2 highlighted a gap in scholarship about the needs of graduate students in 

general and stressed the importance of additional inquiry about their experiences with 

homelessness and housing insecurity in particular. To address these limitations of the 

extant literature, I conducted this qualitative, strengths-based, anti-deficit narrative study. 

Within this chapter, I introduce the epistemological foundations that informed this study. 

I used constructivist narrative inquiry as the method to understand how graduate students 

at a large public university, who identify as having experienced homelessness and 

housing insecurity, navigated higher education. In the chapter’s subsequent sections, I 

elaborate on the methodology, reintroduce the research questions, and describe the 

study’s research design. In describing the design, I present my process for participant and 

site selection and the procedures for collecting and analyzing data. Lastly, I explain my 

role as a researcher and my positionality, discuss how I established trustworthiness, and 

present the study’s limitations. 

Epistemology 

Epistemological foundations shape the research process by providing context 

regarding the researcher’s beliefs and assumptions about knowledge and how they guide 

a study (Jones et al., 2014). Epistemology is embedded in theoretical or conceptual and 

methodological perspectives and significantly influences a study’s research design, 

including the research questions, protocols, researcher-participant relationships, and data 

analysis (Crotty, 1998; Jones et al., 2014).  
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I believe knowledge is constructed and therefore used constructivism to guide my 

research process. Constructivism focuses on how processes are developed, as is the 

power situated in relationships and practices (Kincheloe, 2005). Constructivism is a 

process that allows both the researcher and participant to co-construct knowledge and 

meaning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Guba & Lincoln, 1998; Schwandt, 1994). Crotty 

(1998) described constructivism as “the view that all knowledge, and therefore all 

meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and 

out of the interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and 

transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42).  

Constructivism, which is often combined with interpretivism, explores how 

individuals understand the world and how multiple realities are imparted (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000; Mertens, 2014). Constructivist researchers attempt to identify such 

realities that exist and understand the experiences described by participants. Often these 

meanings are subjective, challenging the notion that reality is objective and naturalized, 

and they are negotiated socially, historically, and through interactions with others 

(Bruner, 1990; Crotty, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Mishler, 1986; Sarbin, 1986). 

Thus, understanding how meaning is formed within and outside of cultural and historical 

norms is taken into consideration.  

Constructivism allowed me to learn about the experiences of housing instability 

among graduate students. Constructivism in a higher education context is concerned with 

understanding educational phenomena by establishing relationships and critical self-

reflection based on society’s knowledge construction (Mertens, 2014). Another 

significant characteristic of constructivism is the recognition that the researcher’s 
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background beliefs and perspectives can affect how data are interpreted (Mertens, 2014). 

Therefore, as this study’s researcher, I was ever cognizant of the assumptions that I may 

have brought to the study and engaged in reflexivity. Using both epistemological 

approaches allowed me to appreciate and understand the value of the meaning-making 

that participants used to describe their experiences. At the same time, the twin approaches 

of constructivist awareness and reflexivity provided me with strategies to interrogate the 

roles that elitism, institutional norms, and wealth play; how they are maintained; and how 

participants navigated these societal structures. Researchers using these frameworks seek 

to privilege the lived experiences and insights of individuals and marginalized 

populations and disrupt systemic injustices (Savin–Baden & Howell Major, 2013). 

Qualitative research is a tool that can be used to center the voices and experiences of 

participants. 

Methodology 

“Qualitative research is conducted not to confirm or disconfirm earlier findings, 

but rather to contribute to a process of continuous revisions and enrichment of 

understanding of [experiences]…” (Lincoln, 1995, p. 278). It is a powerful tool that 

allows researchers to understand the complexities of the human world (Savin–Baden & 

Howell Major, 2013). Also, qualitative research seeks to understand how participants 

experience reality based on a given phenomenon (Mendoza 2007; Savin–Baden & 

Howell Major, 2013). These methods are felicitous for research studies that explore how 

individuals perceive their experiences and understand the world around them because 

such methods allow participants to express diverse ways of knowing and being and how 

such beliefs and values are socially and cultured shaped. Methodologically, I conducted 
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qualitative research to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of graduate 

students who experience homelessness and housing insecurity.  

Qualitative research allowed me to explore institutional and social practices and 

processes and the influence they have on individual experiences. Moreover, this approach 

was well-suited for anti-deficit research because it helped me identify the successes of 

graduate students (Hickson, 2016) and enabled me to understand how people interpret 

meanings, concepts, and their environments and experiences. Thus, qualitative research 

was appropriate for this study because it concerned “the structure, process, and 

significance of the matter” (Wertz et al., 2011, p. 2), and it sought an understanding of 

how people interpret their experiences, construct their worlds, and attribute meaning to 

their experiences (Merriam, 2009). From this study’s findings, I hope to understand how 

graduate students construct meaning about their successes and interpret their experiences 

with housing instability.  

Research Questions 

To better understand the experiences of graduate students at one research 

university in the United States who identify as homeless or housing insecure, this 

constructivist qualitative study sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do graduate students who experience homeless or housing insecure 

successfully navigate their educational journey? 

2. What academic interactions and experiential opportunities with peers, campus 

leaders, and faculty contribute to their persistence and academic achievement? 

To answer these questions, I used narrative inquiry, explained next. 
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Method and Design 

In alignment with my epistemology and methodology, I chose narrative inquiry as 

the method to answer my research questions. Narrative inquiry is “situated within the 

interpretivist-constructivist paradigm” (Loh, 2013, p. 2) and “provides a window into 

people’s beliefs and experiences” (Bell, 2002, p. 209). Narratives emphasize the way 

stories are known and how they are communicated (Riessman, 1993). Additionally, 

narrative inquiry allowed me to analyze individual participant stories (Riessman, 2002) 

while drawing collective interpretations from these experiences to answer the research 

questions at the heart of this study. 

Narrative inquiry is believed to have originated from the field of literary criticism 

(Mitchell, 1981). Lieblich et al. (1998) expanded upon Riessman’s (1993) scholarship 

regarding narrative inquiry to include individual case studies. Many other scholars have 

written about the method of narrative inquiry, and in the field of educational research, 

Connelly and Clandinin (1987, 1990; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) are well-cited 

scholars of narrative inquiry.  

Over the years, narrative inquiry has crossed many disciplines and theoretical and 

methodological spaces to explore the uniqueness that lies within individuals’ stories. 

Narrative inquiry is based on storying lives, relationships, and meaningful experiences 

(Elliott, 2005; Larsson & Sjöblom, 2010). Narrative methods focus on participants’ 

stories and recognize the agency and sources of capital they bring to the research study to 

challenge deficit notions, all while highlighting how participants claim agency 

(Riessman, 1993). For this study, narrative inquiry engaged participants’ experiences 

with homelessness and housing insecurity to explore factors that helped them persist.  
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Narrative, in the form of storytelling and sharing, is perhaps among the oldest and 

widely used societal and research practices (Barth, 1977; Irele, 1993; Lieblich et al., 

1998; Sandelowski, 1991. Narratives tell a first-person account of participant experiences 

through the form of stories, according to individuals’ understanding of their identity, and 

allow the stories and experiences of those traditionally marginalized to be heard 

(Riessman, 2002). Narratives are woven through the lives of diverse communities and the 

broader society, and they embrace diverse accounts and understandings of the human 

experience (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007; Riessman, 2005). In the case of my research 

study, I used narrative inquiry to answer my research questions (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990; Creswell, 2013; Kim; 2016; Riessman, 2008). I acknowledge that while similarities 

may exist, graduate students’ experiences are not homogenous. So, I used this method to 

understand the diverse experiences of graduate students who identify as homeless or 

housing insecure, and how their realities, knowledge, identities, and experiences are 

constructed and negotiated in social and academic spaces despite institutional obstacles. 

Narrative inquiry elicited participants’ stories, experiences, and voices, which I then 

interpreted and retold. Specifically, for this study, narrative inquiry allowed participants 

to tell their stories regarding housing barriers and explain how, in spite of such barriers, 

they persisted in higher education. My interest in how graduate students who experience 

housing instability persist through higher education provided a foundation for my study 

design.  

Participant Context 

Although I am not conducting a case study, context matters and influences the 

experiences of study participants. As such, in this section, I provide a description of the 
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institution where participants were pursuing their graduate degrees. This study was 

conducted at MU (aka Mizzou).  

I selected MU participants for four reasons. First, I am a doctoral candidate at the 

institution, and over the years, I have established rapport with a number of graduate 

students. Second, I am a graduate research assistant for the Graduate School at MU, and 

through a pilot study, I was able to use my professional connections to gain access to 

potential participants. These two reasons align with Marshall and Rossman’s (2016) 

recommendation for conducting research in a location that is “easy [to] access, [facilitates 

the] building of trusting relationships” (p. 106), and is “practical and comfortable” (p. 

109). Third, previous research conducted on the topic of homelessness and housing 

insecurity has been largely conducted at community colleges (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 

2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Gupton, 2017; Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017; Hallett et 

al., 2019) or has focused on the undergraduate population at 4-year institutions (Geis, 

2015; Gupton, 2017; Hallett et al., 2019). By selecting participants from MU, this study 

extended the conversation on homelessness to include the experiences of graduate 

students. Fourth, not only do I have an interest in contributing to the field of higher 

education, I am compelled to provide scholarly recommendations to Mizzou, where I 

have witnessed and experienced the challenges and the support for graduate student 

resources.  

MU is a large, 4-year, public, land-grant, high-research-activity university in the 

Midwest (Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities, n.d.; Carnegie 

Classification, n.d.; McKinley, 2017). MU is the first public university west of the 

Mississippi River. Also, Mizzou is a member of the Association of American 
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Universities—among the association’s members, it is one of 36 public universities, one of 

18 land-grant institutions, and the only public institution in Missouri since 1908 

(University of Missouri, n.d.). MU has 13 schools and colleges, including the Graduate 

School. The Graduate School confers degrees and credentials for 151 graduate programs 

(87 master’s degree programs, five education specialist programs, 59 doctoral degree 

programs), 13 graduate minors, and 85 online/distance programs and certificates.  

According to the Fall 2019 Student Body Profile (MU Division of Enrollment 

Management, 2019), MU has about 30,000 students, with graduate students comprising 

approximately 20%. In fall 2019, 5,956 graduate students were enrolled (MU Graduate 

School, n.d.). The approximate demographics for graduate students were as follows: 715 

unrepresented and underserved students, 1,082 international students from over 100 

countries, and 3,525 women-identified students. About half of all graduate students were 

enrolled full-time and were Missouri residents.  

In fall 2019, approximately half of the graduate students held assistantships in 

research, teaching, and/or library roles (J. Hart, personal communication, May 13, 2020). 

Graduate students with 0.25 full-time equivalent (FTE) assistantships for 9-month 

appointments received a minimum stipend of $8,194 (master’s/specialist) and $9,013 

(doctoral; MU Human Resource Services, 2020). Graduate students with 0.50 FTE 

assistantships for 9 months received a minimum stipend of $16,389 (master’s/specialist) 

and $18,026 (doctoral; MU Human Resource Services, 2020). Some students can take on 

additional hours, but they cannot exceed working 28 hours per week unless special 

permission is granted, due to federal mandates (University of Missouri System, 2015). 

Additionally, international students with F1 or J1 status typically cannot work any more 
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than 20 hours (0.50 FTE) per week and are limited to where they can be employed due to 

restrictions on their visas (MU International Student and Scholar Services, n.d.; U.S. 

Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2020). All graduate students receive a subsidy for 

health insurance; any student at 0.50 FTE receives a subsidy covering 100% of insurance 

costs, whereas any student at 0.25 FTE receives a subsidy covering 50% of insurance 

costs. 

For perspective regarding graduate student stipends and living expenses, a 

doctoral student who has a 9-month, 0.50 FTE assistantship receives, at minimum, a 

gross monthly stipend of about $1,802 per month over the course of 10 equal 

installments. According to the MU Office of Student Financial Aid (2020), the cost of 

attendance for an in-state graduate student was $26,012 for the 2019–2020 academic 

year. This total included direct charges (tuition, and on-campus housing and dining) and 

indirect charges (books and supplies, off-campus housing and dining, personal expenses, 

and transportation expenses). Table 2 provides the estimated costs for the various charges 

resident and nonresident graduate students are responsible for.  
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Table 2 

University of Missouri Cost of Attendance for Graduate Students, 2020–-2021 

Note. From “Graduate Cost of Attendance 2020–2021 Academic Year,” by MU Office of 

Student Financial Aid, July 30, 2020, retrieved May 25, 2021 

(https://financialaid.missouri.edu/cost-of-attendance/graduate.php). Copyright 2021 by 

the University of Missouri. 

 

A Missouri resident who attends Mizzou for graduate school will pay an 

estimated $1,070 a month for housing and food, $94 for books and supplies, $290 for 

transportation, $434 for personal expenses, and $45 for mandatory fees (MU Office of 

Student Financial Aid, 2020). These expenses total over $1,888 per month, more than the 

monthly salary earned via a 9-month, 0.50 FTE assistantship. Moreover, depending on 

which MU college the student enrolls in, the fees may be higher.  

Other personal expenditures that may not reoccur monthly but can still impact 

graduate students’ budgets include utilities, course fees, childcare, medical needs, cell 

phone, credit cards, and travel to professional conferences. This list is not exhaustive but 

includes some of the costs that graduate students bear. For example, it is estimated that 

Cost per year, including Fall 
and Spring Semesters 

Missouri resident, estimated Non-Missouri resident, 
estimated 

Tuition and fees $11,962 $24,313 

Housing/dining $12,934 $12,934 

Books/supplies $1,004 $1,004 

Transportation expenses $2,780 $3,604 

Personal expenses $3,560 $3,560 

Total $32,240 $45,415 
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one-third of MU graduate students have dependents (J. Hart, personal communication, 

May 13, 2020), which may increase financial struggles for some graduate student 

families (Grady et al., 2014). If students decide to live off-campus, which a number of 

graduate students do, the monthly expenditures might increase due to increased 

transportation and rental costs. As a result of these expenses, and the potential added 

expenses for childcare partners who are unable to work more hours than their 

assistantships allow (e.g., international students) may have very little to no money left by 

the end of the month to contribute to basic needs, let alone savings or other broader, 

longer-term financial goals. Some students try to alleviate such financial pressures by 

living with roommates, carpooling, visiting food pantries, and checking out books from 

the library. For others, no matter what they do, the debt seems to pile up and can result in 

housing instability and other stressors. 

MU is located in Columbia, Missouri, a city with approximately 120,000 residents 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). The median single-family home in Columbia is about 

$320,625 (The Missourian, 2021). Depending on the proximity to campus, rent for off-

campus housing can range from about $600 per unit per month to well over $1,500 (Rent 

Data, 2020). The median gross rent is $887 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). Although most 

graduate students live off-campus, there might be limited on-campus housing available to 

graduate students. On-campus housing rates range from about $667 to $825 per month; 

year-round housing options start at about $750 per month, and graduate student housing 

ranges from about $540 to $825 per month, which does not include all utilities (MU 

Residential Life, 2020). Although these prices may seem much lower than the costs of 

other campus housing in Midwestern cities, some MU graduate students still encounter 
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homelessness and housing insecurity, as noted in the 2018 Happiness and Wellbeing 

Survey’s data collected by the MU Graduate and Professional Council.  

According to the U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness (n.d.), about 6,179 

people experience homelessness on any given day in the state of Missouri. Additionally, 

the Missouri Department of Education (n.d.) reported that, 34,029 students attending 

public school experienced homelessness, and 1,442 FAFSA (SchoolHouse, 2021) 

applicants were determined to be or at risk of becoming homeless during the 2018–2019 

school year (these are the most recent data available). Unfortunately, data specific to 

Columbia, Missouri, are unavailable; however, the city does have a visible homeless and 

housing-insecure population.  

The city of Columbia, Missouri, provides a number of resources to assist 

individuals who may be experiencing housing instability, including shelters, disaster 

relief services, mental health resources, food pantries, utilities assistance, and postal 

services (Columbia Housing Authority, n.d.). The city has also created a Functional Zero 

Task Force, which is part of a national movement to assist with eradicating homelessness, 

particularly among veterans and those who are chronically ill in the homeless population 

(Cesaric, 2016; Community Solutions, n.d.). However, many individuals, such as 

graduate students, remain overlooked in the broader homelessness discourse. 

In addition to the reasons above for choosing MU participants, I also selected 

from this population because of MU’s institutional characteristics, including its 

commitment to education as a public good as a land-grant university. Public flagship 

universities are often considered the most selective and unaffordable institutions 

(Mugglestone et al., 2019). In an Institute for Higher Education policy report on college 
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affordability, Muggleston et al. (2019) found that many flagship universities are 

unaffordable for most undergraduate students. In fact, they reported that when using an 

affordability benchmark, six out of the 50 flagship institutions in their were affordable 

only for students from high-income backgrounds. MU was determined to be unaffordable 

for low- and middle-income students, as well as for students with and without 

dependents. The Muggleston et al. (2019) report, like many, focused on college 

affordability from the undergraduate student perspective. Although struggles with 

financing graduate school have been noted in a few studies (Baum & Stelle, 2017; Broton 

& Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2015; Hallett et al., 2019), much of the 

literature is centered on the context of undergraduate education.  

From my experiences, there appears to be little urgency in collecting data and 

creating supportive initiatives to understand the experiences of MU graduate students 

who encounter homelessness or housing insecurity. However, there are a few institutional 

leaders who have begun to develop institutional initiatives to assist students financially, 

including recent efforts to support graduate students. For example, MU and the Graduate 

Professional Council (i.e., the graduate and professional student government) have 

surveyed graduate students to gather the number of graduate students experiencing 

housing instability. In addition, the Graduate School is developing a graduate student 

experience survey that will be administered regularly to gather data on this population 

and to inform policies, practices, and possible interventions. Aside from these efforts, 

data about graduate students who experience housing instability are limited. Therefore, 

this study has the potential to provide evidence to inform the extant literature about 

graduate student experiences, their successes, and the (dis)connection between graduate 
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students and institutional resources. It also has the potential to inform university policies 

and practices. 

Participant Selection 

Participants for this study were MU graduate students who experienced homeless 

and/or housing insecure or was previously homeless and/or housing insecure during their 

time as a graduate student at MU, according to the definitions provided in Chapter 1, 

which were informed by HUD (2018) and the McKinney-Vento Act (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016). I used these definitions because they are widely used in policy, social 

work, and education literature (Hallett & Crutchfield, 2017). However, similar to 

Ambrose (2016), I also asked students to define their housing status based on their 

understanding of and experiences with securing shelter, adding more nuance to how 

homelessness and housing insecurity are understood in the participants’ contexts. I 

prioritized currently enrolled graduate students who had experienced homelessness 

within their time of being a graduate student at MU. Also, individuals who were enrolled 

as graduate students within the past 2 years were eligible. This group included students 

who recently graduated as well as students who may have withdrawn as a result of 

housing instability. Because there are potential challenges in identifying participants who 

experience homelessness, I also included students who are housing insecure (Goldrick-

Rab, 2016) or in danger of being homeless to be able to adequately answer my study’s 

research questions.  

Overall, the number of participants are typically small in narrative inquiry 

because of the depth of data collected in this method—I spend significant time with each 

participant to capture their story, producing records that may be lengthier or more 
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involved than the data collected for quantitative studies (Kim, 2016; Mason, 2010; 

Merriam, 2009; Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). When conducting qualitative 

research, the “emphasis should be placed on the quality rather than the quantity” (Kim, 

2016, p.161).  

With this in mind, I selected five participants for this study and engaged them in 

in-depth interviews that detailed their experience, recognizing that their individual stories 

contributed to a metanarrative and also provided unique insights. This approach avoided 

the challenges of presenting a single narrative, which has the potential to stereotype a 

group of individuals based on their experiences. The research questions were 

instrumental in developing the interview questions, helping to guide participants in 

sharing their stories. Four of the five participants completed all aspects of the study. 

Through an initial screening process via email, all participants self-identified with 

experiencing housing instability while in graduate school. All participants were recruited 

from Mizzou. Eleven individuals expressed interest in the study. Out of the 10, four 

individuals were not eligible based on the criteria of the study, and one other person 

stopped corresponding to emails. (Of the four ineligible prospective participants, three 

did not experience housing instability, although they indicated that due to a recent 

increase in rent, it was possible that they might experience housing instability. One 

ineligible participant was a professional student, which was a student population outside 

the scope of this study.)  

I used homogenous sampling in my recruitment efforts, which is a type of 

purposeful sampling (Savin-Baden & Howell, 2013). Purposeful sampling is the process 

of carefully selecting members of a community who can best provide details about a 
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particular experience (Savin-Baden & Howell, 2013). Homogenous sampling simply 

selects a small sample of individuals who belong to a group that shares defining 

characteristics or similar experiences. As previously noted, this study’s participants were 

graduate students who shared the experience of homelessness or housing insecurity. I 

also incorporated snowball sampling, a method that samples participants’ networks to 

discover others who have similar characteristics or experiences (Palinkase et al., 2015). 

This selection strategy helped to identify additional participants through the networks of 

those who fit the study parameters. Participants could either share my contact information 

with their networks or give me the contact information of individuals within their 

network, with their permission, so that I could extend an invitation to interview 

(Appendix E).  

Participant Recruitment 

I recognize that homelessness can be experienced by anyone, and based on 

existing literature about the prevalence of homelessness in certain demographic 

categories (Adame-Smith, 2016; Ambrose, 2016; Crutchfield, 2012; Geis, 2015; Karlin, 

2019; Maurer 2017), I asked for information about these particular characteristics when 

recruiting participants: race, gender, ethnicity, sexual identity, military status, country of 

origin, and education level. As with anyone who experiences homelessness and housing 

insecurity, graduate students may intentionally choose to conceal their experiences. Also, 

institutional policies and practices may discourage this population from sharing their 

experiences and, intentionally or unintentionally, maintain or reinforce notions of 

invisibility (Crutchfield et al., 2016). As such, I acknowledged that it might be difficult to 

identify individuals, and for those that I did, they might choose not to participate. 
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There were challenges present when I was recruiting and sought to access this 

population, so I used various approaches for recruitment. Once approval was granted by 

the MU Institutional Review Board (IRB), I began recruiting by reaching out to various 

MU offices, departments, and programs that serve students who are homeless or may be 

in danger of being homeless or housing insecure. While my list was not exhaustive, I 

identified key gatekeepers in a number of campus programs, including the veterans’ 

affairs office, the international office, TRIO programs, programs geared to work with 

former foster and homeless youth, graduate and professional organizations, the athletics 

department, the food pantry, identity-based centers, deans and associate deans, directors 

of graduate studies, and faculty.  

However, as Donmoyer (1996) noted, “Gatekeepers cannot normally widen the 

gates they monitor; [but] they … decide … who can walk through them” (p. 20). 

Although Donmoyer’s point was related to the gatekeepers for scholarly journals, I 

believe the same is true for practitioners and faculty who may serve as gatekeepers to 

potential participants. Therefore, I met with various gatekeepers who had regular access 

to participants—including campus practitioners, faculty, students, and community 

liaisons—to establish trust and build rapport and to ask them if they would share 

information about my study (Appendix E) with graduate students that they interact with, 

specifically students who might be eligible to participate in the study.  

Due to the Covid-19 Pandemic and campus safety restrictions I could not place 

flyers as planned around campus. Therefore, my recruitment my third recruitment 

approach involved distributing an invitation to participate in this study via the weekly 

electronic campus bulletin, MU Info. This approach had a wider reach, as the bulletin is 
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sent weekly to every on- and off-campus student except during campus breaks. This 

advertisement was placed in the bulletin for visibility and advertised for a month. All 

flyers and ads (electronic and hard copy) included my contact information (Appendix F). 

The next section outlines the data collection process and the rationales for the selected 

methods used in this research study. 

Data Collection 

Narrative inquiry can be conducted through verbal or written forms (Smith & 

Sparkes, 2009). This style of data collection can be in the form of an autobiography, life 

history, interview, journal, letter, or other text (Merriam, 2009). I collected data in the 

midst of a pandemic and as a result, I had to adapt aspects of my design in order to ensure 

the health and safety of everybody in the study. My primary data source was participant 

interviews. However, in advance of the interviews, I asked participants to complete a 

brief demographic questionnaire. I also collected documents in the form of sketches 

(Appendix G) and daily schedules (Appendix H) to better support my understanding of 

those participating in the study (Table 3). The questionnaire data and documents were 

secondary sources that complemented the participants’ stories (Merriam, 1998). In 

compliance with the university’s IRB, all data for this study will be stored in a secure 

location for 7 years. 

Once graduate students agreed to participate in this study, I provided them with a 

brief description of the study via email (Appendix E) to confirm that they met the criteria 

for the study and their interest in the study. I used a screening process to verify that 

participants were graduate students and had experienced homelessness or housing 

insecurity during their graduate program. If they were ineligible, individuals received an 
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email informing them of my decision. If they were eligible, they received a waiver of 

consent (Appendix I) via email that ensured that they were aware of their rights as a study 

participant, including the confidentiality of their identity and information. One way to 

protect their confidentiality was through the use of pseudonyms, which I used throughout 

the transcribed interviews and other data collection, as well as in this dissertation. As the 

researcher, I informed participants that they may ask questions at any point during the 

study, negotiate the terms in which the research is conducted, and opt-out of participating 

without any risk to them. 
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Table 3 

Approaches to Data Collection 

Approach Description Connection to research design 
and conceptual framework 

Individual interviews First interview – 60-minute, 
semi-structured, in-person 
interview (14 questions); 
Second interview – 90-minute, 
semi-structured, in-person 
interview (12 questions) 

Each interview question in the 
protocol was connected to an 
aspect of the conceptual 
framework (refer to 
Appendices J and K for more 
details on how the ADAF 
informed the interview 
protocol). 

Documents  Sketch – participants were asked 
to draw or write about what 
they could remember about 
their experience with housing 
instability for 10 minutes 
during the second interview 

 

Schedule – provides information 
about their everyday life during 
their housing instability 
experience  

 

Budget – provides information 
about their financial resources 
that may influence their 
housing status  

 

Journals – participants were 
asked to reflect on the first 
interview session; their first 
journal entry provided 
information that could lead to 
adapting the semi-structured 
protocol for the second 
interview  

Significant to narrative inquiry, 
this activity encouraged 
participants to begin 
“thinking narratively” 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, 
p. 21) about their 
experiences, stories, and 
histories. 
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Questionnaires 

The eligible graduate students who expressed interest in participating in the study 

received a follow-up email that included a link to a 26-question survey (Appendix C) 

created using Qualtrics, a university-sponsored software platform to gather participants’ 

background information. Participants were prompted to select a pseudonym and pronouns 

by which they wanted to be referred in the study; in the event that participants did not, I 

selected the pseudonym as an additional measure of protecting participants’ identities. 

The questionnaire included demographic data, educational history, cocurricular activities, 

employment, family history, and in-class and out-of-class activities.  

Survey questions aligned with the criteria for homelessness and housing 

insecurity established by the Hope Lab (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017) and Crutchfield’s 

(2012) dissertation. The conceptual framework (ADAF) also informed the survey 

questions. For example, the survey asked participants about academic achievement (e.g., 

affiliated funding, scholar programs, and GPA). The survey data provided me with 

additional insights that helped me form follow-up questions to use with participants in 

their subsequent interviews. Additionally, data collected from the survey assisted me in 

Chapter 4, as I created participant profiles and retold participants’ narratives.  

At the end of the survey, participants picked days and times that they were 

available for the first and second interviews (described in the next section). Once 

participants completed the survey, I followed up via email to confirm the meeting time 

and private location of the first interview. Based on individuals’ schedules, first-round 

interviews were scheduled within 2 weeks of survey completion. Typically, the second 

interview was scheduled no more than 2 weeks following the first interview. Given the 
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life adjustments that many people were going through because of the pandemic 

sometimes scheduling for the second interview fell outside of the 2-week parameter. 

Interviews  

The interview process is a well-known and widely practiced method when 

conducting qualitative research and can be used to excavate stories while providing 

unique insights into people’s multifaceted lives (Kim, 2016; Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 

2019). The interviewing process is a combination of the researcher’s and participant’s 

world views (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). Narrative inquiry, in particular, 

which gathers the stories about a particular experience, utilizes interviewing as a means 

to obtain information from participants (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000; Kim, 2016; 

Merriam, 2009; Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013 Womble, 2018). Interviews enable 

researchers to gather in-depth information from participants through the process of asking 

specific questions to comprehend how individuals understand their experience (Savin-

Baden & Howell Major, 2013). In this study, I wanted to hear the stories of participants’ 

experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity while pursuing a graduate degree, 

and interviewing was an ideal way to gather relevant data.  

Storytelling is a relational activity that thrives on the social exchange between 

listener and teller. For this study, I captured participants’ stories through two semi-

structured interviews (Appendices A and B), conducted in person, via telephone, or via 

FaceTime or Zoom. The first interview focused on participants’ higher education 

academic journeys through graduate school. The second interview focused on their 

experiences with homelessness or housing insecurity and the various campus and 

community resources that participants considered to be the most helpful.  
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In addition to the protocols (Appendices A and B), I printed their survey 

(Appendix C) responses and had them on hand at the interviews. With the consent of the 

participants, I audio-recorded the interviews to capture their narratives most accurately 

and to facilitate my subsequent in-depth analysis. Audio recordings were transcribed 

verbatim, using Otter.ai, a trusted web application transcription company. I also took 

field notes during the interviews. Each interview took place at a mutually agreed upon 

electronic conference space (Zoom). Each lasted approximately 60–90 minutes, 

depending on the participant. After each interview, participants received an incentive: a 

$15 Amazon gift card after the first interview and a $20 card after the second interview, 

for a total of $35 in gift cards.  

The first interview protocol consisted of 14 semi-structured questions about the 

participant’s life history and experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity. The 

second interview protocol included 12 questions focused on aspirations, support systems, 

and recommendations. I created the protocols using current research on homelessness in 

higher education and the ADAF conceptual framework (see Appendices J and K for 

details about how the protocols were informed by research and the framework). Also, the 

protocols were designed using open-ended questions and probing, which helped elicit 

rich data through the form of storytelling.  

Documents  

In addition to semi-structured interviews, I collected different documents that 

were discussed during the interviews to better support my understanding of graduate 

students experiencing homelessness or housing insecurity. These documents were 

secondary sources that further illustrated participant perspectives (Merriam, 1998). 
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Participants provided schedules of their daily activities and work but also completed 

activities in the interview that depicted how they understood themselves and their 

experiences.  

Using documents in a study such as this one can provide information about 

participants that may not be gained through other modes. In particular, personal 

documents—including letters and journal entries—can serve as secondary sources to help 

construct participants’ stories. Documents can record what individuals do or did at a 

particular time (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). For this study, I collected the 

following: sketches, day-to-day schedules, and journals, as adapted from Nyquist et al. 

(1999), and I used these documents to allow participants to share their stories using a 

visual participatory approach that depicts their experiences.  

Sketches 

I asked the participants to engage in a sketching activity, allowing them to 

visually share their stories beyond one mode of communication (Riessman, 2008). 

Sketches can also be seen as the “direct route to the emotion’s unconsciousness response” 

(Kearney & Hyle, 2004, p. 362). In this study, the sketches were used as a catalyst for 

semi-structured interviews to help participants articulate and convey their feelings 

regarding particular life experiences. Additionally, the sketches were used to assist in 

retelling the participants’ stories. 

Nyquist et al. (1999) designed an activity to provide a glimpse into graduate 

student experiences. Participants were instructed to reflect and write or draw their 

graduate experiences up to that point. From this reflective activity, the researchers gained 

insights into the participants’ graduate school experiences, leading researchers to 
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implement structural changes to improve graduate student programs. Preceding my 

second round of interviews, I asked participants to complete a drawing activity based 

upon the Nyquist et al. (1999) model. The activity helped me build rapport with the 

participants and allowed me to adjust my interview questions, if needed, before we began 

the second interview.  

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the change with the interview location, each 

participant was asked to use their own materials (i.e., paper and pencil) for their sketches. 

However, I informed participants that if they did not have materials that I could drop 

materials (a blank 17″ x 20″ drawing page, as well as a set of markers and pencils) off at 

a mutually agreed upon location or provide funding if they chose to purchase them. 

Participants received prompts (Appendix G) to guide them through the activity. The time 

allotted was between the first and second interview. Afterward, I asked participants to 

interpret their drawings. Participants were also allowed to reflect briefly on the activity as 

a whole. I asked for the drawings as part of the study’s data. If a participant preferred to 

keep or destroy the document, I took notes, with their permission, about the drawings and 

interpretations. If the participant agreed to audio-record the interview, I turned on the 

recording device during the drawing phase. 

Schedules  

“Everyday experiences are significant, variable, but rarely investigated 

documented or acknowledged” (Hopwood et al., 2011, p. 213). I gave participants an 

electronic, blank schedule (Appendix H) that tracked 24 hours 7 days a week. The 

schedules in this study served as time and place markers to show how graduate students 

navigated their experiences in relation to space and time while homeless or housing 
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insecure. At the end of the first interview, I asked each participant to document a week’s 

time, outlining what their schedules were like during their time of homelessness or 

housing insecurity, and submit the schedules online prior to the second interview. 

However, many of the participants shared that it was difficult to recall the exact days and 

times of experiences. Instead, we just talked about their schedules more broadly.  

Journals  

Participants were also given a journal prompt to reflect on their experiences 

related to the study, questions asked, and any additional thoughts that arose after the first 

interview. The journaling process was included to help guide the conversation during the 

second interview. This process was also used as another form of data if the participants 

agreed to share their reflective journals (Creswell, 2012; Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 

2013). The journal prompts were either given to the participant in person or via email and 

asked the following: (a) Reflect on moments that you felt uneasy or uncomfortable with 

telling your story. Did you leave moments out? Why or why not? (b) What helped you to 

share your story? Sometimes, we remember things after the interview. Is there anything 

that you would like to share in the next interview session? 

Data Analysis 

The human experience is at the core of narrative analysis (Kim, 2016). This study 

incorporated participant perspectives and my interpretation of their shared experiences. 

Narrative inquiry is concerned with the chronology of stories and how they unfold 

(Creswell, 2013). Stories typically are comprised of a beginning, middle, and end. 

Although this study did not include the participants’ entire life stories, it did include what 
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led to their graduate education journeys (i.e., the beginning) and their current experiences 

(i.e., the middle), and it ended with their future aspirations (i.e., the end).  

To retell and gather meaning from participants’ shared stories, my process was 

informed by Polkinghorne’s (1995) and Riessman’s (1993) narrative analysis approaches. 

To analyze narratives, “researchers collect stories as data and analyze them with a 

paradigmatic process” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 12). Through narrative analysis, a 

researcher gathers descriptions of events and experiences and retells and connects the 

narratives in the form of a story (Polkinghorne, 1995; Riessman, 1993). These analytic 

processes enable researchers to identify themes and group conceptual commonalities 

across participants’ stories (Polkinghorne, 1995; Riessman, 2005; Riessman, 2008).  

There are four models or “typologies” (Riessman, 1993, p. 2) that can be used 

when conducting a narrative analysis (Riessman, 2002; 2008). Narrative data can be 

analyzed thematically (organized by themes), structurally (emphasizing how a story is 

told and retold), interactionally (emphasizing the dialogical process), and performatively 

(looking beyond what is spoken, including gestures and a variation of dramaturgic and 

visual data). For this study, I used the thematic analysis model, which allowed me to 

focus on “what” is said more than “how” it is said, the “told” rather than the “telling” 

(Riessman, 1993, p. 2). In this section, I explain the process I used to analyze the 

narratives. Data were managed using Dedoose, a qualitative data management software. 

Data Organization 

To begin, I downloaded the Qualtrics survey and interview transcription files. 

They were received as Microsoft Word documents, organized by participant, and 

reviewed. Handwritten field notes that I took during interviews were also typed in 
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Microsoft Word. The individual data sources were then saved, grouped by a participant’s 

pseudonym, in electronic folders on a password-protected computer. A separate 

document was created in Microsoft Excel to match participants’ pseudonyms to their real 

identities and was kept in a separate password-protected file on a password-protected 

computer.  

Analytic Process 

The analysis process followed the RITES framework (read, interrogate, 

thematize, expand, and summarize; Figure 2), which is a heuristic approach to 

understanding and interpreting narratives (Leggo, 2008). Because the thematic approach 

seeks out the meaning of the content, I used this strategy to look across the research 

participants’ data (e.g., surveys, interviews, documents) to identify codes and common 

themes to generate metanarratives from the graduate students’ stories and experiences.  

This analytic process sought to locate concepts inductively derived from the data 

(Polkinghorne, 1995). An inductive approach allowed me to identify patterns in the data 

that might align with the theory rather than forcing the data to support the theoretical 

framework. In addition, this narrative analysis process allowed me to thoughtfully and 

holistically explore the layered experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) of 

homelessness and housing insecurity described in individual graduate students’ stories 

and their collective stories as metanarratives.  
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Figure 2 

RITES Framework 

 

Note. Adapted from “Narrative Inquiry: Attending to the Art of Discourse,” by C. Leggo, 

2008, Language and Literacy, 10(1), pp. 6–7 (https://doi.org/10.20360/G2SG6Q). 

Copyright 2008 by the Language and Literacy Researchers of Canada, Canadian Society 

for Studies in Education. 

 

More specifically, I began the analysis process by reviewing all data to get a 

general overview of participants’ backgrounds. I read each interview transcript while 

listening to its audio recording to develop a deeper understanding of the participants’ 

experiences with housing instability and to ensure the accuracy of the transcripts.  

After I reviewed the data, I used techniques from Saldaña (2009) to code the data. 

The analysis process consisted of two cycles of coding the data: (1) thematically, which 

required organizing the data and reviewing and reexamining themes through multiple 

iterations, and (2) interpreting the data.  

Read
•The researcher 

reads the whole 
narrative for a 
general sense of the 
story.

Interrogate
•The researcher asks 

some basic 
questions: Who? 
What? Where? 
When? Why? How? 
So what?

Thematize
•The researcher 

reads the narrative 
again with a focus 
on a theme and 
spells out the parts 
of the story that 
relate to the theme.

Expand
•The researcher 

expands on the 
theme by 
reflectively and 
imaginatively 
drawing connections 
and proposing 
possible meanings.

Summarize
•The researcher 

summarizes the 
theme in a general 
statement or two in 
order to indicate 
clearly what is 
learned from the 
narrative.
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First, I read through the questionnaire responses, documents collected, and 

interview transcripts, and I begin the process of precoding (Saldaña, 2009). Precoding the 

data is best described as “circling, highlighting, bolding, underlining, or coloring rich or 

significant participant quotes or passages” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 16). This process involved 

initially reading section by section to compare notes from my memos (described below) 

with specific points in the data that I found to be of great interest. I also noted sections 

that I believed were powerful statements from the participants and assigned descriptive 

meanings.  

Next, I coded the data using in vivo coding strategies, then coded the data by 

stanza, or section, using narrative coding. Saldaña (2009) posited that in vivo coding can 

be useful for qualitative researchers in education. “In vivo coding, also known as 

‘verbatim coding’ …, prioritizes and honors the participants’ voices … [particularly the 

voices of those who are marginalized,] to better understand their perspectives and 

worldview” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 74). This type of coding can also be illustrated by using 

quotation marks to emphasize participants’ voices. I reviewed my data and used a line-

by-line analysis for in vivo coding; this process was similar to open coding, which is 

often used in grounded theory research (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). In each 

stanza, I sorted the text by similar ideas and concepts from all of the study’s textual data 

sources (i.e., questionnaire, transcripts, journaling) collected to form themes.  

To further my analysis, I employed narrative coding for a second cycle of coding. 

Generally speaking, the second cycle is primarily concerned with categorizing codes and 

reorganizing the codes developed in the first cycle (Saldaña, 2009). Narrative coding is 

most fitting for qualitative studies, such as this one, which includes a variety of data 
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forms and sources, such as documents, interviews, and notes (Creswell, 2013; Saldaña, 

2009; Savin-Baden & Major Howell, 2013). This method of coding consists of recoding 

the data based on the relationship between codes (Saldaña, 2009; Savin-Baden & Howell 

Major, 2013).  

I completed subsequent cycles of coding to compare transcripts to sketches, 

schedules, budgets, journals, and the research questionnaire to look for comparisons and 

places of contention. All major codes and subcodes were then added to an Excel 

spreadsheet for each participant. From these codes, I drew a conceptual map to visualize 

the data, which served as an additional process for reviewing how the data are connected 

and how the codes answered the research questions. I was careful as I coded the data to 

ensure that the codes represented the original narratives of the participants.  

Next, I relied on Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) recommendations about 

narrative coding. Narrative coding looks at human experiences and understands how life 

events can positively or negatively influence one’s goals. The narrative coding process 

benefited this study because it sought to understand graduate students’ experiences with 

homelessness and housing insecurity and how it has influenced their academic and 

professional goals.  

I used three analytic tools: broadening, burrowing, and storying/re-storying to 

transform the coded data into context for research. Broadening occurs through the 

process of “generalizing” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 11) the data. I used the 

broadening process to highlight the participants’ and events’ “character and social 

descriptions” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 11). 
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I then started the process of burrowing, which looked at the data intentionally to 

understand participants’ life experiences and structural and social complexities within the 

data by creating themes (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Narrative scholars have suggested 

that themes are created to form metanarratives. So, I then synthesized the data into 

themes, which I defined as dominant or unified ideas (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 

2013). As I engaged in this process of theme development, I was cautious so that I did 

not limit data selection and allowed for new codes and themes to emerge (Merriam, 

2009).  

Lastly, storying and re-storying captured the essence of what was told and how it 

was retold. This process included weaving together the data collected to create in-depth 

narratives and metanarratives. Scholars who use narrative inquiry and incorporate 

metanarratives are typically interested in understanding the collective story (Page, 2017). 

For example, Page (2017) used metanarratives to explore how women in midlevel student 

affairs roles developed the competencies needed for career success. In Craig’s (2013) 

qualitative study on the lived experiences of teachers, the author drew upon the 

“constellation” (p. 101) of stories told and retold and relived, understanding the collective 

stories shared by participants. Similarly, I generated themes from individual narratives 

and across the narratives that would result in a metanarrative to story and re-story 

participants’ experiences. 

Researcher Observation 

All the participants were eager and very gracious to share their stories about their 

experiences with housing instability. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews 

were conducted via Zoom. Even though the interviews were not face to face, I still was 
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able to observe participants (nonverbal and verbal behavior) in the field. As the 

researcher, I recognize that this topic may not be easy to discuss. I understand that while 

unpacking their stories, a bit of unintentional triggering may have occurred. For example, 

during one of the interview sessions, one of the participants mentioned that the interview 

questions were great, but the conversation was heavy, and they asked for a break. In 

another interview, I noticed that when I asked questions about their experiences with 

housing instability, the interviewee stopped making eye contact for a portion of time. In 

two of the other interviews, immediately after I stopped recording, they began to weep.  

I believed that it was important to ask participants to unpack their lives. I had 

intentional questions that guided them through reflection. However, I also attempted to 

help them put the pieces of their lives back together, to help them be as whole as possible 

before we ended our conversations. This step was necessary because, as humans, life 

does not stop. This step was necessary because life does not stop. I may have been a 

researcher in those interviews, but I was also a human being sharing a difficult 

experience with another human being. And we often feel uplifted when we share the 

burden of our challenges and exorcise negative thoughts and emotions. So, I wanted to 

offer all the help that I could. 

After I ended the calls, participants had to go back to interacting with family 

members and loved ones, return to classroom spaces, engage with colleagues at work, 

and rejoin myriad other activities. I chose to approach the research with an ethic of care; I 

wanted to make sure that participants were comfortable and ready to return to their daily 

lives by the end of our interviews. As I analyzed the data, it was imperative to keep in 

mind my positionality as a researcher. 
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Positionality/Reflexivity  

A researcher’s beliefs and cultural background (e.g., gender, race, educational 

background, class) influence all stages of the research process, including the 

aforementioned analytic process. A critical component of qualitative research is 

clarifying the researcher’s position; biases or perceptions, dispositions, and assumptions 

must be explained (Merriam, 2009). Acknowledging one’s position in this process allows 

the reader to better understand how that position may influence data collection and 

interpretation (Merriam, 2009). Also, defining who is telling the story and how this story 

is presented is essential. It can shape the research process. Therefore, in this section, I 

discuss my prior experiences with college students experiencing housing instability, my 

social identities, and my experience as a graduate student. I describe how these 

experiences influenced this research study.  

Through much reflection, I explored ways in which my experiences influenced 

my approach to the study and my interpretation of participants’ stories. This reflective 

process enabled me to be more conscious of the identities and experiences I brought to 

the study. I examined how they could shape my understanding and analysis of the data. 

My identities and experiences also provided a foundation for continuing to be reflexive 

throughout this study. I explain now how the experiences I have had over the years have 

contributed to my praxis and scholarship concerning this population and address some of 

my initial biases.  

As an African American youth growing up in a city with limited resources, I 

observed poverty and homelessness throughout my childhood. My earliest memory of 

engaging with people who were experiencing homelessness was during high school. I 
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grew up in Gary, Indiana, a city that encountered an economic shift due to political and 

racial tensions, leaving many of its residents in poverty. Gary was founded in 1906 and 

became one of the most industrial cities in the United States (Glass, 2018). Known for 

many things, including steel production, Gary enjoyed a soaring economy. The 

population grew as many African Americans and immigrants from Mexico fled Jim Crow 

laws of the South and settled there in the 1920s for what they had hoped would be more 

financially secure opportunities (Glass, 2018). However, the city suffered a precipitous 

decline after the election of the city’s first African American mayor. Today, Gary’s 

African American population is about 81%, with 36% of the overall population in 

poverty. It is also home to over 13,000 abandoned structures and a number of 

impoverished families (Glass, 2018). 

During academic breaks in high school, I would volunteer with state programs 

geared toward serving people who were homeless. My mission was to work to change the 

life trajectories of individuals experiencing homelessness. Regardless of the size of my 

contribution, I wanted to help. This passion followed me through college, as I became the 

cofounder of a program that helped to provide a rural community in Ghana with school 

supplies and newly built academic facilities through a university partnership.  

During my time in college, I had many friends who had unstable living 

environments, but I did not realize that there was a body of research related to these 

experiences. After completing my undergraduate degree, I too came face-to-face with 

housing insecurity. I moved to a different state, but the housing option I had worked to 

secure did not materialize. I must admit that I was unaware of the term. Nor was I 

familiar with assistance programs. My family and friends helped keep me from 
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experiencing homelessness, but I wondered about those who may not have the same 

support networks or whose families were in similar positions. 

I continued to consider these questions during my graduate and professional 

experiences. My previous student affairs work experience, including my time working 

with the federal TRIO programs and campus organizations, allowed me to work at 

different institutions with students from diverse backgrounds. Through these experiences, 

my interest in the topic was heightened as students occasionally shared with me their 

stories of adversity, including homelessness and housing insecurity. I worked with one 

student in particular who was a former student-athlete. They shared how they went from 

sleeping in hotels as they traveled for track meets across the nation to sleeping in their 

vehicle and couch surfing to seek shelter. Over time, I realized this was not an isolated 

event, as other students approached me and shared their stories. Their stories led me to 

look for resources to assist them, yet very few existed.  

I had always admired the students’ determination to stay enrolled in school and 

their efforts to work toward degree completion despite their unstable living situations. 

Some of the students had above-average grades and did not have shelter. My first thought 

was simply, how do they do it? Their perseverance encouraged me to work with 

educational leaders across the campus to provide programs for students experiencing 

housing instability. As I spoke with institutional leaders and support staff to spread 

awareness about this issue, many looked at me in shock. They were surprised to learn that 

there are students who are experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity on college 

campuses.  
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Although I was able to assist some of the students with whom I worked, I knew 

more had to be done in higher education to support students facing similar challenges. 

Yet, at the time, there was very little research on students’ housing instability to guide 

conversations and to offer support to ensure students’ basic needs are met. Consequently, 

I have become devoted both personally and professionally to this issue. I have been 

invested in this research study and its prospective contributions to higher education 

policy and practice. The stories of former students with whom I worked, experiences with 

campus leaders, and my own story have inspired me to pursue this under-researched 

phenomenon. After completing my master’s degree, I sought to further my education and 

enhance my professional skills in the areas of education policy and organizational 

leadership. I believed that in pursuing such an opportunity, I would be better informed 

and prepared to increase awareness about the issue, help make this invisible population 

more visible to institutional leaders and faculty, and gain access to educational leaders 

and policymakers to ultimately support students challenged with housing instability.  

I acknowledge that even though I have not had the exact experiences of my 

participants, I share in the experiences of other societally marginalized groups due to my 

race, gender, and class. My experiences as a doctoral candidate have helped me 

understand some of the unique circumstances of graduate students and the challenges 

they may face. My past experiences in student affairs and my current research 

assistantship with the Graduate School have enhanced my understanding and knowledge 

of the graduate student population and the resources that exist to support them.  

My position as a graduate research assistant with the Graduate School has also 

enabled me to access a number of institutional leaders and gatekeepers. As part of my 
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assistantship, I have been able to conduct pilot studies exploring the needs of graduate 

students. I have also established trust and built rapport with a number of graduate 

students at the institution, which was beneficial for this study’s recruitment process. Also, 

I have interacted with graduate students who have experienced homelessness and housing 

insecurity while in my current doctoral program focused on higher education policy. 

Through my involvement with various graduate student groups, and through my 

community engagement in the state, I have offered support, connected them with people 

and programs to assist them, and opened my home to help in times of need. These 

experiences have also created biases and perceptions that may have influenced this study 

(Creswell, 2012). Therefore, I took steps to hold myself accountable and to ensure that I 

exercised open practices to mitigate bias or the influence that my perceptions may have 

had on the study.  

As a useful format to maintain reflectivity, I kept a journal about the research 

process (Glesne, 2010; Wolgemuth, 2014). I recognize that this practice is common in 

grounded theory studies; however, journaling can be advantageous for any qualitative 

method (Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). Journaling allowed me to record 

interpretations about the study and thoughts on future directions for the study (Vaccaro et 

al., 2015). I used journaling to capture my initial thoughts, feelings, and reactions as they 

occurred in real time (Glesne, 2010). Journaling after each interview about the location, 

participants, and hunches allowed me to adjust and improve research procedures and 

interactions between interview sessions, as well as follow up with participants on 

observations if needed. It also enabled me to check my assumptions and biases, which 
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was essential for the credibility of my study. In the next section, I discuss other strategies 

I used to enhance my inquiry’s trustworthiness.  

Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, specifically narrative inquiry, it is crucial that the 

researcher speaks to the importance of trustworthiness (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Loh, 2013). To ensure that narrative research is recognized as legitimate by its 

audience (e.g., researchers, practitioners, policymakers, the general public), 

implementing trustworthy criteria is encouraged (Nowell et al., 2017). It is equally 

important that trustworthiness be established among the communities researched for this 

study.  

Researchers should employ elements of trustworthiness to ensure quality, balance, 

and fairness and reduce researcher bias (Anfara et al., 2002; Merriam, 2009). For this 

study, I employed the following techniques associated with trustworthiness: (a) 

credibility, (b) confirmability and dependability, and (c) transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Some of these techniques are appropriate for more than one aspect of 

trustworthiness.  

Credibility and Triangulation 

To ensure credibility in this study, I used the associated method of triangulation 

and engaged in the practice of member checking. Triangulation, a qualitative research 

strategy, has been widely used to understand phenomena. Triangulation “is based on the 

premise that no single method ever adequately solves the problem …” (Patton, 1999, p. 

1192). Data triangulation involves gathering and analyzing multiple forms of data from 

interviews, observations, and field notes to help support or refute findings (Patton, 1999). 
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I used multiple data sources (e.g., documents, questionnaires) and interviews to enhance 

the quality of the study and identify consistencies and inconsistencies, thereby 

establishing triangulation (Anfara et al., 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By incorporating 

this technique, I worked to ensure that my findings illustrated a more rigorous 

understanding of graduate students’ experiences with homelessness and housing 

insecurity. 

 Additionally, I included participants in the analysis process to contribute to the 

credibility of this study. I engaged in the process of member checking by requesting that 

participants review the transcripts to ensure that the data were accurate. For some 

scholars, the practice of member checks is so significant that they consider it to be the 

heart of credibility and dependability (Anfara et al., 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). Therefore, I asked if the participants would be interested 

in reviewing an electronic, transcribed copy of their interviews to check for accuracy. If 

they agreed, I forwarded their transcripts to them and asked them to comment on any 

areas, using tracked changes in Microsoft Word. I asked that they return their feedback to 

me within one week. This step helped reduce inaccuracies throughout the analytic 

process. Member checking provided participants with agency and an opportunity to 

further contribute to the study from their perspectives (Guba, 1981). This strategy was 

also used to follow up with participants for clarity, if needed.  

Dependability and Confirmability  

Other outcomes that researchers strive for to achieve the goal of trustworthiness 

are dependability and confirmability. Whereas dependability requires explicit detail of 

the analytic process, confirmability seeks to ensure that the data collected and the 
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analysis are aligned (Jones et al., 2014). Researchers are responsible for documenting the 

data analysis process employed to generate themes or categories (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

In addition to triangulation, establishing an audit trail enhances dependability. The audit 

trail includes researcher accounts about decisions made related to how data are collected, 

analyzed, and stored (Anney, 2014). In previous sections, I explained how I planned to 

collect data using multiple data sources, analyze the data using narrative analysis, and 

store the data, which aligns with the requirements of maintaining an audit trail and with 

the characteristics that make a study dependable and confirmable.  

Confirmability can also be established through the process of keeping a reflexive 

journal (Koch, 2006; Wallendorf & Belk, 1989). As noted in my section on positionality, 

I journaled to help identify and address bias; unpack and interrogate my background, 

perceptions, and interest in the study; keep a record of events that occurred during data 

collection; and reflect upon emerging data (Anney, 2014; Ortlipp, 2008; Russell & Kelly, 

2002; Wallendorf & Belk, 1989; Wolgemuth, 2014).  

Transferability 

Transferability refers to the extent to which qualitative research findings can be 

applied in or to other situations or contexts. This process is facilitated by using thick 

description. Thick description makes it possible for other researchers to replicate the 

study to the extent possible in qualitative research (Anney, 2014; Creswell & Miller, 

2000; Li, 2004; Maxwell, 2009; Merriam, 2009). In this study, I demonstrated thick 

description of the research findings by including direct, detailed quotations from the 

participants’ narratives. As a method, narrative inquiry allows for thick description of the 

data and supports the methodological choice for this study (Butina, 2015). Providing 
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thick description enhances readers’ understanding of the research process and allows 

readers to make informed decisions about transferability to their own contexts (Guba, 

1981).  

Ethical Considerations and the Role of the Researcher 

As researchers, we are regarded as “knowledge seekers” (Kim, 2016, p. 158). We 

seek to learn from participants and understand their experiences from their perspectives. 

“The researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 15). As this study’s researcher and a graduate research assistant for the Graduate 

School, I am oriented to this work for a variety of reasons. Guided by Daiute (2014), it is 

important for me as a qualitative researcher, specifically a narrative inquirer, to consider 

and understand how my values influence the structure of the study.  

Researchers must ensure that they remain ethical at all times when gathering 

narratives and uncovering the complexities that are bound within someone’s life story, 

particularly for individuals who may be working with vulnerable populations. Who is 

considered to be a member of a vulnerable group is contested and unclear (Savin-Baden 

& Howell Major, 2013). Groups and individuals may be considered vulnerable if they are 

marginalized based on differences; subject to discrimination; and underserved due to 

social, economic, and political circumstances (Wilson & Neville, 2009). Populations that 

can be considered vulnerable include women and children, ethnic groups, members of the 

LGBTQ community (i.e., lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer/questioning), 

immigrants, older adults, and those experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity.  

According to Savin-Baden and Howell Major (2013), three things should be 

avoided when working with such populations: reinforcing stereotypes of particular 
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groups, exploiting vulnerable participation, and causing distress. The term vulnerability is 

contested not only for its lack of clarity about which groups are considered vulnerable but 

also because of who considers the groups to be vulnerable. The who, in this sense, refers 

to outsiders who do not share similar experiences as those participating in the study. It is 

important to note that while outsiders may see this group as vulnerable, individuals 

within the group may not consider themselves as such (Cameron & Hart, 2007). Even so, 

when conducting this study’s research, it was important that I considered these elements 

as participants could be seen as members of such groups. 

It was imperative that I articulated the risks and benefits associated with the study, 

ensured confidentiality to the best of my ability, and made certain that participants 

understood their rights as study participants. I understand the importance of privacy and 

confidentiality. I also recognize that confidentially does not promise anonymity and that 

this may be an issue for some participants who chose to share their stories. So, I was and 

will remain mindful of how I collected, analyzed, storied, presented, and stored data. This 

mindfulness supported my decision to use member checking as part of my research 

process. I also considered temporarily embargoing my dissertation to allow participants 

to complete their graduate studies. Ultimately, I decided to temporarily embargo my 

dissertation to sensitive nature of the topic and to further reduce any risk exposing 

participants identities.  

Reciprocity 

When conducting qualitative research, specifically a narrative study, participants 

are asked to share detailed information about their life stories and experiences. To collect 

rich, thick data, researchers are obliged to consider reciprocity and implement this 
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process in their study as they ask participants to share detailed information about their life 

stories (Harrison et al., 2001). Reciprocity traditionally has been defined as the act of 

giving and taking, tangentially associated with an economic exchange (Gouldner, 1960). 

However, when examining this interaction as a social exchange, there is no well-defined 

explanation or value. Although researchers may not agree on the equivalent value for 

sharing and receiving information in a narrative study, central to this notion of reciprocity 

is the action word exchange.  

For this study, participants shared their narratives and assisted with 

cocreating/producing knowledge and resources for graduate students experiencing 

housing insecurity and homelessness. The participants received an incentive for each 

interview they completed. In collaboration with the participants, I developed a guide from 

the resources they shared, and it includes a list of places that the participants found to be 

positive resources during their experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity. 

The completed resource guide was shared with all participants. This guide was also 

shared with university faculty and leaders. The hope is that the resource guide will 

identify preventive measures to help participants and those within their network avoid 

reoccurring experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity or, at the very least, 

provide them with a list of places and resources that they can turn to in times of need.  

The resource guide is part of this study’s researcher-participant reciprocity. In 

exchange for the participants’ stories and time, they received information on additional 

resources within and outside of the campus community to support them through their 

graduate education. So too is this study’s anti-deficit perspective and emphasis on 

perseverance. In addition to tangible items, Lather (1991) argued that through 
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collaborative efforts, reciprocity has two benefits: it advances research and empowers 

participants. In this study, I aimed to advance the available research on graduate student 

experiences of homelessness and housing insecurity, as well as ensure that participants 

felt affirmed and empowered—that they claimed agency when sharing their narratives.  

Limitations of the Study 

There were several strategies applied in this study to increase trustworthiness. 

However, as with all research studies, the potential for limitations existed, which is not 

uncommon (Whittemore et al., 2001). These limitations had to be taken into 

consideration when reviewing the findings, and they are stated here because they affect 

the implications for research and practice. While this section focuses on study limitations, 

it is important that readers also see this section as an opportunity to further refine the 

scholarship on graduate students’ experiences and, more specifically, on those who are 

faced with homelessness and housing insecurity.  

This study sought to answer how graduate students navigate experiences of 

housing instability. As mentioned in the previous chapters, there is no one definition of 

homelessness or housing insecurity but a number of definitions from various government 

agencies and other sources. I also asked participants to define the terms. One limitation is 

that their understanding of the terms may have been influenced by how I interpreted 

housing instability in the advertising flyers and recruitment email.  

Another limitation of this study is related to narrative inquiry as a methodological 

choice. Narrative studies heavily rely on the memories of participants. Is one’s memory a 

reliable source? One of the challenges with narrative inquiry is that “we cannot be sure of 

[whose] story is true” (Kim, 2016, p. 245). However, this study was concerned with 
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graduate students’ experiences and what they believe to be true (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000; Loh, 2013) about their constructed experiences. Denzin (2000) stressed that 

“narratives are reflections on [the world] not of-the-world as it is known.” 

“…Social constructivists do not seek evidence in ‘realists’ tales” (p. 187). Rather, 

they report the events articulated from the participants’ points of view (Riessman, 2008). 

While essential to this study, I recognize that narratives are neither linear nor static and 

that conflicting perspectives about participants’ experiences are unavoidable. Therefore, I 

employed multiple techniques to collect data and embraced the inconsistencies within 

and across the narratives in an attempt to elicit and depict a holistic story of the 

participants’ experiences. To further combat this limitation, I used the RITES framework 

and a two-cycle in vivo coding strategy to both honor participants’ stories and find 

common themes. The metanarratives that emerged helped to transcend any individual’s 

memory lapses or biases. 

Limitations related to recruiting participants can also exist and were a 

consideration in this study. From a geospatial perspective, this study was conducted in 

the Midwest in Boone County, a primarily rural county. However, subjects were drawn 

from the more (sub)urban part of the county, the city of Columbia, where homelessness is 

present and Mizzou is located. In a report titled 2018 Missouri Balance of State: Report 

of Sheltered and Unsheltered Point-In-Time Count of Homelessness, Boone County was 

found to have the highest number of unsheltered individuals in the region (Missouri 

Housing Development Commission, 2018). I understand that this setting does not transfer 

to all situations. If readers live in a region where the cost of living is overwhelmingly 

high and if resources are depleted due to larger populations, for example, they may not 
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find my findings transferrable. Narrative inquiry—with its focus on thick descriptions—

necessarily dives deep and consequently cannot always go wide to cover every scenario. 

Therefore, as the researcher, I could do little to improve transferability for this study. The 

only steps I could and did take were to transparently explain my research process and the 

transferability concerns discussed herein. 

The fourth limitation is this: While this study provided insights into the 

experiences of graduate students, it was not exhaustive in capturing representations from 

all graduate student subpopulations and intersectionalities. Issues related to 

socioeconomic status can be compounded when other social identities and environmental 

factors are present (Murphey & Tobin, 2011). For example, in The Annual Homeless 

Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress (HUD, 2020), African Americans who were 

homeless accounted for 40% of all people experiencing homelessness in 2019, despite 

being 13% of the United States. However, stories from graduate students who experience 

housing instability specifically at other institutional types—such as Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities, women’s colleges, and Tribal Colleges—are largely absent 

from the discourse. The experiences of professional students are also missing from the 

discussion. Although I pursued several ways to recruit participants, the stigma associated 

with the experiences of homelessness may have deterred eligible individuals from 

participating in this study, making it difficult to achieve representative diversity among 

the participants. Some eligible individuals may have been hesitant to participate, while 

others may have intentionally remained hidden.  

The fifth limitation of this interview-based narrative inquiry concerns the risk of 

participants prematurely withdrawing from the study. Participants might withdraw 
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because they must dwell on a stressful situation, particularly if they are currently 

experiencing homelessness. Or they might withdraw if their schedules and lifestyle 

cannot accommodate full participation in the study.  

A sixth limitation of the study is the effect mental distress can have on the data 

and, more importantly, on the humans at the heart of this study. While the intent of the 

study was not to include any activities or questions that may have been triggering for the 

participants, I recognize that the topic of homelessness can evoke emotions from 

participants, and stories may come from a place of trauma. I worked with my committee 

and mental health professionals to review my interview questions and provide mental 

health resources to my participants. I know that such topics can also evoke emotions in 

the researcher; therefore, I met with my chair and a mental health professional, as needed, 

to ensure that I attended to my mental health needs. In addition to attending to the study’s 

mental health toll, I addressed related impacts on data collection and analysis by 

practicing reflexivity and journaling. I also asked participants to journal and sketch, thus 

excavating their memories via more than one communication approach to mitigate how 

mental distress might have skewed their storytelling. 

The seventh and final limitation was the adjustment made to the data collection 

process. Due to the pandemic, and closing of campus in March 2020, flyers could not be 

hung around campus to recruit participants as planned. Additionally, as a safety 

precaution interviews were conducted using Zoom, a video conferencing platform. Zoom 

and other videoconferencing software has been widely used for conducting research 

(Archibald et al., 2019; Deakin & Wakefield, 2013; Glassmeyer & Dibbs, 2012; 

Janghorban et al., 2014; Lobe et al., 2020). In a recent article, scholars (Roberts et al., 
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2021) argued that the “impact of the digital divide” (p.2) has highlighted issues of 

inequity, particularly regarding access to such platforms. However, the participants in this 

study had access to a computer and Zoom software as an affiliate of the university. 

Although using such platforms can present a variety of issues such as those related to 

internet connectivity (Seitz, 2019) or negatively impact the process of establishing 

rapport (Archibald et al., 2019), participants in this study enjoyed interviewing using the 

videoconference software. In fact, participants shared that sharing their stories over Zoom 

allowed them to easily and comfortably discuss their past experiences with housing 

instability. Participant’s willingness to communicate about their life experiences using 

this online tool was an unanticipated benefit of the data collection process for this study. 

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of my epistemology, the methodology that 

guided this study, and the methods utilized. I introduced the participants’ institutional and 

community contexts to provide a better understanding of the space and place where data 

was collected. Then I discussed the participant selection process, data collection, and 

analysis. I described my positionality and role as the researcher, how I established 

trustworthiness, and the measures taken to ensure that ethical strategies were carefully 

considered. Lastly, in this chapter, I acknowledged the limitations of this research study. 

The next chapter presents the study’s findings. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION OF INDIVIDUAL NARRATIVES  

This chapter serves as a bridge between the design of the study and the 

metanarrative findings. In this chapter, I share the narratives of five participants who 

agreed to be interviewed for this study. The individual narratives offer more than a 

summation of their lived experiences, as each participant’s stories explain their 

experiences with housing instability while in graduate school. To protect the identities of 

participants, pseudonyms were used. Below, I present the narrative summaries for Amina 

Angel, Miquel, River, and Larry.  

I crafted each participant’s narrative using various data sources (a demographic 

questionnaire, transcripts from semi-structured interviews, reflective journals, and 

sketches). Four of the five participants completed all aspects of the study. One of the 

participants did not complete all aspects of data collection. This participant, Amina, 

completed the demographic questionnaire, participated in one interview, and partially 

completed the reflective journal activity; however, she withdrew from the remaining data 

collection activities due to time constraints. I included Amina’s story because her 

interview provided rich context about her experiences with housing instability. In order to 

construct the narratives and honor all experiences, I used the various data sources 

(interviews, drawings, and reflective journals) to contextualize participants’ stories and 

the findings presented in Chapter 5.  

Participant Overview 

All participants were between the ages of 26 and 47 and attended graduate school 

at the University of Missouri. Two of the participants graduated from their program 
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within the last 2 years, and the other three were currently enrolled. At the time of data 

collection, two of the five indicated that they were in master’s programs (one participant 

was transitioning into a doctoral program), two were in doctoral programs (one a recent 

graduate), and one participant indicated that they were in a postdoctoral position. 

Participants represented a variety of disciplines across three MU colleges: the College of 

Education (42 graduate programs), the College of Arts and Science (26 graduate 

programs), and the School of Health Professions (eight graduate programs).  

Four participants held an assistantship during their graduate program. One of the 

participants, who was a master’s student, did not have an assistantship. Prior to starting 

graduate school, two of the five participants experienced housing instability, whereas the 

other three participants experienced housing instability for the first time while in graduate 

school. Two of the participants indicated that they were international students. In terms of 

their family structure, one of the five participants was married and had children at the 

time they experienced housing instability. Three participants identified as first-generation 

college students (undergraduate), and four were first-generation graduate students. Four 

participants were the first to go on to graduate school in their immediate families.  

Additionally, most participants self-identified as working class, but only one 

participant indicated that they received public or government assistance. Out of all the 

participants, four experienced housing insecurity, and one experienced homelessness. 

This participant stayed in tents and slept outside for some time as a means of shelter. All 

other participants were housing insecure, and couch surfed until they were able to secure 

permanent housing. All participants stated that, upon completing their degrees, they 

hoped to work in academia as a professor or administrator. Even though each participant 



125 

 

experienced some form of housing instability, they spoke of what or who motivated them 

not only to start graduate school but also to persevere.  

Before I go in depth about each participant’s profile, I provide demographic 

information summarized in Table 4 and Table 5 collected from the demographic 

questionnaire. The tables include information about the participants’ demographics (e.g., 

age, gender, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status) and characteristics related to their 

academic identity (e.g., current degree, financial aid received, career goal). Participants 

either self-selected these labels from the demographic questionnaire or wrote in these 

labels when answering open-ended questions about what best described their identity or 

experience.  
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Table 4 

Participant Information 

Participant 
pseudonym 

Age Current 
degree  

Gender Race/ 

ethnicity 

Graduated Career goal 

Amina 47 Master’s 
degree 

Woman Black No Professor 

Angel 34 Master’s 
degree 

Woman Black No Professor 

Larry 35 Doctoral 
degree 

Man Black Yes Professor 

Miquel 34 Doctoral 
degree 

Man, cisgender Mexican Yes Professor, 
activist 

River 26 Doctoral 
degree 

Gender 
nonconforming/ 

nonbinary 

White No Professor or 
administrator 

Note. All participants selected their pseudonyms except Larry, for whom the pseudonym 

was assigned. 

 



127 

 

Table 5 

Participants’ Financial Status 

Participant 
pseudonym 

Employed 
while 

homeless/ 
housing 
insecure 

Socioeconomic 
status 

Assistantship Receiving 
financial aid 

Receiving 
public 

assistance 

Amina Yes Lower class No Yes Yes 

Angel Yes Working class Less than 0.50 
FTE 

Tuition waiver, 
assistantship 

No 

Larry Yes Lower class 0.50 FTE Assistantship No 

Miquel Yes Middle class 0.50 FTE University 
scholarship/ 
fellowship 

No 

River No Working class 0.50 FTE University 
scholarship/ 
fellowship, 

tuition waiver, 
insurance 
subsidy 

No 

Note. All participants selected their pseudonyms except Larry, for whom the pseudonym 

was assigned. 

 

Description of Participants 

This section details a holistic portrait of each participant’s narrative to provide 

background information and the contexts of their experiences. These descriptions are 

pertinent as they illuminate the challenges this population faces and contextualize the 

unique experiences of each participant. The following narratives are naturally incomplete 

and only reflect a portion of participants’ unique and rich identities and experiences. 
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They are not comprehensive life documentaries. Instead, they are snippets of the 

participants’ journeys to graduate school and brief overviews of their experiences with 

housing instability.  

 Additionally, participants were asked to sketch their graduate experiences. Most 

participants indicated that they were intrigued by the activity and a bit apprehensive 

about sharing their drawings. Some participants indicated that they did not believe that 

their drawing abilities could adequately convey their experiences. For example, Larry 

shared, “I don’t know if my drawing is good.” Angel also noted, “I am not a good 

drawer, so I wrote a bit more.”  

Even though they were a bit hesitant at first, they were proud after completing the 

activity. For example, Miquel showed up to the interview session, immediately held up 

his drawing with a smile on his face, and said, “I did it! Look at my handy dandy 

drawing.” Further into the interview, Angel also mentioned that the drawing activity “was 

a good strategy, and it helped me understand more about my journey with housing 

insecurity.” This activity assisted participants with talking through some of the most 

difficult and joyous moments of their graduate experience. Without them, I may have 

been unable to capture some of their rich experiences. Their sketches are woven between 

their narratives to add a richer context to their stories. 

(Re)Defining the Experience 

The graduate students participating in this study grappled with challenges due to 

housing instability. Each had their own definition based upon their unique experiences. 

Understanding those definitions sheds light on myriad ways that housing instability 

manifests.  
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Homelessness 

Although some of the participants had not experienced what they would call 

homelessness personally, they defined this term based on what they had learned over the 

years or recalled when seeing others in such situations. Both Angel and Larry recollected 

moments when they witnessed homelessness. Angel visited the United States in 2014 to 

volunteer prior to graduate school. Before visiting, she had not witnessed a stark 

dichotomy between wealth and poverty. During her trip, she explained, “You will see 

[them] in movies, you will see [them] in documentaries, but to see homeless people [in 

the United States], that was my first time ….” For Angel, someone who was homeless 

does not “have a place or house to live in … and they don’t have the resources to pay [or 

afford housing].” Similar to Angel, Larry’s definition was based upon what he witnessed: 

But homelessness is … when you don’t even have a permanent place of abode. I 

mean, you sleep here today, and then the next day, you are going to sleep 

somewhere else. You are sleeping in the house, or you are sleeping in a park or in 

[the] car. So, I think homelessness is that you don’t even have one permanent 

place. 

River stated that he needs a place to live where he can sleep at night and store his 

belongings to feel secure. He recounted a time when he experienced housing instability:  

There was a time when I didn’t have a place … here in town … in Columbia. 

There was no place that I could call my own place to keep my things, a place 

where I could feel secure. Except for maybe my car. I guess I had a car. So, I 

guess that, but a vehicle is not a home, says legal experts.  
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Amina’s personal experience shaped her definition of homelessness. She 

explained:  

Homelessness, to me, is when you were living somewhere, and you officially 

[get] evicted. [The] sheriff has come and put you out. And at that particular 

moment, you have that sunken feeling like, “Oh, my God, I don’t actually have 

anywhere to go.” Now, you may have; you had to turn to some options. 

Obviously, they may give you resources for the shelters. … That, to me, is 

homelessness.  

She continued:  

And you have tent city, don’t forget about those in tent cities. If it’s summertime, 

and I’m having a housing issue, … I will pitch a tent in a minute. Because it’s like 

really cheap, you know. You could stay. And it’s very peaceful, you know. You 

got your nature, you got your peace, you got your own stuff, and you got your 

supplies where you can shower. … So, a lot of people, like, resort to the parks. 

Miquel connected homelessness to a feeling of worry: 

Not having a place to live or sleep in or a secure place to keep one’s belongings. 

You—you’re living day by day on, like, this anxiety-driven, like—where am I 

going to sleep tonight? Like, it’s not consistent, … it’s not planned.  

Housing Insecurity 

As participants explained, housing insecurity can look slightly different from 

homelessness. Relying heavily on her own experiences, Amina defined housing 

insecurity as 
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[a person staying with] family members, and you’re kind of crashing at their 

place, whether on the couch or in the bedroom or on the floor, wherever the case 

may be, but you don’t actually have an official apartment lease in your name, or 

you’re not an actual roommate with a [home] secured.  

According to Larry,  

while to some people, it might seem synonymous, housing insecurity and 

homelessness, I think they are distinct, different. You can couch surf with 

somebody, and in that instance, to me, I would think that you are experiencing 

housing insecurity. You have a place to lay your head, but that place does not 

belong to you.  

Larry continued to explain: 

Couch surfing is when you have to sleep on a couch at a friend’s place or family 

member’s place. That is where you sleep. It is not a bed. You sleep on a couch. 

Yeah. That’s my understanding of couch surfing. I didn’t have a bed; I was 

sleeping on the couch. You can say I live here for a month …, I had a place. I was 

living at that address …, but it didn’t belong to me. So, should anything happen, I 

could be kicked out, and I [could] become homeless. So, at that time, I believe 

that I was housing insecure … because, given that, I still had a place that was 

addressed. That was a house that I lived in that didn’t belong to me. 

River worked through his understanding of housing instability, stating: 

 I would be homeless anytime that I didn’t have a place to call my own or when I 

was not able to afford or pay rent. But to be housing insecure, I guess it could 

include a number of things, like not knowing how you’re going to pay your rent 
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or perhaps not paying your rent. Maybe you can be housing insecure. If maybe 

you’re staying with somebody and couch surfing, I guess it would be a form of 

housing insecurity, but maybe not technically homelessness. 

The terms homelessness and housing insecurity, as described by participants, 

were lived experiences with real and unescapable physical demands. I explore the 

participants’ personal experiences in more depth next. Still, despite nuances, at the heart 

of participants’ definitions of homelessness and housing insecurity was the importance of 

having a space for their belongings and the ability to afford a home.  

Participant Narratives  

With this study, I am seeking to understand graduate students experiences with 

homelessness and housing-insecurity and what or who aids in their persistence. To do so, 

it is important to present a picture of who these students are in the aggregate, but it is as 

important, if not more, to share the unique stories of each individual. As an entrée into 

further understanding who they are and their experiences, I introduce each narrative with 

a quote that, in a nutshell, speaks to what contributed to their desire to be and persist in 

graduate school. 

Amina’s Story 

[As a teacher,] you’re learning from them … and they’re learning from you, and 

then they take [this experience as] a positive impact [on] their lives. And you put 

that regalia on when you graduate, but then you also put it on again, when [your] 

students graduate. So, they’re taking a piece of your story with them on to their 

career path. So, I just love that. 
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Amina is a 47-year-old Black woman starting her graduate career over for the 

second time. Amina is a first-generation student and the first in her family to attend 

graduate school. She is also and wife, a mother, and a grandmother. Amina grew up on 

the East Coast, where she spent 10 years working in public service. She graduated from a 

Catholic high school and applied to college at Purdue University to be an environmental 

engineer. During that time, she also learned that her family would soon grow, as she was 

expecting a child. Amina wondered how she would attend school as a mother.  

At that time, she was unaware of any family housing and the support that exists 

for mothers attending school full-time at Purdue or at colleges in general. As a result, she 

stayed on the East Coast, where she had some family support, and started her college 

career in the early 1990s. She began to raise a family while attending night classes. After 

learning about the family housing program at Mizzou, Amina transferred to Mizzou in 

2005 to complete her undergraduate degree. Upon completing her degree, she then 

returned to the East Coast to continue working in public service.  

 Amina’s career on the East Coast was quite fulfilling. She proudly stated, “I was 

given, like, high-profile cases, you know. I was really good at what I did.” But she knew 

that in order to advance in her field, she would eventually have to return to school for her 

graduate degree. Amina’s colleagues also recognized her potential and encouraged her to 

return to school: “They had higher hopes and dreams than I did for myself.” Her 

colleagues suggested enrolling in an online graduate program, but this “Mizzou made” 

alumna desired to return to her collegiate home to pursue her degree.  

Up until this point, during her graduate program, Amina’s experience at Mizzou, 

and in the Columbia community, had been “welcoming,” a “safe haven,” and “took 
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[away] a lot of stress.” However, in the middle of the semester in 2016, Amina 

encountered challenges that would ultimately leave her homeless. Amina received a 

notification from the university stating that she was not enrolled as a full-time student, 

which then impacted her financial aid package. She tried to enroll in a class midsemester; 

however, she could not complete all the assignments and readings due to time constraints 

and ended up dropping the class, which again impacted her access to the financial aid she 

needed. During our interview, she recalled the financial aid office giving her an 

ultimatum, stating, “Because you didn’t meet the requirements, … you have to pay the 

balance, or you have to withdraw immediately.” Additionally, she was informed that she 

could no longer live in student housing if she was not enrolled full-time in classes. She 

had figured she had a few weeks until the end of the semester to try to find a solution.  

Right around the same time, a family dispute occurred, which later involved the 

local police and MU Residential Life. This issue brought more attention to Amina, as 

Residential Life realized that she was no longer a student and gave her a couple of days 

to gather her belongings and leave the premises. The culmination of these challenges 

subsequently led to immediate homelessness for Amina and her family. She left the 

university with a 3.0 GPA and in tears, mentioning, “I didn’t want to leave, but I know 

that I had two … small children to care for, so I had to put my graduate school dreams on 

hold.”  

Amina bounced around, couch surfed with relatives, and slept in a tent in a tent 

city community. Later, she secured a roof over her head by staying in a portable shed on 

open prairie land in Kansas. During that time, she twice filed for bankruptcy. She also 
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worked on improving her finances to help provide for her family as much as she could 

and return to school.  

After 4 years, she returned to graduate school to pursue a different academic 

program. As much as Amina enjoyed working in public service, she developed an interest 

in teaching, which motivated her to return to graduate school. Prior to returning, she was 

pursuing a degree in public service. At the time of the study, she was enrolled in a college 

teaching program with the goal of teaching in the public service discipline. She stated 

that she is working her way to one day become a Mizzou professor. Upon her return to 

the university, she was able to secure shelter at her former dwelling place in “graduate 

student housing.”  

Angel’s Story 

So, one of the reasons why I wanted to go back to school was so that I could learn 

to use research to inform policy design that consider[s] the needs of the 

community and the country as a whole. 

Angel is a 34-year-old Black woman whose country of origin is outside the 

United States. At the time of the interview, Angel was preparing for her master’s degree 

defense and looking forward to starting her PhD program within the next month. Angel 

was working in government in her home country when a friend approached her and 

suggested that she return to school for her graduate degree. Her friend suggested that she 

consider “attending her alma mater, Mizzou.” Angel was also interested in pursuing a 

graduate degree because of her father. She expressed with great joy, “My father used to 

be a professor at university. [He] was like an example, so I want to become like my 
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father. I have always desired to follow in the footsteps of my father and become a 

professor.”  

Angel is not the first in her family to pursue a graduate degree, and she felt that 

enrolling in graduate school was sort of a family expectation. Her mother encouraged her 

to go beyond an undergraduate education. “She was always pushing us,” Angel 

explained. Angel knew that her mother’s encouragement and the plan for her to go to 

graduate school were not just for the sake of Angel earning a graduate education. Angel 

is also a role model for her younger cousins and for the young women in her community, 

which played into her decision to heed her mother’s advice.  

After working in government for several years, she realized that there was a better 

approach to serving people in her community than what was being offered by the local 

public servants. However, Angel realized that she did not have the skills or knowledge 

needed to best support her community. Thus, Angel believed it was imperative to return 

to graduate school.  

As her contract was ending with the government, it was the perfect opportunity to 

pursue her graduate degree. Angel left a secure place and position to pursue her graduate 

education in the United States (Figure 3). Once she identified her career goal to be a 

professor and to help her community, she had a clear vision of the necessary steps to get 

there.  
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Figure 3 

Angel’s Sketch of Leaving Home 

  

 

Angel also had a mentor who studied in the United States, was once her 

supervisor, and encouraged her to enroll in a graduate program. She shared, “He was 

really encouraging me …. [He would say,] ‘You have the potential, you can do it, you 

can learn more [and do] better.’” This same mentor also supported Angel by submitting a 

letter of recommendation on her behalf. Angel said her only thought was 

to go back to school to learn how to better design policies that meet both the 

country needs and the community needs …. So, when I was applying to school, 

that was the motivation, to learn how to design policies that will meet both 

interests, and that’s why I came back to school. 

So, Angel flew to the United States to begin her master’s degree. Below is 

Angel’s illustration of her graduate education journey on a straight line, starting from the 
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time she left her home and ending with an arrow indicating her plans to continue her 

academic pursuits (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4 

Angel Depicts What She Needs to Be Successful in Graduate School 

 

 

Although she had support applying to graduate school, she had to learn how to 

navigate life in a new country and its education system on her own. She portrayed this 

new learning experience with a question mark in her sketch. In her drawing (Figure 4), 

Angel depicted some of the things she deemed crucial for her graduate school success. 

These included [research and teaching] training; tools and resources, such as a computer 

and books; her faith; [basic needs] like shelter, utilities, and food; and a community 

comprised of colleagues, her professors, and people she encountered in campus 

organizations. 

Angel ran into financial challenges and roommate issues during the first year. 

These issues later contributed to her brief encounter with housing instability. In her 

picture, Angel drew a broken line between two homes (Figure 5). The broken line 
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represented “a lack of housing that was necessary for a successful graduate experience.” 

She was visually representing her experiences with housing stability.  

 

Figure 5 

Angel’s Drawing of the Broken Line Between Homes, Signifying Housing Instability and 

Details of the Experience 

      

Note: The broken line is depicted in both images shown in this figure. The image on the 

right zooms in on the details written to the right of the broken line. 

 

In addition to her challenges with her roommates, the price of rent increased by 

$100 per month. The combination of these challenges eventually forced Angel to leave 

her residence quickly and find another place to live. Once she did, she prioritized 

expenses, noting, “My priority is the house and the utilities because if I don’t do that, I 
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will be housing insecure again, and I will have extra fees. So, sometimes I sacrifice 

food.” Angel’s experience with housing instability forced her to make choices between 

securing a safe place to live or a healthy meal. Consequently, in the end, Angel decided 

to forgo food in exchange for shelter. Due to the stigma associated with housing and food 

insecurity, Angel rarely asked for help. Instead, she relied heavily on her faith to help her 

get through tough times. It was all that she had. She stressed, “I did not know where I 

was going to sleep or where I would keep my things because I had nowhere to go to at 

that time.” 

Angel noted that although she had encountered difficulties with housing, 

opportunities arose from this experience. She needed help and reached out to a friend. 

Her community stepped in to assist her after learning about her challenges. She received 

help from a friend she met within just the first few weeks of arriving at Mizzou. She 

stayed with this friend until she was able to straighten out her housing situation. Her 

housing instability occurred in the summer when she was not taking courses, so she felt 

that this challenge with housing “did not have a negative impact on [her studies].” Still, 

she expressed that, mentally, it was a “very stressful time” for her. 

Larry’s Story 

I’ve always wanted to pursue a graduate degree. Nobody from my family had ever 

done so. I also met this generous person, who became a friend, and who just 

inspired me to keep pushing harder. They kept encouraging me and actually 

investing in me to pursue this graduate degree. I think that my motivation came 

from people. And I took that motivation and acted on it.  
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Larry is a 35-year-old Black man and international student. After completing his 

undergraduate studies, Larry worked with his local government for about 2 years. He had 

always desired to attend graduate school outside of his country. Although he was the first 

in his family to earn a college degree, and many in his family did not know much about 

graduate school, they encouraged him to further his studies. Through his work with the 

local government, Larry had built relationships with many people who had gone on to 

graduate school and shared resources and their experiences with him. Also, during this 

time and quite similar to Angel’s story, Larry met someone who had attended Mizzou, 

saw his potential, and encouraged him to apply. Years went by, but he remained 

connected to the Mizzou alumnus. After multiple conversations with his friend, Larry 

finally decided to apply. Larry was accepted into several universities, but his connection 

with his friend informed his decision to complete his graduate studies at Mizzou. Larry 

shared, “I believe being at Mizzou, or receiving [a] degree from Mizzou, [is] going to 

help me or propel me to go to places that I have always dreamed of.”  

Similar to Angel, Larry illustrated the beginning of his graduate journey by 

leaving “home” and his community to pursue a graduate degree (Figure 6). However, 

unlike Angel, he pictured his journey to and through graduate school with a continuous 

broken line. For Larry, this broken line “represented [his] pathway.” He elaborated on 

that journey during our interviews. 
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Figure 6 

Larry’s Depiction of the Beginning of His Graduate Journey 

  

 

At the end of his first academic year, his roommates graduated, which meant that 

all the bills now fell to Larry. Meeting his expenses was extremely difficult, as he made 

only $500 a month, and the number of hours he could work was restricted due to his visa. 

Life became difficult for Larry: “I [didn’t] know how I was going to survive.” Larry 

shared it was even difficult for him to purchase books for his classes. At this time, he 

became housing insecure.  

Recognizing his difficulties, a friend suggested that he live with them. Larry’s 

living space became mentally and emotionally depressing. Occasionally, the friend would 

make comments to Larry that he needed to go back to his country and had overstayed his 

welcome. Larry then went to live with another friend who was from his country. He 

described this living situation as much worse. This friend had three roommates, which 

meant that Larry had to sleep on the couch or wherever he could find space, including on 
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the floor in this friend’s home. He shared, “I was not used to dogs, and so—and they have 

a dog in the house… and I was couch surfing at that time, and the dog would just want to 

jump on the couch with me, and I wasn’t good. I wasn’t used to it.”  

Larry illustrated what this moment of housing instability was like for him 

(Figure 7). He began by drawing a dip on his pathway. Except for when he was facing 

housing instability, his journey was linear and on the same flat trajectory. Larry explained 

that this dip represented “a very low place in [my] life.” Unlike his first illustration, 

where he was smiling, Larry drew a stick figure with a sad face. He also drew himself 

lying down rather than upright. Larry shared, “This was the small futon that I slept on. 

There were days when I just laid there. I was sad. I often thought about how I could 

change my situation.”  

 

Figure 7 

Larry’s Drawing of His Experience With Housing Instability 
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While Larry was appreciative of having a place to stay, some things, like eating 

meals, were difficult. The food he could afford and access was full of sugar. Because he 

was not used to some foods, it occasionally affected his physical health. Larry expressed, 

“I didn’t have the means. And so that … made me lose weight drastically. And it was not 

in a healthy way. … I struggle[d] to take care of my needs.” His friend would try to help 

from time to time. For example, his friend would take him to the local food pantry.  

We went to the Tiger Pantry just a few times—I think two or three times in all, 

you know, because there were much more resources at the city food pantry than 

the Tiger Pantry. It was good, and the city food pantry because of the frequency. 

We went there; some of the workers knew us. So, they knew what things that we 

wanted, you know. So, those times, if we hadn’t been going to the—to the food 

pantry, I’m sure I would have been starving for some time. But the food pantry 

was able to come in to support.  

Larry had a supportive team of friends who took him to the food pantry, provided 

temporary shelter. They also encouraged him to continue his education and pursue his 

dreams of becoming a professor. Larry took their advice, followed up with faculty, and 

was admitted to a doctoral program just before completing his master’s degree. During 

his PhD program, he received a 20-hour assistantship, found a roommate, and was able to 

transition from housing insecurity to housing security. Larry completed his doctoral 

degree while I was collecting data for this study. 
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Miquel’s Story 

I’m a first-generation college student and graduate student. I’m the first one in 

my family to have graduated from high school and went to college and have an 

advanced degree. I relied on individuals like my mentors and my advisors to 

guide me along the way. They shared with me information about the McNair 

Scholar Program. So, I applied and got accepted into the program. As a McNair 

Scholar, I was introduced to research and grad school. I was also paired with a 

mentor, and she did a really good job at selling graduate school. I wasn’t 

originally thinking about graduate school; I was thinking I would go to work and 

get a job. But then my mentor just made it so easy for me to transition into 

graduate school. So, I took the required test, and I applied to grad school.  

Miquel is in his mid-30s and has graduated with his doctorate. At the time of the 

study, he was a postdoctoral scholar at Mizzou and lived with his spouse and child. 

Miquel first immigrated to the United States as a teenager and began his secondary 

education soon after he arrived. Upon completing his secondary education, he enrolled in 

college.  

Miquel talked about what it was like for him to navigated higher education as a 

first-generation college student. He began his undergraduate career at a private institution 

but mentioned that he had an awful experience. His partner at the time was having quite 

the opposite experience, enjoying her time miles away at the University of Missouri. 

Because of his negative experience and desire to be with his partner, Miquel transferred 

to Mizzou to complete his undergraduate degree.  
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Miquel was quite involved in campus and community life. He shared, “I’m a 

person that gets involved in the community.” From the moment he arrived at Mizzou, he 

started to make connections with the Muslim community on campus and in the city. 

Additionally, he started a not-for-profit organization and worked in the cafeteria, as a 

tutor, with the admissions office, and with the campus police station. He noted, “I’ve 

worked in almost every single department on campus. I fully took advantage of 

everything that Mizzou had to offer.” For Miquel, Mizzou was a space where he believed 

he could “hone in on [his] interests.”  

Miquel participated in the McNair Scholars Program. He stated, “If it wasn’t for 

the McNair Program, I would not be here [in graduate school]. They provided me 

resources, mentorship, and an opportunity to see a different world that I had not seen 

before.” As a sophomore in college, Miquel mentioned that his mentor, “took [me] under 

her wings” and provided research and lab experiences and funding opportunities. As a 

participant in this program, he learned the skills needed to conduct research at the 

graduate level. It allowed him to secure a fellowship for graduate school. Despite these 

opportunities, he was reluctant, at first, to go to graduate school. His undergraduate 

professors encouraged him to go back to school and enroll in a master’s degree program.  

Miquel always knew he wanted to help lead or be a leader. He mentioned, “I 

always wanted to help others find their potential.” He started his graduate journey to 

follow his passion for giving back to the community and helping youth. Miquel shared, “I 

just saw that the youth that I wanted to help needed a lot of help, needed a lot of 

guidance, a lot of one-on-ones.” Ultimately, Miquel knew that he wanted to help others 

but was unsure of the academic or career path to take. As he contemplated the next step, 
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he saw an opportunity for him to do so; he was offered funding and started his graduate 

education in 2009.  

Miquel illustrated his graduate journey as an upward staircase, with each step 

representing a year and a significant moment during his graduate journey (Figure 8). 

Interestingly, Miquel did not start his graduate journey on the staircase. Instead, he drew 

the beginning of his journey in paratheses. He shared, “I feel like this encapsulates the 

beginning of my journey and my ‘why.’ This [drawing] captures my purpose for going to 

graduate school.” As his journey continued, Miquel highlighted 2011 as a significant 

milestone for him. It was the year that he not only completed his master’s degree but also 

started his doctoral education. 

 

Figure 8 

Miquel’s Drawing of His Graduate Journey 
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During Miquel’s time in his doctoral program, he became housing insecure due to 

a familial disagreement with his partner. During one winter semester, while juggling 

classes, conference presentations, and writing his dissertation proposal, Miquel was 

unable to secure stable nighttime residence. Over a winter break, he stayed off and on 

with relatives in other parts of the world and tried to suppress the reality of potentially 

being homeless or housing insecure. It was not until Miquel was on the bus returning to 

Missouri that reality settled in, and he realized he did not have a home to return to. In 

Miquel’s portrait, he noted that when he experienced housing instability, he “rel[ied] on 

his community” for support (Figure 9). After a few phone calls, a friend in the 

community was able to help him secure housing for a few weeks. Not wanting to 

overstay his welcome, Miquel hopped around and couch surfed for months until he was 

able to save up enough money to get his own place.  
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Figure 9 

Miquel Illustrates How He Had to Rely on His Community When He Experienced 

Housing Instability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contrary to Larry and Angel, who illustrated their experience with housing 

instability as one of the lowest points in their graduate journey, Miquel continued his 

rising staircase and placed this experience in line with his other graduate experiences. He 

expressed that although it was a difficult moment in time, this experience led him to 

realize that he was “blessed” to have a supportive community (Figure 10). He also shared 
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that after reflecting on his experience with housing instability, he was “proud” that he 

was able to “overcome [this] obstacle.”  

 

Figure 10 

Miquel Notes How He Felt When He Experienced Housing Instability 

 

 

He found more stable housing options toward the end of his PhD program, and 

Miquel graduated with his doctoral degree. His career supporting youth was always on 

his mind. Miquel said that, after completing his position as a postdoctoral scholar, he 

wants to return to the primary or secondary (K–12) classroom and also continue to work 

within higher education. Miquel discussed the work of one of his role models, a professor 

of African American Studies and Criminology, Law, and Justice at another Midwest 

university. Although his role model’s work is within higher education, his practice is 

rooted within community spaces. For example, his role model volunteers to teach courses 

in the K–12 school system. This work inspired Miquel to reflect on his own goals, 

sharing:  
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I enjoy teaching undergraduates, graduate students, but the change that needs to 

happen has to be on the ground. … [I envision] being able to do community work 

while still being able to, like … spend most of my day doing reading and 

research. 

Miquel stated that he hopes to follow the path of his role model by teaching in 

higher education with a research focus in the K–12 context.  

River’s Story 

As an undergraduate student, the relationships I’ve had played a major role in my 

decision to continue my graduate school education at Mizzou. In undergrad, I was 

in class with a professor in the department, and during one of my meetings with 

him one day, [he] asked, “Have you thought about grad school?” I hadn’t given 

much thought to graduate school, but after our conversation, I went to purchase a 

GRE book from Barnes and Nobles, took the test, and applied to graduate school.  

River is a 26-year-old White man who is a doctoral candidate in the last year of 

his PhD program. River is not the first in his immediate family to attend college. He 

shared, “Aside from my great aunt and my grandmother, nobody has a master’s [degree], 

and currently, my great aunt and I are in a race to see who will be the first to earn a PhD 

in our entire family.”  

River had resided in Missouri his entire life. He had dreams of being a writer; he 

had not given much thought to graduate school until November of his senior year when 

he was wrapping up his undergraduate career. River illustrated this time as a crossroads 

(Figure 11). In his drawing, he shows himself at an intersection. One road leads back 

home to what he labels as “familiarity,” or a familiar place, and the other road leads to 



152 

 

graduate school, which he labels as “the unknown.” He was unsure which road to take 

until one of his professors asked him, “Have you thought about graduate school?” He 

expressed to his professor that he had not; his professor encouraged him to apply, and so 

he did. River was attracted to his graduate program because, at the time, it was ranked 

highly and because his professor’s scholarship aligned with his own interests.  

 

Figure 11 

River’s Sketch of the Start of His Graduate Journey 
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River spent the next month preparing for the GRE, which was required for 

admission into his graduate program. Although he did not do as well as he had hoped, he 

was accepted into a dual master’s/PhD program. River mentioned that his professor later 

served on his thesis committee but left the department shortly after.  

River described his graduate journey as one with many winding roads (Figure 11). 

River shared:  

I feel like I’ve had to navigate a lot of this by myself. … So, I’ve stumbled a lot, 

and fortunately, it was into something that worked out. So, I feel exceptionally 

lucky in a lot of ways. I don’t know if that’s part of imposter syndrome or not.  

Despite having to manage much of his graduate experience by himself, River 

stayed at the university because of the members of his committee, his advisor, and the 

friends that he made within and outside of his department.  

During his first year of graduate school, River had a disagreement with his 

partner. Both he and his partner were financing their home. At one point, River felt that 

his belongings were not safe. In addition, his mental health was declining as a result of 

staying in his home. The lease was finally up, and River secured a new place; however, 

he could not move in for some time. He rented a storage unit for most of his items and 

moved some of the other items to his graduate student office space. River depicted this 

moment with a heart that was in distress and a home with a slash through it to represent 

that he was housing insecure at this time (Figure 12).  
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Figure 12 

River’s Sketch of His Experience With Housing Instability 

 

 

As he contemplated where he could sleep during this period, a friend who learned 

that he was going through a rough patch offered him a place to stay. River recalled that 

because of his last housing experience, he was not totally comfortable in this new space. 

He shared, “I do remember feeling anxious a lot about leaving my stuff.” Because of this, 

River took one duffle bag with him and lived out of his one bag for months. He 

explained: 

It was during this time that I was living out of a suitcase or a duffel bag, or I think 

it was like a duffel bag. Like, it didn’t really have its own form. It was like 

shapeless, basically. And I lived out of that bag. I did this for a long time. It took 

me a long time to finally just be like, “Okay, I can just leave this bag here.”  

Once his new apartment became available, and with a slight increase in his 

assistantship stipend, River was able to move into his new home with a greater degree of 

autonomy and security. River was heading toward the completion of his doctoral degree 

during this study’s interviews, and he shared that he almost found himself back at the 

intersection, wondering which road to take next. He included the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the strained job market in his drawing, noting that they had left him on a road of 
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“uncertainty” (See Figure 13). River stated that as he approaches graduation, he hopes to 

land a full-time job in academia.  

 

Figure 13 

River’s Sketch Illustrating His Reality as He Completes His Doctoral Studies 

 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I introduced the study’s participants and shared brief stories of 

their experiences with housing instability while in graduate school. The participants 

described that their housing status caused anxiety, mental exhaustion from having to 

constantly figure out their next residence or meal, and physical exhaustion due to a lack 

of sleep and carrying all of their belongings around from place to place. These narratives 

provided context about how they faced homelessness or housing insecurity and set the 

necessary foundation for the findings in the subsequent chapter.  

The intent of this study is to share not just the individual narratives but also the 

collective stories or metanarrative. Each participant’s story encompasses details about 

their personal experiences. Also, each participant shared the challenges and successes of 
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their graduate experience, as well as personal, communal, and institutional aspects that 

helped shaped their journeys. In the next chapter, I highlight the synergies among 

participants’ stories and how they made meaning of their experiences. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

This narrative inquiry focused on understanding how graduate students who 

experienced homelessness and housing insecurity navigated their graduate school 

journeys. In the previous chapter, I introduced each participant, sharing their unique 

experiences. Although it is essential to recognize and share each participant’s journey, the 

metanarrative delves deeper into their stories to understand parallel, as well as divergent, 

points in their journeys. What follows is the metanarrative. 

Overview of the Themes 

Four overarching themes emerged from the data: (1) hope in the midst of the 

storm, (2) the kindness of others that enhanced their journey, (3) space and place, and 

(4) a determination to succeed. The first theme, hope in the midst of the storm, highlights 

what helped participants persist, even though they faced housing instability. This theme is 

supported by two subthemes, faith and professional goals.  

 For the second central theme, the kindness of others that enhanced their journey, 

participants shared how their family and social networks provided them some basic needs 

to help them while pursuing their graduate education. The subthemes detail how specific 

people or groups of people—such as their family, community, peers and colleagues, and 

faculty—shaped their graduate experiences.  

The third theme, space and place, describes the various institutional and campus 

resources participants could utilize. This theme is supported by two subthemes on-

campus and off-campus. The subthemes highlight how participants strategically used 

space and resources on campus and in the community. 
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For the fourth theme, a determination to succeed, participants shared many 

factors that served as their motivation to persevere and contribute to their definition of 

success. The first theme is supported by three subthemes: defining success, hoping to give 

back to the community, fear of failure. The subthemes give additional context to the 

meaning of success and the relational aspects of the participants’ communities.  

In the following sections, I address each of the themes. Often, I provide evidence 

by sharing direct quotations from participants to illustrate how their stories came together 

to establish each of the themes in this study. In doing so, I center their unique words 

while highlighting similar experiences among participants. Table 6 summarizes the four 

themes and their respective subthemes from the participants’ stories. The themes and 

subthemes help to answer this study’s research questions: 

1. How do graduate students who experience homeless or housing insecure 

successfully navigate their educational journey? 

2. What academic interactions and experiential opportunities with peers, campus 

leaders, and faculty contribute to their persistence and academic achievement? 
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Table 6 

Themes and Subthemes 

Themes  Subthemes 

Hope in the midst of 
the storm 

• Faith 
• Professional goals  

The kindness of others 
that enhanced their 
journey 

• Community 
• Tangible support from family 
• Faculty interaction/ mentors 
• Friends 
• Peers/colleagues 

Space and place • On-campus  
• Off-campus  

A determination to 
succeed 

 

• Defining success 
• Giving back to community, or hoping to give back to 

the community 
• Fear of failure, or failure is not an option (afraid to fail 

the community; culture would not let them fail; do not 
want to fail family)  

 

Hope in the Midst of the Storm 

In this section, I describe participants’ hope for the future. They noted that 

focusing on their professional career goals in education was a source of hope during 

challenging times. Hope, like the desire to succeed, inspired them to continue with their 

graduate degree. Hope stemmed from their faith and desire for their future careers. They 

had a strong belief that they would be successful and that their challenges related to 

homelessness and housing insecurity were temporary.  

Faith in God  

Participants overwhelmingly shared how their faith was a significant part of their 

journeys. They used phrases like “I committed everything to God” or “having faith” to 
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describe their strategy for working through adversity. They emphasized the importance of 

faith and how it gave them the motivation and ability to successfully navigate the 

challenging times they encountered during their graduate education journey. 

Additionally, participants believed that God was a major source of inspiration, and 

having faith and trusting God in the midst of their experience grounded them in their 

belief that their challenges were short-lived and that their situation would improve. 

Miquel was raised in a Christian home, where prayer, Bible studies, and 

conversations about God were not unfamiliar. However, when he started graduate school, 

he refrained from practicing his faith. Miquel detailed this experience: 

It was around 2017 that I’m like, “What is my purpose?” And in the search, and 

searching for my own capacity, I lost myself. When I entered grad school, I 

completely let go of my [spirituality] because I wanted to prove to the world, 

[and] I needed to prove myself, that I could do it on my own. 

During his program, Miquel went through “tribulations.” It was also during these 

years that Miquel experienced housing instability. While working on his dissertation on 

self-empowerment, he believed that he had found the answer to what was missing, or 

what he had desired for his life, through his participants’ stories. He shared: 

I’m trying to understand how people who live in very dire situations still managed 

to be successful. It’s, like, because I want to be able to replicate it and help other 

kids and other people, you know, overcome such miserable circumstances. I 

found out the overall theme was spirituality. 
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Miquel mentioned that spirituality was the missing piece to his own puzzle of 

persistence. He reflected on his faith and decided to go back to his “mother’s teachings.” 

Miquel recalled asking his mother:  

“Mom, how do you have so much faith? How do you speak with such 

conviction?” [You know] my mother has no education. But she still speaks with a 

lot of conviction, and I could not speak with conviction. She’s like, “I have faith. I 

have faith that I’m here for a purpose, and I believe in the purpose.” But it was 

that. I think what was missing is that spiritual connection because I was born with 

that. I was born with my mother teaching me those types of lessons about 

spirituality. Also, that took me to a path of just diving into, you know, the purpose 

of life and faith and all that. So, my mother had taught me this, she had given me 

the foundation to spirituality, and I had not harnessed it. And I think that’s what I 

began to do in 2017 when I was faced with homelessness. I feel like I’ve 

reencountered my spiritual side again over the past couple of years. I think my 

spirit was asking me to go through this journey of self-discovery. 

After sitting with his mother’s words, Miquel found what he had been searching 

for over the years: 

I finally discovered [what was missing]. … It’s like a full circle. But by the grace 

of the universe, God, whatever you want to call that person, that being that 

protects me has protected me all my life. What happened was, I needed to go 

through that tribulation of life [including housing instability] for almost 10 years, 

since from 2009 to 2017, to come back full circle. 
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Miquel went through a journey of self-discovery, and during this time, he 

reconnected to his spiritual foundation. When he started experiencing housing instability 

and was faced with homelessness, he reverted to his Christian values and started praying. 

Through prayer and reconnecting with his faith, he trusted that his situation would be 

taken care of by the god he believes in and that he would survive these challenges.  

Angel felt her faith allowed her to push through challenging moments throughout 

her graduate journey. During her graduate program, Angel experienced conflict with her 

peers in class, went through multiple changes with her advisor, and experienced housing 

instability. Angel mentioned that during classes, her colleagues would often make 

“snarky remarks” and criticize her every time she spoke. She stated, “I don’t have friends 

in my cohort.” She also recalled that the professor in that class would look at her as if she 

was “unintelligent.” She mentioned, “I didn’t build a relationship with people in my 

department.” The department culture was not friendly, and she wanted to leave the 

university. She said, “My prayer was for me to leave. I didn’t like my experience in a 

certain way, you know, and I wanted to leave.” She even contacted colleagues from 

another university who she met at a conference to inquire about their program. She was 

accepted into the program but felt that God was telling her to stay at Mizzou. Although 

she did not understand the role God was playing at the time, she stayed.  

While facing housing instability, she also experienced food insecurity. 

Nonetheless, through payer and the help of one of her church members, she was able to 

get through these difficult times. Angel said: 

I have faith that God was with me, and He wanted me to do what I’m doing. So, it 

requires me to have this [graduate] degree at a certain point. I needed a church as 
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well, where I could express my faith. I’ll be honest; this is a shift from what I 

wanted. But you know, as children of God, we have to trust Him sometimes. No, 

we have to trust Him all the time. 

Her faith strengthened, in part, when she was deciding whether to leave her 

program. It was further bolstered by her experience with housing instability. After that, 

she enrolled in the PhD program at Mizzou, her financial situation improved because she 

was able to receive an assistantship, and she believed that her overall well-being 

improved. This was a second chance at a fresh start. She believed that her continued trust 

in God would continue to help her persist and complete her doctoral education. Angel 

shared, “I would say God is not physically there, but He helps a lot.” 

Larry also discussed the importance of his faith journey when faced with housing 

instability. Prior to coming to graduate school in the United States, he considered himself 

to be a staunch Christian. Larry said, “I believe in God; I used to pray a lot because I 

wanted to live a life that is more of a righteous life.” He attended church regularly. When 

he started his graduate program, Larry felt the need to spend long hours in the library 

reading and preparing for classes so he could actively participate in classroom 

discussions. His work in his graduate program took up so much of his time that he was 

not able to attend church as much as he had liked, but he continued to pray.  

At the same time, Larry struggled with achieving a positive school-life balance, 

and he faced housing instability. There were times when he was unsure of where his next 

meal would come from or where he would sleep. But it was during these times that he fell 

back on the principles of his Christian faith. Larry explained:  
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I am a person of faith. I prayed. I went back to my knees, prayed and prayed and 

prayed. I became extremely spiritual. I prayed a lot, and I committed everything 

to God. I knew I was in a bad situation, and I needed a miracle. And I was praying 

for a miracle: “God, please take me out of this situation.” So, I believe that God 

sustained me through those difficult months. I believe when life becomes 

difficult, that is when individuals return to their God. I believe I’m one of those I 

know. I was inspired to keep my faith, keep grounded, and keep pushing. So, it 

was my faith that sustained me. 

Having a spiritual connection supported these participants during times of 

adversity. Whether through “self-discovery,” increasing their trust in God, or 

recommitting to their faith, Miquel, Angel, and Larry all believed that God sustained 

them and helped them through a challenging time with housing instability.  

Professional Goals 

In addition to faith as a key factor to their persistence, participants noted that their 

determination to reach their professional goals kept them grounded when faced with 

difficulties. Collectively, they viewed their graduate degrees as a conduit, or pathway, to 

their postgraduate careers. Several of the participants discussed their aspirations for 

advanced degrees, their future professional goals, and ways in which they were motivated 

by their aspirations and goals.  

Participants had a variety of experiences that contributed to their choice of career 

paths. These experiences exposed them to careers of interest. For Angel, her work with 

the government in her country, conversations with her mentor, and involvement with 

student organizations helped connect her research interests in community development 
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and policy to her career interests. She stated, “Because I want to learn more about policy, 

my mentor and my friend encouraged me to apply for graduate school. So, I decided to 

enroll.” Angel also decided to return to school for her advanced degree because she wants 

to become a faculty member. She added, “Also, I want to teach. I see myself teaching and 

imparting knowledge to students.” To fulfill this career goal, Angel recognized that she 

needed additional training and knowledge. She shared, “I would like to gain more 

experience in research, teaching, and working with the government. Knowing that I need 

these skills to reach my goal is what keeps me going.”  

Miquel was a McNair scholar. His undergraduate research experience during the 

McNair Program helped him draw connections between his desire to pursue a teaching 

position and his interests in working toward making academic spaces more accessible and 

inclusive for students who have been marginalized.  

When asked how his interest in pursuing an advanced degree developed, Miquel 

shared, “I delved into learning about the different issues happening in schools. I became 

disappointed, and I became curious at the same time.” Miquel noticed a difference in how 

underrepresented students were treated in educational spaces. He continued: 

I wanted to understand why things were happening, why certain students were not 

given certain advantages. I think it was the notion that I need to figure out how to 

help students. I think that’s what I’m trying to do. I’m looking for a way to be 

paid to do what I love, which is to work in the community. I guess that’s what got 

me through my graduate career, is that way of thinking of how I can help those 

that have been marginalized by the system to overcome the system so that they 

can be successful just like I have. I want people to have what I have, which is 
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their dream job, and to feel comfortable in their skin and comfortable in 

expressing their culture in academic spaces and still be employed where they want 

to be employed, following their dreams and their potentials. I’ve been trying to 

uncover how I can better help them. I want to help youth uncover their potential. 

That’s why I haven’t left academia. That’s always been my why. 

Larry’s interaction with faculty and mentors throughout his graduate program 

helped him understand the requirements needed to attain a faculty position. Throughout 

his graduate program, Larry served as a student leader, which allowed him to interact 

with faculty on campus and on a personal level. He also observed the behaviors of faculty 

in his department. He said, “I would see faculty in my department publish and present at 

conferences, so I started attending and presenting at conferences and worked to try to turn 

my class assignments into publications.” Larry said, “If you want to be a faculty, you 

need to surround yourself with individuals who are also faculty. You learn from them.” 

Larry’s goal to be a professor motivated him to complete his graduate degree, even 

though he faced adversity. He said: 

If I don’t keep going, if I drop out, that goal drops out with me. I have that 

intrinsic motivation and drive to want to achieve my goal. I have to graduate 

school and achieve my dream of becoming a professor. 

Larry also built a network of diverse scholars who could help him achieve his 

career goal. He shared:  

As you journey through, you seek counsel, you seek advice, and they mentor you. 

I have lots of mentors, both in the university and outside of the university. I am 

surrounded by smart individuals. I met some of the mentors at conferences. My 
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academic advisor also introduced me to different scholars. Whenever we go to 

conferences, they would invite me to go to dinner with them and their colleagues. 

I had the opportunity to go for dinner with deans. I sat amongst deans when I was 

a second-year student. It was an incredible opportunity. Some of these deans have 

become presidents, vice presidents, and we still keep in touch. They are ever 

ready to send me job opportunities that cross their desks or research opportunities 

that cross their desk. … So, these are all individuals that I believe are pouring or 

investing in my career, and I won’t take these value-added friendships that I have 

with them for granted. 

Participants described the meaningful connection between their undergraduate 

and graduate experiences and their professional aspirations. Whether these activities or 

interactions with mentors were sought out by participants or cultivated over time, these 

experiences contributed to participants’ understanding of their professional goals and 

helped them persist.  

The Kindness of Others That Enhanced Their Journey 

As Larry described above, people—in his case, faculty and mentors—served as 

sources of academic and career support. This theme, however, explores how participants 

drew upon other systems of support to help them navigate housing instability. They 

shared that they had various systems of support that helped them navigate their graduate 

journey. Often participants’ support systems consisted of people in their communities. 

They helped support and bring stability to the lives of the study participants.  

Their systems of support included family, faculty, friends, peers, and mentors. For 

example, family members near and far assisted them emotionally and financially during 
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their graduate journey. Although faculty members contributed to their academic 

development, participants were often reluctant to share their personal stories of housing 

instability with them. Participants recalled the role that friends and peers within and 

outside of the campus community played in supporting them. Participants also mentioned 

that their social support network includes mentors within their respective fields.  

Sources of support were not universal. Some participants avoided members in 

their families or faculty in their departments while they faced housing instability due to 

fear of stigmatization. Only select friends and family members within their communities 

knew about their situation. These decisions impacted some participants’ relationships and 

caused a bit of tension and, for others, heightened the fear of being further stigmatized. 

However, for others, sharing their experiences of housing instability with those in their 

communities strengthened relationships.  

Tangible Support From Family 

Families played a significant role in participants’ graduate education. Many 

participants lived over 100 miles from their parents, siblings, and other members of their 

families. Despite distances, participants noted that their families would call them, include 

them in family group texts, pray for them, check in from time to time, and provide them 

with a place to stay throughout their graduate journey. Although participants largely 

described having strong positive relationships with their families during their housing 

instability, some participants avoided sharing this information with them.  

Miquel was fortunate to have his brother visit from time to time to check on him. 

Miquel recalled a visit from him during a time when he was couch surfing. He said, “My 

brother once in a while is like, hey man, let’s go get lunch, and he would ask me stuff and 
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checked up on me a lot.” Miquel enjoyed having his brother around. He expressed that it 

made it easier to discuss his issues with housing instability. Many other participants 

wished that their family members resided in closer proximity for similar reasons. 

Angel said, “I don’t take [my] community or the people for granted.” Her 

community was of great value and a source of support. Angel is an international student 

and did not have any relatives in the United States. Even though Angel’s family was 

thousands of miles away, she mentioned that they still found ways to stay connected. In 

her words: 

Every day or every 2 days, I get a video from my nieces telling me good things. 

My sister-in-law sends me a video of my little nieces praying for [me and the 

family]. You know, when you see these kinds of things and say, “Okay, 

something good is happening beyond this grad school experience.” 

In addition to her nieces’ prayers and kind words, they sent Angel drawings of her 

on her graduation day. The pictures from her nieces in her “cap and gown” gave Angel 

hope. Even though she was experiencing housing instability, she would still complete her 

graduate studies. Angel’s brother would also send her encouraging words and support, 

particularly when she went through moments of housing instability or food insecurity. 

When he could, Angel’s brother also tried to send her money to help ease some of the 

financial burdens. Angel shared: 

My brother went to study in another city, in my home country. So, he would tell 

[me], I know you can feel alone in a new place, but trust God, we understand, and 

if you do need anything, just call us. I took money from my family, and you 

know, they are open [to help] even though it’s not a [lot of] money. But whenever 
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I talk to them, sometimes I don’t want to tell them about my experience because I 

will worry them. I am the last [born], so people tend to check on me and ask what 

is going on.  

Unlike Angel, River’s family resides in the United States. However, they live 

over 100 miles away. Like other participants, he relied on technology to communicate 

and see them. During his undergraduate career, River would go back home about once a 

month to spend time with family and friends. He has always had a great relationship with 

his family. When asked who is included in his support system, River stated, “That list 

would include my family members, my mom, dad, sister, my grandparents.” He 

mentioned that his family is at the top of his list because of the continuous support they 

have given over the years and the strong bond strengthened through their tradition of 

storytelling. River shared: 

We have a really good, healthy storytelling environment in my family. Over time, 

we’ve developed a sort of practice of always being able to put a comedic spin on 

even the most horrible stories that happened to us. And part of that is none of our 

stories have been particularly horrible. They’re always something we can come 

back from; let’s just hope that continues for a long time. But we also are a family 

of storytellers in different ways. And we like to listen to everyone’s stories. I’d 

grown up that way. It’s been easier for me to verbalize my experiences into a 

story form because I’ve been sort of growing up this way. So, they’ll always be in 

there. They’re far away, physically … they’re distant from me.  
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Although River connected with his family through stories, he mentioned that he 

withheld some aspects of his journey. Similar to Angel, River avoided discussing his 

housing instability with them. He said: 

It’s hard. I’m not as honest about the more difficult social and emotional problems 

that I’m going through. That’s been a constant problem. I’m getting better at it. 

That’s like one of those slow-moving things. So, whenever I think about sharing 

these types of life challenges, who do I talk to? I’m not very honest. But the 

people that I’m honest [with, I talk] … about things that are not very sensitive to 

me. And that makes it much more difficult for me to feel motivated to, like, send 

a text message to write all this out. Because sometimes it just sucks to put it into 

words, written or typed out words, sometimes it’s easier to talk about it. Like 

calling somebody is also kind of weird these days. I don’t know; it’s something 

about my whole generation. We don’t like phone calls. I’ll avoid phone calls as 

much as I can, honestly. So, since my family is physically distant, technology is 

sort of an obstruction to this sort of discussion. Or, it seems to me, it’s difficult to 

talk to them about it. But whenever I think about people with whom I would talk 

about my experience with, if I were a better version of myself and more honest 

about things that bother me, that list would be my family.  

Despite his reluctance to discuss his housing instability with his family, River did 

open up to his family about his experiences. He shared: 

I told them. And I—I decided to test this actually, after our discussion [first 

interview]. I mentioned to them that I had a friend who has this cool study, and I 

get to talk about my housing insecurity. I use that specific phrase in our group 
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chat. And my family reacted positively. They thought it was really cool that I was 

getting to talk to you about this stuff. No one questioned, “What do you mean 

housing insecurity?” So, that’s because I think they’re all aware of it. Very 

positive and supportive. But I think they had already been told in different words 

because I didn’t know what this is, what housing insecurity meant at the time that 

I was experiencing it. But I would tell them, “Yeah, I don’t have an apartment 

right now. I’m sleeping in my girlfriend’s apartment.” It’s like they knew about it, 

but just not with that terminology. 

In Amina’s case, she was evicted from graduate student housing due to a family 

dispute. During this time, she tried to seek shelter. She asked her oldest son if she could 

stay with him. The son refused but offered to give her a little bit of money to help support 

her. Amina explained:  

He was getting his undergrad [degree]. He said, “This apartment is a college 

apartment, and it’s a no, as a matter of fact, like, it’s a hard NO, mom. Take it off 

the table. You cannot stay with me.”  

Amina said, “I respect him for that.”  

Amina did not give up on trying to find shelter. She asked her daughter if she 

could stay with her in Ohio. Her daughter agreed; however, after she moved in, she 

noticed that her daughter was not paying rent. Amina asked her daughter, “Do I need to 

help pay the rent? Give me the information. So, I can, like, login and see how much the 

rent is?” However, Amina said her daughter insisted, “Oh, no, mom, you don’t have to 

worry about that. All you can do is stay here and save money for your place.” Amina’s 

daughter did not want to take her money, but this left Amina in a precarious situation. 
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Amina shared, “Next thing I know, we get an eviction notice. I said, ‘Oh my God! When 

I asked you guys, I had some money to support with rent.’” She continued: 

Then she just [couldn’t] keep housing. So, I kept moving on with her. It’s just 

been a roller coaster. So, I [was] kind of coasting thinking at any moment now 

[we could] be getting an eviction notice. I’ve been in those kinds of situations. 

We’re like two peas in a pod, unfortunately. 

Although Amina continued to experience housing instability for months, she 

recognized and was grateful for the support she received from her children.  

Fear of Stigmatization 

 In addition to receiving support from family members, participants spoke about 

their connection with faculty within their graduate departments. Many participants 

acknowledged the positive relationship they had with their advisors or other faculty 

members within their program. They spoke about the academic and social support they 

received from faculty.  

However, some participants also noted that they avoided sharing some 

experiences. They were cautious about who they told about their experiences with 

housing instability because they wanted to avoid being stigmatized by faculty in their 

department. Some of the participants valued their relationships with their faculty or 

advisors for the academic assistance they provided, yet they found it challenging to seek 

help from them when faced with housing instability.  

Angel’s relationship with her advisors and faculty in her department shaped her 

experiences as a graduate student. When thinking about some of the challenges she 

endured early on in her program, Angel reflected on interactions with faculty in her 
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department. She said, “I don’t know if I have meaningful relationships with some of them 

… like, [faculty] who care, and not those who just come to feed you with knowledge and 

then leave, but for those who care.” 

Angel wanted to work on a specific topic that focused on the marginalization of 

people from the context of her home country. She stated that she wanted to do this so that 

she could “see what the missing part of [puzzle] was and how [she] could help.” Instead, 

she was pushed to study her topic from the context of the United States. While she 

learned a lot about the topic, she was frustrated because it “was not my first interest.”  

 In addition to receiving pushback from her advisor regarding her research 

interest, Angel was also deterred from pursuing an internship opportunity. Angel made 

connections with an organization aligned with her research interests and hoped to gain 

additional skills through the internship program. She explained that she needed to fill one 

additional requirement to be accepted into the program: a document of support signed by 

her advisor. Angel’s advisor told her, “No, you can stay here over the summer. I will give 

you a job.” So, Angel declined the internship and stayed in Columbia for the summer. 

She spent her summer working, but she did not get the position that her advisor promised 

her. Instead, she settled for a student worker position in campus dining. Angel expressed, 

“It was really frustrating, but you have to keep smiling at your professor because [they] 

are your advisor.” Even though she tried to smile through her frustrations, she was 

starting to feel even more disconnected from her advisor. She continued, “It’s kind of 

awkward to make a lot of concessions even on your own dreams, on your own interests, 

to kind of please someone else.” 
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After this experience, Angel was moved to another research team and was under 

the guidance of another advisor. She felt as though her first advisor did not want to help 

her with her research interests, so she hoped that her new advisor would be more 

supportive. However, this dream was cut short. Angel vented, “She became very distant 

to me.” Admittedly, Angel mentioned that she forgot about a scheduled meeting and 

apologized. She tried to email her advisor multiple times but did not receive a response. 

She later caught up with her advisor and apologized in person. At that moment, Angel 

said that her advisor’s posture changed. She stated, “We were in a meeting, and she was 

just in front of me, and she turned her back.” Her advisor told her, “I’m not mad with 

you. It’s just that I’m not sure that I can help you. So, I talked to another professor 

already. They can be your new advisor.”  

Angel described an underlying coded message that she was receiving from some 

of her advisors. The continual shuffle between faculty in her department sent a message 

that “I cannot take care of or help you.” It was during this time that Angel also 

experienced housing insecurity. However, because of her previous experiences with the 

faculty, she did not want to ask for help or have the department faculty perceive her 

differently because of her circumstances. Instead, Angel believed she had to find other 

supportive networks and do all she could to improve her situation. She said, “I just had to 

push myself. It [her graduate school plan] didn’t happen as I wanted … but I will be ok.” 

Angel was assigned to her third advisor. She was familiar with this particular 

faculty member because she had been a student in their class. Even after the course, this 

professor kept in contact with Angel and helped her improve her academic work. Angel 

mentioned, “I wasn’t just in their class, and then it was done. We set regular meetings. I 
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had to write a paper for an assignment, and I asked for help.” In their conversations, this 

professor would ask about Angel’s family and other matters as a way to build rapport. 

Angel believed that this advisor was “good” for her. She mentioned that even though her 

advisor was an “international professor and is experiencing their own challenges,” they 

still took time to encourage and support her. She described the benefits of her experience 

with her new advisor: “It’s not just I want to check on you to check the box, but I want to 

learn about you, and I am sharing what is going on in my life. That opens the door to 

[build a relationship].”  

Amina left student housing hastily and did not have time to inform her faculty and 

advisor of her situation. She was given a limited time frame to vacate the graduate 

student housing property, and she was focused on searching for housing. During this 

time, she was undecided on whether she should go to a different university or stay at 

Mizzou for her doctoral program. She knew that because of the time away, she would 

have to be readmitted to Mizzou or admitted to another university, so she had to make a 

decision. Angel shared that it was unlikely that she would have had an open and honest 

conversation with her previous advisors. However, her advisor at the time of her housing 

loss was very supportive. They told her, “Go ahead, apply to any other school and apply 

here. I will push to find funding for you. If you get admission to another school, you can 

go; I will support you; if not, stay here because it’s safer.”  

When COVID-19 spread rampantly across the United States and the world, Angel 

said, “My new advisor, he doesn’t just ask about work. He will ask about how I am doing 

with Corona: ‘Do you need something?’” Angel expressed that just by asking her simple 

questions, like how she was doing and managing during the pandemic, was more support 
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than she had received previously. She continued, “I didn’t have that before, like in my 

first year, so I like that, and that helped a lot.”  

Her advisor also helped her financially. After the pandemic reached the United 

States, Angel’s plans for seeking other graduate programs stalled. After deciding to stay, 

her advisor checked in on her and worked with her to prepare for her doctoral program. 

This advisor also helped Angel secure an assistantship. For Angel, it meant she would be 

a little more finically secure. This opportunity for Angel came at the right moment. Her 

roommate decided to take an internship, leaving Angel to pay the full cost for living 

expenses. Without the assistantship and those in her community, like her advisor, Angel 

stated, “I don’t know how it would have been. I’m very thankful for them.” 

River also had some faculty who were supportive faculty and others who were 

not. He had a positive experience with his advisor. He “admires” his primary advisor 

because of her support and encouragement and the commonalities they share 

intellectually. River said:  

One thing that I admire very much about her is she doesn’t [tear down] my hopes, 

but she injects realism into my career prospects that I greatly admire. So, as I 

mentioned before that I was extremely green whenever I started grad school, and 

she’s always been able to tell me, ‘But you have to be realistic.’ So, she’s very 

careful not to try to discourage me from aiming for the stars. I know I’m someone 

who keeps aiming for the stars, getting a third of the way there or less. But if I do 

that enough, maybe I’ll get far enough. And she has been extremely helpful with 

keeping a very clear-eyed perspective on the issues of the job market especially.  
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Although River had a pretty good relationship with his advisor, like Angel, when 

he experienced housing instability, he admitted that this was a conversation that he did 

not want to have with his advisor or other faculty members. Prior to entering his graduate 

program, River had a terrible experience with campus administration that ultimately 

started his journey down a path with housing insecurity. For this reason, River did not 

share much about his personal life with anyone. He said: 

A lot of people didn’t even know I was dating anybody. I think maybe one or two 

people in the department knew that I had a girlfriend at the time. But most people 

didn’t know much about my life. That was by my choice. I think it was a bad 

choice. Looking back on it, I didn’t really connect much with people within my 

department until very recently. And that’s a choice I regret. But I think it was 

related to my housing insecurity—to help maintain in some ways, you know—it 

was a bad choice. So yeah, no one in my department ever suspected. 

At one point, River’s colleagues in his department started to notice more of his 

personal belongings in the graduate office. River tried to keep that part of his life private, 

but he needed a place to store some of his items. At that time, most of his belongings 

were in a storage unit, and he was living out of one bag and couch surfing. He was 

worried that some of the items that he cherished might get ruined by water if he left them 

in the storage unit. He also wanted easy access to some belongings, but because he did 

not have a key to his temporary living situation, he thought that they might be safer and 

more accessible in his graduate workspace. Regarding interactions with those in his 

office, River shared: 
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Whenever my colleagues would notice a lot of personal things, they would make 

jokes. The rental unit that I had to store all my stuff in was not heatproof. I had a 

bunch of heat-sensitive things like DVDs and electronics, other things like that. I 

didn’t want to chance it getting ruined by flood damage or whatever. I had a 

bunch of stuff in my office on campus. And people would tease me about that. 

They’d be like, “Why do you have all this stuff in here? Are you living in here?” 

And that kind of felt bad. And I would just sort of play it off. Like, yeah, this is 

the way it is; I don’t want them to get damaged in the heat. Let’s not make it a 

bigger deal than it is. That’s how I approached it. And it did give me a lot of 

anxiety, like negative feelings in my chest. But I often have that for various 

reasons, and I don’t let people notice if I can. I just played it with my general 

strategy of cool, calm, and collected. This is the way things are. Yeah. I just felt 

that this was a brief time period and that I will experience housing instability for 

only a few months. I always felt—even if I didn’t know—I always felt there was 

going to be an end date. And I would always push myself towards that and just try 

to get through the storm until I could secure housing.  

River’s narrative offers valuable insights, particularly about how he navigated 

with his peers and faculty the stigma of being housing insecure as a graduate student. 

However, people in his department were kept in the dark about his experience and even 

joked about his experience. River kept his experience with housing instability private.  

Miquel and Larry also expressed their apprehension over sharing their 

experiences of housing instability with their faculty and advisors. The issues of housing 

insecurity were extremely overwhelming for Miquel. He recalled: “I just had a lot of 
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anxiety and stress and some traumas that I wish I hadn’t dealt with. And that impacted 

me in those areas, academically, or relationally with faculty.” Specifically, one of the 

challenges Miquel faced was with his advisor. Miquel stated, “With my advisor, we just 

didn’t get along. I felt like I wasn’t receiving the mentorship and support that I thought I 

needed, and I just split. I just left, right? [Changed advisors] in the middle of my 

dissertation, and I am still healing from this experience.”  

Miquel isolated himself when he faced housing insecurity. Yet, he needed support 

with housing and his academics. Miquel admitted, “I was able to complete my PhD in a 

timely fashion. Maybe it’s not the best work that I could have done if I had the continual 

stability that I used to have.” He also felt that his academic work could have been better if 

he had not avoided his advisor at the time. “Maybe my relationship with my advisor 

would not have suffered because it was during that time that I decided to break things off 

with my advisor.” Miquel further explained: 

Due to my broken relationship with my advisor, I was ashamed to communicate 

my needs with him. Had I felt unashamed to share my experience with my 

advisor, maybe I would have received some support, my academics would have 

been better. I believe that my housing insecurity [experience] impacted my work 

and affected my relationship with my advisor. 

Reflecting back, Miquel acknowledged that his approach was not the best in 

dealing with the issue. However, his decision to remove himself was the coping strategy 

he thought he needed at the time.  
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Like Miquel, Larry also refrained from sharing his challenges with housing 

insecurity with faculty. He held his advisor and others in the department in high esteem. 

He said: 

I didn’t want them [his advisor and faculty] to know my challenges and what I 

was going through. I felt like I would appear to them like I’m a high-need person 

or that I need a lot. I didn’t want to share that. I didn’t feel good about my 

situation. I needed a lot of money to get housing, to get my own place to live. I 

know how expensive rent is, and I didn’t want my faculty members to think that 

“Oh, he needs a lot of money to be stable,” or I need a lot of resources even to 

survive. I felt I had hit the bottom of my educational journey. I just didn’t want 

them to know at that time. 

Larry shared that to avoid being stigmatized, he pretended that all was well and 

did not share his story with many people. He reflected: 

So, there are so many perceived higher-level layers in my inner journeys that 

people see. Every step on the ladder means prestige, opportunity, or privilege, 

right? In graduate school, there’s the idea that “Oh, you are good and that you 

don’t need help.” I think that this influenced my understanding of the “fake it till I 

make it” idea in graduate school. 

He went on to say:  

I was pretending to be good until I became good. But I wasn’t. I was faking it 

until I made it. So, I think that’s what I was doing. I was faking to be good. I was 

faking and saying that all was well. Actually, it wasn’t well with me; I was faking 

it because I didn’t want the stigmatization. Now, I wish I had shared that. But at 
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that time, I couldn’t share. I didn’t want them to see me in a different light. Also, 

because of the stigma attached to being homeless, I didn’t want people to think 

that I was hopeless. I didn’t want people to think that I don’t have a brighter 

future because of my current situation. So, I didn’t want them to see me 

differently. So that’s why I didn’t share my experience. 

Support From Friends 

Although most participants avoided sharing their experiences with their faculty or 

advisors, they did find support through other avenues, their friends. They also noted that 

many of the people they met in the Columbia community, or in their programs, supported 

them in a number of ways during their experiences with housing instability.  

Friends were highly regarded as major contributors to participants’ success. 

Having supportive friends helped some of the participants overcome their challenges with 

housing instability. Miquel noted that he had built a strong social connection during his 

time as a graduate student in Columbia. Friends who were community leaders, campus 

administrators, and students in his program all offered a helping hand in his time of need. 

He shared: “My siblings, you know, they’re more like cheerleaders, but my close friends 

in the community check up on me.”  

For example, Monique and her family, who are prominent members of the 

community and who have been friends with Miquel for years, consistently checked in on 

him, and he considers them to be his family. Miquel also mentioned that his friend Grace, 

a campus administrator and a good friend, would reach out to him almost every month to 

check in and make sure he was doing well. Also, Terry, a close friend and a peer in 
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Miquel’s college, would call him often and meet him for occasional lunches to check on 

him. Miquel expressed: 

The people who’ve done the work and helped me to become who I am are those 

three women. They have been my queens, my rock. They took me in. They 

mentored me, fed me, and gave me housing. I guess I’m blessed that I have 

people that care enough for me.  

When Miquel arrived in Columbia after the winter break in 2017 and had no place 

to stay, his friend Monique made a few phone calls to friends to help him secure a 

sheltered space for a few weeks. This space was temporary and left Miquel searching for 

his next place to couch surf. Monique’s family members stepped in and offered Miquel a 

place to stay for a few weeks. Grace knew the situation that Miquel was in and that he 

needed to secure not only a place but also transportation to get back and forth to campus. 

Grace was able to help Miquel find a reliable vehicle. Miquel emphasized: 

Grace is one of my mentors and my godmothers. She practically gave me her 

vehicle. To this day, she checks up on me every once in a while. Monique does 

too! But during my graduate [program], as I was finishing my PhD, Monique and 

her family definitely took me in. 

After a week of staying with Monique’s family members, Miquel left to stay with 

his friend, Terry. Miquel was very mindful of the length of time he stayed with a friend 

and tried not to overstay his welcome. As a result, he would often couch surf between a 

number of his friends’ homes for shelter. Miquel described his relationship with Terry in 

this way: 
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Terry, oh my gosh, 100% saved my life. I lived with Terry for like 2 years, or I 

think, a year and a half. Every day we chat, or chit-chat, and she just gave me lots 

and lots of love. So yeah, it was like lots of coffees, lots of eating out, hanging out 

at people’s places, and just chatting or listening.  

Miquel mentioned that Terry would also help him critically think about his 

approach to his dissertation and his work. Terry would sit with him in the mornings or in 

the evenings after work to speak about life in general and encourage him. He shared: 

We check up on each other. I just learned that I have a community. I learned that 

there are people who have the best interest for me and of me. I guess it just comes 

with the type of personality that I have, and I’m a loving and caring person. So 

that means that some people are willing to like … be loving and caring for me 

too. I just learned that I’m blessed. I’m “hashtag blessed.” 

Like Miquel, Larry also found support from his friends within the community. 

When Larry experienced housing instability, he went back and forth between the homes 

of two friends trying to secure shelter. Larry noted that:  

My social support system, I would say, are my friends. I would say my friends, 

because where I am, where I live now, the country in which I live, I don’t have a 

blood family here. So, my friends have become like a family, and they provide me 

the support that I need. 

At the time of his housing instability, Larry did not have much money after 

paying for his graduate school fees and books. Also, because of his international student 

status, Larry was not permitted to work outside the university campus or over a certain 



185 

 

number of hours on campus. Given these challenges, he turned to his friends for support. 

He shared:  

I was living in a foreign land with no immediate family. Everybody that you 

consider as a family is a friend. And so sometimes, because I didn’t have my 

immediate family here that I could fall on for support, it was difficult. Life was 

really tough. I had nowhere to go sleep to rest. I was desperate, and I couldn’t get 

a job because my visa does not permit me to work outside of the university. At 

some point, I had to leave to go live with a friend. It was my friend who basically 

sheltered me. 

Other friends who Larry met when he relocated to Columbia saw that he was 

going through a difficult situation and offered to help. These friends also supported him 

greatly during his time of housing instability and were “key to [his] journey.” Larry said: 

When I was in that situation, some of [my friends] would call me and say, “Hey, 

I’m cooking homemade food, come eat.” I have a friend who would call and 

check on me and say, “Hey, what do you need?” One of the kindest individuals 

I’ve ever met in this country, he’s also from my home country. … There were 

many times when he would go for groceries and see things on sale, like juice and 

stuff, and he would just buy it for me and say, “Hey, I went to the store, and this 

was on sale. This is like 50 cents, and so, I bought them, take two for yourself.” 

So, with such a friend, I shared my situation with him because he was willing to 

support me or help me without laughing at me or without making a mockery of 

me or anything. So, those friends were the ones that I shared my housing 

instability experience with, and they encouraged me to keep pushing.  
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Peer Support 

Participants also mentioned that their peers helped them. Although peers were 

many times friends, that was not always the case, thus warranting a separate exploration. 

Peers did not help directly with housing instability, but their peers assisted in other ways 

during their time of need. Without peer support, experiencing housing insecurity would 

have been that much more difficult because they would be struggling in other areas 

simultaneously, such as academically. River was assigned a peer mentor in his 

department. Both shared the same advisor. River said, “I feel like I learned a little bit 

from everybody I’ve met, and I learned a lot from my peer mentor.” In addition, his peer 

mentor took him under his wing and assisted him in his role as a graduate assistant and in 

roles within student organizations.  

Larry also received support from his peers. He recognized that he needed support 

not just socially but also academically. He stated: 

My colleagues are cool. You need to find friends who have the same career goal 

and objective. They provided me with that academic support. I’ll seek 

clarification about concepts that I was struggling to understand in a difficult 

course. I’ll go to them and ask, “Do you understand this theory?” because they 

had taken that course, and they would help me understand by explaining certain 

concepts. They would advise me to take certain courses for my academic growth. 

They also share projects they are involved in and sometimes ask you to 

collaborate.  

Larry interacted with his peers academically and professionally. He mentioned 

that “we would go out for lunch and talk about life.” He also shared that his peers would 
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intentionally connect him with people in their social networks to help him. He also 

connected with peers as part of his spiritual life. Larry added: 

So, when I started my graduate program, I was invited to a prayer group and to 

Bible study, and this was also part of my social support system. Apart from them 

providing social support, they were part of my academic support as well. 

He would connect with these students once a month to catch up on life and 

encourage one another. Larry recalled: 

In those spaces, we shared about school, how school was going, how classes were 

going, and if I needed support from those that were a year or two ahead of me. 

They would encourage you. If you needed something like an expensive book 

because I didn’t have the money to pay at that time, one of the individuals in my 

prayer group who had taken that course would just lend it to me. I experienced 

and saw a number of difficulties that come with being a graduate student. But I 

was inspired to keep pushing by the people that were around me. That kept me 

motivated, and that kept me going.  

Space and Place 

Participants provided a wealth of information about resources that they used on 

campus and within the Columbia community. Even though on-campus resources were 

available to them, some participants stated that they refused to use them. Similarly, when 

asked about the use of off-campus resources, only a few participants said they took 

advantage of them, just like the campus resources. As they were navigating housing 

instability, participants noted that these resources made a significant impact on their 

experiences.  
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Campus Resources 

 Participants mentioned that they turned to campus resources when faced with 

housing insecurity. Because of his graduate student position, Larry had regular access to 

physical space in his department, which proved to be crucial during his experiences with 

housing instability. Having access to a reliable space where he could focus on his 

academic work was essential. Larry shared a living space with four other individuals, and 

he was sleeping on a couch or sometimes on the floor. The couch and the floor served as 

his bed and his desk, where he would try to work on assignments. However, because 

these spaces were in the common areas of the home where he resided, people would also 

hang out in this space, and dogs used it as a place to play. As such, he faced a number of 

distractions in his personal space, making it less than ideal as a place to work and/or 

sleep. Larry began spending long hours on campus. He started to frequent the library and 

would stay as long as he could to work on class assignments. However, the campus 

library would close at a certain time, leaving Larry searching for another place to 

complete his assignments. Later, Larry was given access to a graduate assistant space. 

This space became his second home. In this space, he said that he could eat, sometimes 

take a quick nap, and work whenever he needed. In addition to searching for the free food 

events on campus, Larry would also take advantage of the free food items left behind in 

his graduate space after a department staff meeting or activities. Larry explained just how 

important his department was: 

The department and the things that they provided played a key role in my success. 

If you need access to the building, it is done. It’s not the faculty members that 

give you access to the building; it is the administrators or the program 
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coordinators. All graduate students who had research assistantship positions in the 

department were provided with computers and a desk, and they provided us with 

an office space. They provided us access to our office building 24/7. … That 

played a significant role in my academic success. 

Larry also emphasized that the financial support he received from both the 

university and his department to attend academic conferences was a “significant source of 

support.” For example, Larry received a scholarship from the university to attend a 

conference that prepares students for the academic job market. At some of the 

conferences, Larry mentioned that he was able to network with senior leaders and 

recruiters. He also mentioned that he received funding from his graduate program. He 

shared:  

I was able to attend and present at conferences at least twice a year in graduate 

school because the department actually had conference funding. I charged the fees 

on my credit card, but then I was reimbursed. The department invested this 

significant resource that will go a long way to helping graduate students like me 

develop in our profession and develop in our academic pursuit. This was an 

opportunity that I would otherwise not have, had the department not invested in 

me. 

Larry was not the only student that received university funding to attend academic 

conferences. Miquel also mentioned that the university provided him with funding for 

professional development and that he was nominated for various awards that provided 

him with a financial package to attend conferences. Feeling a bit overwhelmed by the 

support he received, Miquel expressed, “I feel like I don’t deserve it. I was given money, 
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funding to attend conferences in my field.” For Miquel, at a time when he did not have a 

permanent place to live, he found solace when he was at the conferences. The conference 

space, specifically the hotel rooms paid for by the university, provided him with a 

temporary and comfortable place to rest for a few days. The conference provided an 

environment where Miquel felt like he was not alone and a space where he felt like he 

belonged. Miquel added, “When I went to those conferences, being around particular 

people, being a part of this particular group, just gave me a home. I completely felt at 

home.” 

Angel also received support from the university. When she first arrived, she did 

not have an assistantship, times were financially challenging, and bills continued to pour 

in; she needed help. For the first semester, Angel relied on her savings from a previous 

job in her home country. However, by the second semester, those funds were nearly 

depleted. She shared, “In my second semester, I had some financial challenges. The 

international center came in to help.” In need of assistance, she took her friend’s advice 

and reached out to the international office. She stated, “I applied to one of the funding 

scholarships that they have available to assist international students.” Even though she 

did not receive the entire amount that she requested, she said, “I was able to navigate the 

situation and pay for my tuition fees.”  

In addition to housing insecurity, Angel experienced food insecurity. She was 

aware of campus resources designed to assist her, like the campus food pantry. However, 

Angel was conflicted about utilizing this campus service. She explained: 

I went there once with a friend. I know people were mentioning this place, but it 

was kind of hard to decide to go because I don’t want to be identified [labeled] if I 
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go there. I am not comfortable going and applying to a help center where they will 

ask you about your income or your situation. When you apply, they will ask you a 

lot of information that I don’t want to share. They asked me about my economic 

labor or economic situation, and I don’t want people to know what is going on in 

my life. I don’t totally understand what they do with this data. I don’t want to be 

the statistic. I know that we need data. At the same time, I know that they are with 

the institution and that they need data to justify the use of their resources. So, it’s 

a kind of battle inside of me. 

Angel continued: 

This is why I stopped going to the pantry. I don’t want to say that I’m in denial, 

but going to the pantry meant that you are not able to provide for yourself. So, I 

feel bad about that. I know that I am not able to right now, and I don’t like that 

feeling; it makes me sad.  

However, Angel did reach out to the food pantry for assistance once the pandemic 

started. She said:  

Once school locked down, I realized that I didn’t have enough [food]. In case this 

crisis lasted longer than expected, I did not know how I will manage, so I needed 

to go somewhere. I called one of my friends who frequents the food pantry, so we 

went together. We were able to find some things on my list, and the staff was able 

to help me. 

Even though Angel initially had challenges using the campus pantry’s resources, 

when times became challenging, she was thankful that such a space existed. The campus 

pantry was able to provide her with temporary relief during the pandemic. As a result, 
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Angel did not have to make the difficult choice between paying for rent or paying for 

food. Using this resource meant that she did not have to experience housing instability a 

second time.  

Community Resources 

Like Angel, Larry also faced food insecurity. He shared, “During that time [when 

he was housing insecure], I did not know where my next meal would come from.” Larry 

mentioned that a representative from the campus pantry came to speak in one of his 

classes and shared information about the services they provided. He immediately went 

but could only get a few of the things he needed. He began to seek out other resources. A 

friend introduced him to the community pantry. He reflected: 

My friend would pick me up and drive to food pantries to get food. We would go 

on different days. He would pick something, and I will later go so we can have 

more food to eat at home. We ate a lot of canned food and processed food because 

that’s what you usually will get. 

For River, he did not utilize the campus or community pantry. His relatives in a 

nearby town … worked for a food pantry, and they would insist that he take food when 

he visited. This meant he did not need to rely on the campus pantry. However, he may 

have opted not to use the pantry even if he did not have other pantry access. River 

avoided the campus pantry for many of the same reasons Angel described. He also 

mentioned:  

Maybe this is hubris, or I don’t know, feeling that I am in a better place than I am 

or something, but I’ve always felt like I should let other people take from the food 

pantries here. Maybe I’m mistaken, and I feel ashamed. 
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River discussed other strategies used to get his basic needs met. For example, 

River “gave out [his] email far too often to those companies that would stand at various 

places on campus giving away free pizza.” River did this so often that he lamented it was 

“to the point now where I think my student email is like on every single listserv 

imaginable. But I did it for the food.” In addition, to make extra money, River explained 

how he sacrificed:  

You get paid for donating your plasma and having to go through life scraping by 

with every nickel. [With my situation] I will donate my literal body parts for 

money. I donated plasma for 6 months because it made a difference here and 

there. Now, I have a scar on my arm that makes me look like I might use drugs or 

something. It damaged me. I looked in the mirror, and I saw this mark on my arm 

and thought, “What is that?” Then I remembered, “Oh, that’s where they used to 

draw the plasma, and they messed up my arm.” 

There were many reasons participants expressed reluctance to or would not use 

campus and community resources, among them fear of being stigmatized, pride, and a 

belief that others had greater needs. However, once participants were informed of the 

services and resources offered both within the campus and the broader community and 

reconciled their feelings about using them, they all emphasized that the resources 

improved their situation. 

A Determination to Succeed 

Participants were determined to see their situation and the lives of those in their 

community changed for the better; this determination kept them going in their graduate 

programs. Whether they were beginning their program or working toward completing 
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their degree, all participants were determined to finish. Although their determination was 

driven by various factors, such as the desire to give back to their community and the fear 

of failing, they shared a common drive to attain their goals and receive their graduate 

degree. Several participants hoped to use their degrees to encourage positive change for 

marginalized individuals and their communities. Participants shared that their desire to 

give back to their communities helped them stay focused while recognizing that their 

academic work is for the greater good of their communities. Second, because of their 

commitment to their community, themselves, and those who looked up to them, “failure 

was not an option.” They also noted that fear of failure, which could be debilitating, was 

used to propel them in their academic journey. Furthermore, participants’ stories 

uncovered a unique connection between the two experiences, noting that “failure was not 

an option” because their communities depended on them to succeed.  

Defining Success 

Participants’ upbringing, campus involvement, classroom experiences, and social 

networks contributed to their success stories. Anchored by those experiences, 

homelessness or housing insecurity, along with other challenges, ultimately did not 

interfere or negatively impact their degree completion; they persisted. In this section, I 

dig deeper into how participants defined success and how their unique stories shaped 

their understanding of success.  

Miquel’s idea of success started forming at a young age and continued to evolve 

over the years. Only a short time before this study’s interviews, he discussed the idea of 

success with his mentee. Reflecting on that conversation, he shared: 
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It’s kind of hard to imagine. I read somewhere that success is capitalistic. It’s this 

notion that you have to compete for success. Success is created by a capitalistic 

machinery that goes back all the way to this individualistic mentality. This 

capitalistic notion of competition, earning degrees, and material gain. 

I proceeded to ask follow-up questions to encourage Miquel to explicitly define 

success in his own words. With this approach, I gathered more information about whether 

he thought he was now successful and about what he believed might have contributed to 

his success. As he worked toward unfolding his thoughts about what success meant to 

him, he began by sharing how his idea of success from a young age was warped in 

capitalism. Miquel knew what it felt like to grow up in a “lower working-class 

community,” and at a young age, materially escaping from that was a marker of success. 

He said, “I think I was just socialized to equate success to capitalism in my culture. The 

immense tension in society is amongst the haves and the have-nots.” The media 

constantly reminded Miquel of his place in society. For example, television shows 

regularly portrayed the distinctions between wealthy families and nonwealthy families. 

He wanted to disassociate himself from the idea of poverty. He stated, “I was ashamed.” 

Miquel admitted that he purchased a brand-new SUV in grad school, among other things, 

to prove to the world that he was successful. “[He] was in a PhD program, and [he] 

wanted to showcase [his] success.”  

 Miquel’s doctoral classes changed his perspective on success. After taking a few 

graduate courses, he was introduced to different ways of interpreting and understanding 

success. He said, “I learned some of the social aspects of our world and slowly started 
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unpacking differing ideas around wealth, power, and class in our society.” Miquel 

continued:  

Now I desire more, but it’s not material. It’s something else, a deeper fulfillment. 

I’m already successful. I got spirituality, basic food, and shelter. I got a healthy 

child and a partner who loves me. I’m beyond successful. Really, at the end of the 

day, I want to be kind and be loving to people around me and help others grow. If 

I can have these types of conversations with my mentee, graduate students, and 

other people—like this interview conversation—on a regular basis, that would 

count as success for me. Success is just learning and growing. 

Like Miquel, Angel did not define success as having material things or even 

getting good grades. She said, “I see success … both in terms of knowledge that I 

acquired and the networks that I build.” For Angel, acquiring knowledge in and outside 

of the classroom was a way to measure success. She began, “I see not only class but also 

different trainings as a form of success. If I complete my program with additional skills 

than what I started with, I will call it a success.” Success was also realized through 

establishing and expanding her professional and social network.  

River took a very philosophical approach to defining success. He recalled 

Aristotle’s teachings or thoughts of eudaimonia, which River defined as “social respect 

and an aspect of having lived a good life.” He stressed that Aristotle’s teaching of 

“eudaimonia is achievable by all, but then a person can lose success” after they die. Like 

Miquel and Angel, River suggested that success does not equate to having material 

things. He said, “It doesn’t matter how many cars you own or boats you have or—or 

houses you have slept in; these are things that can disappear if the winds change.” 
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Instead, success encompasses moral principles and showing love to your neighbor. He 

explained: 

It has to do with the values you express through your everyday activities, like the 

kindness you would give to the barista who made your coffee or the kind of 

courage you display when going through a hard situation. It’s these kinds of 

value-based activities that help lead up to this overall quality of you truly living. I 

think your overall existence or legacy that persists after you have died is how I 

see success in a very broad sense.  

Although Larry’s definition also rejected the notion of success being concomitant 

to material things, success was aligned with his professional accomplishments. He stated, 

“I’ll define or describe success as accomplishing my set goal or target. My dream has 

always been to become a faculty member. That is my goal.” With a sigh of relief and a 

smile, Larry continued: 

I am on that path. I am in a PhD program. I am productive. For example, I publish 

articles, journal articles, present at research conferences, attended conferences. 

I’ve been doing all of these things. I know I am a successful student. So, 

becoming a professor would be a huge success for me. So, success is essentially 

setting a goal, reaching that goal, and achieving that goal. 

Participants debunked the socially accepted notion that success is equated to 

material things. While Larry and Angel viewed success through the lens of their 

professional growth, Miquel and River ascribed their understanding of success to 

compassion, family, and legacy. Next, I further tease out the interaction between 

professional and socially conscious success.  
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Giving Back 

Participants’ motivation to succeed and persevere in a graduate program was 

further amplified by their desire to help improve the lives of their families and 

communities. Angel, for example, often reflected on ways to improve her community. 

She expressed that earning her graduate degree would mean more to her than just 

enhancing her professional career. She hoped to use her degree to advance her nation. 

Angel stated, “[My degree] is 20% about me and 80% about the people I want to help.” 

Her experience working with her local government prior to coming to graduate school 

inspired her pursuit of further education. She recognized that large-scale projects 

designed to help people who lived in rural parts of the country were often left incomplete 

or “did not meet the needs of the people.” Angel said: 

I grew up in a city. [However], the first time I went to the villages and saw how 

people were living, I said we need to do something to change their lives. I 

completed my undergrad thesis on … the impact of agricultural project[s] on the 

stabilization of people in rural areas. I saw that most of the donors would bring 

project[s] to the rural area, but after the funding stopped, nothing happen[ed]. So, 

I realized that people were leaving these areas because they did not have basic 

infrastructure and other social infrastructure that [would encourage] them to stay 

there and continue to make a [living]. 

Angel emphasized that she always had plans to return to school to get her 

graduate degree, but her experience working with the government in some ways shaped 

her research goals. Angel recognized that there was a need and that there were resources. 
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However, she also noticed a disconnect in getting the “resources” to those in the 

community who needed them the most. She continued: 

Agriculture is the way to save these people’s lives, but when they [the 

government and contractors] think of agriculture, they think [about] large 

industrial, agricultural programs. But when you bring it in, in a community, you 

bring the large infrastructure … [while] these poor communities [are] unable to 

access … even energy or water you are distributing. So, there was this gap. I was 

working on a [government-assigned] rural development project. I saw the needs 

of [the] community and the gap that was between the policies that are made and 

the real needs of the community. I said, “Okay, we need to design policies that 

meet the needs of the community. We need people that have knowledge about 

both community and policy design.” 

Her biggest concern was that the government would design a policy to aid rural 

communities in food deserts; however, its implementation is usually not viable and does 

not adequately address food insecurity. She explained how this drove her to graduate 

school: 

So, I decided to look at ways to solve these challenges. One of the reasons why I 

wanted to go back to school, beyond influencing policy, [was to use] research to 

inform the design of policy that considers the needs of the community, the needs 

of the country, like where the country wants to go, and then at the same time, 

from the community level, how they can contribute to achieving this big picture. 

Angel wanted to learn more about policy development and implementation to 

help get the resources to those who needed them most in her country. Thus, Angel 



200 

 

decided to leave her position to enroll in graduate school to learn these skills. She began 

to take classes on community development as one of the first steps to learning all that she 

could in order to help her community.  

Participants linked their graduate education to helping their community through 

their scholarship and practice. Similar to Angel, Miquel desired to help his community; 

yet, he felt removed from directly being able to do so. Striving to remain connected to his 

community, Miquel shared:  

I don’t want to lose my roots. I don’t want to lose my community roots. I don’t 

want to. But at the same time, I know that we have to fight the power, aka 

oppressive systems, at the institutional level, and so maybe research will help me 

do that. 

Using the skills he acquired from his graduate degree has always been about 

finding ways to help those around him. In discussing where this motivation “to help” 

stemmed from, Miquel reflected on one of his earliest examples of community work. He 

stated: 

I think it’s part of my DNA. I want to help people. I want to help. And I grew up 

with a mother [that] inculcated that in me; she drove that in my head. I grew up 

with a mother that would go help. Even though she had no education, and we 

were in poverty, she would still find [a] way and the resources to go help people 

in need. And she would take me along with her. … So, I grew up doing that kind 

of stuff. I want to help for the better. I don’t want this [degree] to be for me. 

Similarly, River expressed that he wanted to help people as much as possible by 

using the knowledge and skills gained from his graduate program. River wants to engage 
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in advocacy work for students. He started his graduate education at the height of the Fall 

2015 protest at Mizzou. He recalled what those first few days were like for him. He 

shared: 

So, I remember driving on my way to Columbia, transitioning from undergrad to 

grad school life, and getting that email about health insurance. And so here I was, 

I hadn’t been given health insurance before, but I knew it was part of my 

compensation, and getting that email saying, “No, sorry, 13 hours from now, 

you’re not going to have it anymore.” That was actually my first little drip 

[introduction] of grad school life.  

Although the university restored the health insurance benefit shortly after this 

email, this experience, coupled with housing instability, taught him what it was like to 

experience hardship and worry over not having his basic needs secured. The fear of 

losing insurance led him to get involved with student groups seeking ways to improve the 

lives of graduate students. River continued: 

So ever since then, I’ve been [engaged in] student politics …and kept going ever 

since. Something that matters very much to me is the concerns that students have 

and how the university can help and should help mitigate problems that appear in 

their lives.  

While River explains that, at the moment, he is not able to give back to the 

community financially, he hopes to do so in the form of advocacy work. He expressed: 

I’ve always thought I should do the best I can, like pragmatically speaking. But 

that’s not enough because that’s only focused on me. Like, if I can’t afford to 

donate 10% of my salary, then I shouldn’t do that. But I should be able to help 
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others [by] volunteering, taking on leadership positions where I can make a 

difference, or empowering others to do so. So, to keep me motivated, [I] think 

there’s always another opportunity … for someone to make a difference to speak 

up. 

River explicitly challenged the notion that “I suffered in grad school, so you have 

to as well.” He wants to help remove undue stress from the lives of those around him. 

River continued: 

I want to make the next person’s job life easier. [So] you don’t have to go and 

reinvent the wheel as I did. A lot of people don’t think that way. Like they think 

in grad school … “I went through the wheel; now you got to go through the wheel 

too. I’m not going to give you all my tricks. You have to figure them out on your 

own.” I find that to be utterly incomprehensible. In my department, I find myself 

talking a lot to the younger cohorts saying, “I made this mistake. Don’t make the 

same mistake I did because it took me so much time to help as many people avoid 

the mistakes I’ve made.” So, I think that we have a duty to the people who will 

come in after us. We have a duty to them to make their lives as easy as possible so 

they don’t have to struggle as much. It’s not a virtue to struggle. 

Participants had an expressed desire to help improve their communities and the 

lives of those around them, which motivated them to continue in their doctoral programs. 

Success meant attaining a graduate degree and securing a job after graduation to help 

their communities. They were motivated to persist, even when their physiological and 

safety needs were not met, because they could use their education and skills acquired for 

the greater good. 
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Fear of Failure  

Many of the participants come from working-class families. They journeyed 

through their graduate education while carrying the expectations of family and 

community members. Larry was the first in his family to go to college and receive his 

bachelor’s degree. He was also the first to receive a graduate degree. For Larry, being in 

a graduate program is a significant accomplishment. He explained: 

You know, not everybody gets to go to college to receive an undergraduate 

degree, let alone to go another step further to get a master’s degree and a PhD. I 

think it’s a prestigious opportunity that we have to pride ourselves on that; “Hey, 

we’ve been able to make it here.” And on top of it … receiving it in America. So, 

there are so many perceived higher-level layers in my journey that people see and 

think that every step on the ladder means prestige and opportunity. 

Many of the individuals in Larry’s community encouraged him to continue his 

graduate studies. He shared: 

A friend told me that I am smart, and so I came to believe that I’m smart and that 

I could earn an advanced degree. I believed that I could do it. My family, friends, 

community, those who believed in me started calling me a doctor. I was also 

motivated by these individuals. 

Additionally, for Larry’s family, earning a graduate degree became the standard 

by which they had hoped to measure up. Larry shared, “So, I became like a yardstick to 

measure my younger siblings, my younger cousins, and even my friends.” Knowing that 

so many individuals counted on him to complete his graduate studies was enough to 
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motivate Larry to finish. He did everything he could to excel in his graduate programs. 

Larry emphasized:  

I could not fail in grad school. I couldn’t! If I fail, I have failed all these people 

[his family and community]. So, I had to read. There’s much more reading here 

than I’m used to in [my home country]. And the fear of failure actually inspired 

me just to sit and read and just do my homework. So, what I would say inspired 

me and shaped me was the fear of failure. I never wanted to feel like I didn’t do 

my best. And if my best is not enough, then that is it, but I never want to fail and 

then regret that I didn’t try. If I fail by trying, I’ll feel good, but I never wanted to 

fail, so that was what saved me. I’ll say … I was motivated by all [my 

community]. 

Similarly, Angel’s family and community looked up to her as a role model, and 

she did not want to let them down. Angel’s mom was the source of this inspiration. With 

the staunch support of her grandmother, Angel’s mother earned a college degree, despite 

her grandfather’s opposition. Angel said, “People from [my] village will come to the 

capital city and will tell you this story; she became like a heroine for many girls in our 

community.” Likewise, her mother made sure that Angel and her siblings went to school. 

Also, because of Angel’s success in following her mother’s footsteps, she became a “role 

model.” She stated, “So, we are kind of an example to our cousins from my mother’s side 

and for the young girls in the villages.” She went on to say, “My degree is a tool to reach 

more people; therefore, I cannot fail.” 

Participants desired to improve the lives of those in their respective communities. 

Their communities were the heart of their will and drive to succeed. They all shared a 
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unique connection with their communities and hoped to honor them with their degree; 

hence, failure was not an option.  

Conclusion 

This chapter presented the salient findings and metanarrative that emerged from 

the data collected. The metanarrative above included descriptions of how participants 

tackled issues with housing instability, stigma, and financial crisis, and how they found 

support systems and resources that helped them persist. More importantly, the 

metanarrative illustrated the richness of these participants’ experiences, the faith and the 

tenacity they had to keep going, and the determination to finish their graduate degree 

even when faced with adversity. The themes explained how their faith, family, friends, 

faculty, peers, campus, and community resources contributed to participants’ persistence 

and success throughout their graduate programs.  

In the following chapter, I discuss the findings and answer the research questions. 

I draw on the conceptual framework to better understand the metanarratives presented in 

this chapter and provide recommendations for theory, further research, practice, and 

policy. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I highlight the significance of my findings; answer the research 

questions; and provide implications and recommendations for research, practice, and 

policy. The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to understand how graduate students at 

a research university in the United States describe their graduate experiences with 

homelessness and housing insecurity. This study sought to illuminate graduate students’ 

experiences, particularly what contributed to their success through their shared stories. 

By utilizing the interview protocols and data analysis techniques described in Chapter 3, I 

was able to glean the life histories and current realities of five participants’ experiences 

with homelessness and housing insecurity over the course of their academic career, more 

specifically, their graduate journeys. In doing so, participants were asked to reflect on 

their experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity, define these experiences, 

and discuss ways that they were able to navigate these hurdles.  

During the coding process, I completed multiple readings of the data—first from a 

narrative approach and second from an anti-deficit conceptual perspective. I analyzed the 

data, including transcripts and audio from interviews, reflective writings, and a 

demographic questionnaire. To center the voices and impressions of participants’ stories, 

I presented direct quotations from the interview transcripts and illustrations. By focusing 

on the transformative power of storytelling in this manner, the relationships and nuances 

in the individual narratives were revealed. Additionally, the narrative analysis approach 

honors stories and focuses on the fact that “meaning-making also comes from comparing 

stories” (Patton, 2002, p. 478), and enabled me to identify patterns and similarities in the 
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data across participants’ individual stories, resulting in the metanarrative, which was the 

intent of this study. The metanarrative within this study revealed that graduates 

encountered myriad experiences and support as they navigated housing instability during 

their graduate programs.  

The findings of this study help to dismantle or shift the common stereotypes of 

those who experience homelessness and housing insecurity and help campus constituents 

create best practices for supporting graduate students who are faced with these 

challenges.  

As a reminder, this study was guided by the following research questions:  

1. How do graduate students who experience homeless or housing insecure 

successfully navigate their educational journey? 

2. What academic interactions and experiential opportunities with peers, campus 

leaders, and faculty contribute to their persistence and academic achievement? 

In answering the research questions, I highlighted the participants’ unique stories, 

their experiences, and how they successfully navigated housing instability during their 

graduate education. In other words, this section, informed by an ADAF (see Appendix D; 

Harper, 2010), addresses how graduate students are achieving their goals, or being 

successful, despite their challenges with housing instability. The framework includes 

pipeline points and dimensions, which are explored below.  

Navigating Their Journey 

The process by which students navigate their experiences and thrive in their 

academic programs is central to the ADAF (Harper, 2010) and to this study. In this study, 

I explored how students who experienced housing instability navigated their graduate 
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journey. The elements presented in this section provide details participants shared 

primarily about who or what helped them successfully navigate their housing instability 

experience, thus answering the research questions.  

Below, I follow the adapted framework presented in Chapter 2 to answer the 

research questions. It is difficult to disentangle this study’s two research questions 

because the findings often informed both questions; what I discuss, therefore, is messy 

and nonlinear to honor the participants’ narratives and the resulting metanarrative. I also 

relied on the conceptual framework for this study to help interpret the findings. First, I 

discuss participants’ journeys to graduate school to provide contextual insight. Then, I 

explore their experiences with housing instability while in graduate school and what or 

who contributed to their success. In the upcoming section titled “Graduate Achievement,” 

I describe four overarching themes and four subthemes that emerged from participants’ 

narratives about their educational journeys and academic achievements. These themes 

and subthemes highlight the success stories of graduate students who encountered 

housing instability.  

Pre-Graduate-Education Socialization and Readiness 

To understand participants’ college educational journey, a researcher must 

identify what or who contributed to the pre-graduate-education socialization process 

(Harper, 2010). As mentioned in Chapter 2, this study explored two pipeline points of the 

adapted ADAF: the (1) pre-graduate-education socialization and readiness and (2) 

graduate achievement time periods. The pre-graduate-education socialization and 

readiness pipeline point focused on factors that showed how family, undergraduate 

relationships, cocurricular activities, and peer support influenced participants’ decisions 



209 

 

to enroll in graduate school. Chapter 4 reported that the participants’ narratives aligned 

with the aspects and factors of pre-graduate-education socialization and readiness, 

contributing to participants’ enrollment in graduate school. These stories marked the 

beginning of their experiences with graduate school. Many of the participants shared that 

those in their network encouraged them to go to graduate school. They also recalled how 

academic, employment, and cocurricular activities prepared them. 

Journey to Graduate School 

Social support networks can contribute considerably to whether a student chooses 

to attend graduate school (Moore et al., 2010). Consistent with previous research 

(Bonner, 2014; Collins, 2012; Guiffrida, 2005; Harper, 2010; Smith, 2005; Tate et al., 

2015), family played a critical role in supporting participants’ educational journeys. 

Participants indicated that family support primarily came from their mothers, siblings, 

children, significant others, and grandparents. Parents were significant contributors and 

shaped their K–12 and postsecondary aspirations and experiences. Even though 

participants’ family members had not attained the level of education participants were 

seeking, they offered tremendous support and encouragement.  

Likewise, peers, friends, and colleagues have also influenced students’ decisions 

to further their education (Lee et al., 2016). While some of the existing research speaks to 

the efficacy of these relationships during undergraduate studies (Destin et al., 2018; 

Harper, 2007; Tate et al., 2015), data in this study revealed that these support networks 

are also pivotal to the journey to graduate school. Prior to graduate school, participants’ 

work experiences and other academic activities provided opportunities to expand their 

networks. Their colleagues, who in some cases became friends, believed that they would 
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thrive in an advanced degree program. These colleagues and friends were also helpful in 

navigating a difficult and unfamiliar application process (Castillo, 2020; Ramirez, 2011; 

Tyus, 2020). According to Castillo (2002) and Lee et al. (2016), institutional challenges, 

such as those with the application form, can be a deterrent for some students; without 

friends and colleagues, participants may opt out of graduate education.  

Harper’s (2010) framework and the adapted framework highlight the importance 

of academic support systems and faculty interactions, and their roles in assisting students 

with their decisions to pursue graduate education. The findings from my study align with 

these frameworks. Several participants identified faculty and mentors as being significant 

to their decisions to seek a graduate degree. Specifically, Miquel’s faculty mentor 

encouraged him to pursue opportunities such as the McNair Program to help socialize 

him to the field of research and encouraged him to apply to graduate school. Participating 

in cocurricular activities like the McNair Program has been recognized as a graduate 

school preparation program (Renbarger, 2019). This program assisted Miquel with 

preparing for the GRE, enhanced his research skills, and gave him a glimpse of graduate 

school requirements and expectations.  

Although participants took different paths prior to enrolling in graduate school, 

they all noted that there were people in their communities, whether professional or 

personal, who encouraged them to pursue a graduate education. Social support systems 

are key to graduate students successfully enrolling in a graduate program (Bonner, 2014; 

Collins, 2012; Guiffrida, 2005; Harper, 2010; Moore et al., 2010; Smith, 2005; Tate et al., 

2015). Overall, study participants’ families, peers, friends and colleagues, institutional 

agents, and cocurricular and professional experiences socialized and prepared them for 



211 

 

graduate school. While participants’ journeys to graduate school were not the focus of 

this study, their anticipatory socialization was salient across their narratives. Further, 

understanding these experiences provided valuable context for the second pipeline point 

in the adapted ADAF, graduate achievement. In the same way that this adapted ADAF 

was informed by pre-graduate support, Harper’s (2010) original framework highlighted 

the importance of understanding high school experiences in relation to college 

achievement. 

Graduate Achievement 

For some students, graduate school can be viewed as a time of rapid, life-altering 

changes. The transition to and through graduate school can vary from student to student. 

A sudden change or shift in an environment or situation can create a sense that there is a 

loss of control (Kenty, 1997). In many ways, this shift may create tension for a student or 

force them to adapt to the new environment and generate a positive reaction to a stressful 

situation. Too much stress can be debilitating (Benjamin et al., 2017; Levecque et al., 

2017; Pain, 2018), but Roberts and White (1989) pointed out that positive stress can 

motivate individuals to perform academically at optimum levels. In this study, the will to 

keep fighting or keep going helped participants figure out strategic ways to navigate 

academia and assisted them with building supportive relationships that they were able to 

reach out to when they faced housing instability.  

Participants successfully navigated their experiences with housing instability 

while pursuing a graduate degree in an environment that is not always culturally 

responsive to the existence and needs of students who have encountered homelessness 

and housing insecurity. Under this pipeline point, graduate achievement, there are two 
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dimensions: (1) academic interactions and (2) experiential/external opportunities. The 

individuals (e.g., peers and family) within these dimensions supported the students 

helping them to persist.  

Participants experienced inherent difficulties while pursuing a graduate degree 

and experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity. Nevertheless, there were people 

and factors that helped them persist during this crisis. Other studies (Gupton, 2009; 

Levine & Nidffer, 1996; Schmitz & Tyler, 2018) reported that factors like family, 

churches, and friends, at times, created additional challenges for participants. In contrast, 

many of the participants in this study noted how family members and friends within their 

social support systems contributed to their success. Having a social support network was 

vital to starting and completing their graduate degrees and their overall academic success.  

Graduate Student Peer Support 

When looking at Harper’s (2010) framework and the adapted model, peers are 

centrally placed within the pipeline point. Peer and freind support in college has been 

shown to be a contributing factor in helping students thrive (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; 

Harper, 2007, 2010; Mishra, 2020; Morse & Schulze, 2013). Support from peers in 

graduate school can help students adjust and persist (Apugo, 2017; Gittings et al., 2018; 

Minnett et al., 2019). The participants in this study mirrored the findings from these 

earlier studies. Peers provided them with social and professional support. During their 

experiences with housing instability, many of the participants turned to their friends for 

support. Several participants, who experienced housing insecurity, indicated that had it 

not been for their peers, they would have ended up homeless or gone without a meal. 

Participants’ friends provided food, shelter, transportation, moving assistance, and a 
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listening ear. Peers were empathetic and their biggest cheerleaders during their time of 

need; they prayed for them and encouraged them to keep going.  

Peers also provided professional support, which often prevented stressful 

situations from escalating. As Jairam and Kahl (2012) alluded, “social support can help 

prevent stress … lead[ing] to a reduction in the perceived threat of the stressful situation 

by bolstering one’s perceived ability to deal with the potential demands” (p. 323). For 

participants in this study, peers gave support by inviting the participants to writing 

groups, providing feedback on writing assignments, sharing tips on time management, 

and even lending course materials. Positive interactions and helpful professional advice 

often inspired participants and showed them how to successfully navigate their graduate 

programs and their experiences with housing instability.  

Faculty and Departmental Support 

In both the adapted framework and Harper’s (2010) original framework, faculty 

are also centrally located, along with peers, to represent the significance of their roles in 

student success. In this study, participants received support from those within and outside 

of their academic departments. Support from within their departments came from 

professors who taught the participants’ classes, faculty advisors, and administrators. 

Support outside of their departments came from mentors who were faculty either from 

other disciplines or universities. There were three forms of support participants received 

from these institutional agents: emotional, tangible, and professional.  

Emotional Support. Emotional support can include showing concern or giving 

encouragement (Jairam & Kahl, 2012). In this study, some participants received positive 

emotional support from faculty. For example, advisors reached out to ask how they were 
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adjusting to graduate school life. Checking in on students’ academic and personal needs 

helped participants feel included and affirmed (Chirikov et al., 2020), which can help to 

retain students (Trout & Alsandor, 2020). Even when participants in this study had yet to 

develop a relationship where they could share their experiences with food and housing 

insecurity, the mere act of a faculty member acknowledging their academic and personal 

well-being could set the groundwork for sharing such personal matters in the future. 

Participants felt encouraged to share more about their experiences when they had faculty 

advisors who could understand their unique experiences and shared similar backgrounds 

(Xu, 2014).  

Tangible Support. According to Jairam and Kahl (2012), tangible support 

includes things like “financial support or gifts” (p. 319). Consistent with this scholarship, 

participants in this study received various forms of tangible support from university 

faculty and administrators. For example, participants had needed access to items like 

funding (e.g., assistantships), transportation, and food, and they were able to attain some 

of these resources due to their relationships with faculty and administrators. Having 

opportunities like graduate assistantships can reduce financial burdens for students and 

are positively linked with student persistence and success (Austin, 2002; Haley et al., 

2017; Perna & Hudgins, 1996; Strayhorn, 2010). In addition, adequate food, which is 

often more difficult to acquire for those experiencing housing insecurity, is another 

example of tangible support received by participants in this study (Broton & Goldrick-

Rab, 2018; Crutchfield, Chambers, & Duffield, 2016; Dominguez-Whitehead, 2015; 

Geis, 2015; Henry, 2017; Martinez et al., 2020; Nazmi et al., 2019; Silva et al., 2017).  
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Transportation is another example of the kind of tangible support students might 

receive. Although most participants did not speak about transportation issues, one did. 

When he experienced transportation issues and could no longer easily get back and forth 

to campus, he shared his story with a faculty mentor, who then provided him with 

transportation. Lack of access to transportation is a factor that can negatively affect 

student success (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2014; Geis, 2015; Maurer, 2017; Smith & 

Knethcel, 2020). Whether students have a vehicle or not, affording reliable transportation 

to get back and forth to campus can be burdensome (Geis, 2015). No matter the form of 

tangible support, participants benefited from receiving it, particularly because it 

facilitated their ability to meet their academic success.  

Food is another example of tangible support received by participants in this study. 

Issues of housing insecurity can sometimes be compounded by food insecurity (Broton & 

Goldrick-Rab, 2018; Crutchfield, Chambers, & Duffield, 2016; Dominguez-Whitehead, 

2015; Geis, 2015; Henry, 2017; Martinez et al., 2020; Nazmi et al., 2019; Silva et al., 

2017). Students may struggle to find food that is compliant with their diet or nutritious 

(Geis, 2015) or may have difficulty securing food altogether (Crutchfield, Chambers, & 

Duffield, 2016). Studies have shown that a lack of basic needs, such as food, can 

negatively impact a student’s grades (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2018; Henry, 2017). 

However, due to the tangible support that this study’s participants received from 

departmental administrators and faculty, they overcame obstacles and progressed in their 

academic studies.  

Professional Support. Support from faculty advisors and other departmental 

faculty and administrators is invaluable because of their expertise and experiences 
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(Scherer, 2020). As mentioned in Chapter 2, the apprenticeship model, which encourages 

interaction between faculty and students, can contribute to student persistence (Perez et 

al., 2020). Some of the participants formed these connections and built rapport with their 

faculty advisors and other faculty members in their social support network early in their 

programs. They acknowledged how that support was instrumental in their academic 

success. Others changed advisors and had to reestablish rapport with their new advisors 

later in their graduate programs. In the beginning, this shift led to stress and anxiety. 

When it was coupled with their status as housing insecure, the dual challenges would 

have made them question their academic path had it not been for other sources of support. 

Ultimately, faculty and student interactions could have fostered persistence in or 

departure from graduate school, particularly if these relationships were defined as the 

primary relationships students had in their graduate journeys (Gardner, 2008; Howard-

Hamilton et al., 2009; Lovitts, 2008; Nettles & Millett, 2006).  

On the one hand, faculty advisors are often assigned to students to guide them 

toward degree completion and can, at times, seem to be engaging in a top-down 

interaction (Montgomery, 2017). On the other hand, mentoring can include aspects like 

advising and can bolster student success (Montgomery, 2017). Recognizing the 

importance of having mentors, participants sought them out. In some cases, faculty 

advisors helped to facilitate mentoring connections with others through discipline-

specific conferences and social media. Mentors allowed for diverse perspectives on how 

to navigate their graduate journeys and were instrumental in the postgraduate job search. 

Mentoring relationships, coupled with other sources of support, helped participants 

indirectly break the cycle of housing insecurity. All in all, the support participants 
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received from institutional agents, such as faculty advisors and mentors, assisted them 

with overcoming some of the barriers they faced and helped them to persist.  

Academic Interactions  

In the adapted framework used in this study, academic interactions are those that 

happen in the classroom or curriculum (Harper, 2010). For graduate students, these 

interactions include advising and mentoring relationships, experiences as a teaching or 

research assistant, and formal classroom interactions. As expected, participants 

understood and navigated their experiences of housing instability within their academic 

environments. In managing these two parts of their lives, participants feared 

stigmatization and strategically managed academic relationships to avoid it.  

Stigma 

The graduate student–faculty interaction is regarded as one of the most important 

relationships in graduate school (Aguinis et al., 1996). Faculty are often recognized as 

being central to the socialization and development of graduate students. Additionally, 

faculty can help shape and guide students’ academic experiences and professional 

success (Burt et al., 2019). The power of this relationship is recognized in the 

socialization process, and faculty hold the power to determine whether a student fails or 

succeeds in their graduate program (Aguinis et al., 1996).  

Given the power dynamic of the advisor–advisee relationship, participants 

refrained from sharing information about being housing insecure to avoid being labeled 

or perceived negatively by faculty members in their department. However, as participants 

reflected on their experiences, many expressed that they probably should have shared 

their experiences to receive support and assistance but did not know how to appropriately 
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begin the conversation. Yet, to thrive academically, participants were intentional about 

deciding how, when, and with whom they divulged their experiences with homelessness 

and housing security. It is not uncommon for students to second-guess whether they 

should have talked with faculty about their situations and to claim agency over their 

decisions to disclose their housing circumstances. Students experiencing housing 

instability tend to both “seek and pull away from help” (Crutchfield, 2012, p. 202).  

People who experience housing instability (Markowitz & Syverson, 2019; Phelan 

et al., 1997), specifically students in college (Adame-Smith, 2016; Ambrose, 2016; 

Crutchfield, 2012; Geis, 2015; Hallett et al., 2019; Karlin, 2019; Maurer, 2017), grapple 

with the stigma often associated with being displaced. This study’s participants 

intentionally avoided sharing their accommodation status because of that fear (Belcher & 

Deforge, 2012; Berg-Cross & Green, 2009; Hallett, 2010; Paden, 2012). For a variety of 

reasons, participants did not have strong connections with their faculty. When faced with 

homelessness and housing insecurity, they found it more difficult to divulge information 

about their experiences.  

Participants did not want faculty to associate their homelessness with deficit-

based terms, such as lazy or unmotivated (Phillips, 2015). As such, they were reluctant to 

talk with faculty about their housing status. Participants understood that there was a 

perception in higher education that once in graduate school, graduate students’ 

experiences with hardship mysteriously dissipate, and they no longer need campus 

services (Benshoff et al., 2015; Gittings et al., 2018). Of course, that perception was not 

the participants’ reality. Thus, in the final analysis, the perceived stigma associated with 

housing instability led participants to pull away from faculty to protect themselves from 



219 

 

being perceived as a deficit. It was not a decision they made lightly. They weighed the 

costs and benefits of disclosure, recognized the power differential between themselves 

and the faculty in their programs, and intentionally chose the safest path. 

Experiential/External Opportunities 

In the adapted framework, experiential/external opportunities reveal how graduate 

students navigate accessing resources to help them overcome barriers associated with 

housing instability and thrive as graduate students. When probed, most participants were 

unaware of the campus and community resources for students facing housing insecurity. 

Once they were made aware of the resources, a few participants admitted that they were 

still hesitant to take advantage of them due to the stigma and shame associated with 

accepting assistance. These perceptions led some participants to further disconnect from 

the institution and conceal their experiences, much as they did with faculty. Other 

participants did not utilize traditional assistance programs because of a “guilty feeling,” a 

feeling that they might be taking resources away from someone in a more precarious 

situation. Instead, they pursued other avenues to cover their basic needs, such as selling 

their blood plasma to make money for rent and food and attending events on campus that 

offered free food. 

This framework dimension, experiential/external opportunities, also considers 

how graduate students secure academic opportunities and acquire social capital. Teaching 

and research assistantships were instrumental in this dimension. A majority of the 

participants held these positions. The department, faculty advisors, or faculty from other 

disciplines provided many of the research and teaching opportunities. Other participants 

who were not offered assistantships as part of their admission were unaware of such 
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opportunities until they experienced financial hardship. Once aware, participants applied 

for assistantships across campus. As mentioned above, assistantships provided much-

needed financial support and additional experience. Having these opportunities gave 

them access to tools essential in completing their research and preparing for the future job 

market (Bruce et al., 2020). 

Attending academic conferences was another example of participants’ 

experiential/external opportunities. Although study participants were highly encouraged 

to submit research proposals and attend research conferences, this endeavor came at a 

cost. In a study about the basic needs of doctoral students, Perez-Felkner et al. (2020) 

described the financial costs of conferences and other collaborations. For students who 

are struggling to pay rent or eat, the amount of money spent on coffees and food to attend 

study group meetings or to meet faculty for informational interviews, or the money 

needed to travel to conferences, create dilemmas that lead to stress, anxiety, and concerns 

about their academic and professional futures. However, participants paid these hidden 

costs and deemed them necessary to be successful in graduate school; to fully engage in 

the graduate student experience, they had to make sacrifices. Indeed, while engaging in 

such spaces with scholars in their respective fields, participants established personal 

connections that evolved into mentorship benefits and provided opportunities to present 

and publish research. Also, these experiences contributed to enhancing their academic 

and professional development (Chapman et al., 2009).  

Additional Factors That Motivated Students to Persist 

In addition to the dimensions listed under the graduate achievement pipeline point 

in the adapted framework, the findings revealed that participants’ family members, faith, 
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and desire for their future careers motivated them to continue when they encountered 

housing instability. These themes were not included in Harper’s (2010) original 

framework or the adapted framework but were salient in the participants’ narratives. 

These themes were also identified in the literature as factors contributing to graduate 

student persistence (Guiffrida, 2005; Lehan & Hussey, 2021; Rockinson-Szapkiw, 

Spaulding, & Spaulding, 2016; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiaw, 2012).  

Family 

For nearly all participants, families provided immeasurable support while in 

graduate school (Cohen, 2011; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Volkert et al., 2018), even 

though most family members never experienced or earned a graduate degree (Ceja, 2004; 

Conklin & Dailey, 1981; Hossler et al., 1999; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Tate et al., 2015). 

Participants were deeply connected to their families and expressed gratitude for the 

support they received. Their families cultivated support for and emphasized pursuing a 

college and advanced degree. Support came in many forms. Specifically, family members 

encouraged participants to enroll in graduate school, prayed for them to persist, fed them, 

and sheltered them during the times that they experienced housing instability. Similarly, 

the literature highlights family encouragement as a significant contributor to graduate 

student persistence (Breitenbach, Bernstein, Ayars, & Konecny, 2019). By providing 

encouragement and tangible support, families helped participants in this study endure at a 

time when things appeared bleak.  

Giving Back to My Community 

In moments of despair, participants reflected on the notion that their graduate 

degree not only signaled their personal success but would be used to improve nations and 
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help generations (Griffin, 2006; McCallum, 2017). Participants saw their achievement of 

earning a graduate degree as momentous, barrier-breaking, and life-changing, as a way to 

“pay it forward” by increasing access to such spaces for those in their communities 

(McCallum, 2017). They journeyed through their graduate education with their 

communities’ expectations. Earning such a prestigious degree was seen more as a 

collective achievement rather than an individualistic accomplishment. All of the 

participants adamantly voiced that they wanted to use their experiences and education to 

make an impact and improve the conditions of their surrounding communities. Their 

responsibilities and commitments to their communities served as a motivating factor to 

persist during times of trouble; this was especially relevant for participants who identified 

as working-class and/or from culturally diverse backgrounds. The data emphasized the 

importance of understanding the unique cultural factors that contribute to student 

persistence.  

Faith 

Finally, the data in this study highlighted faith as a foundational factor in 

participants’ everyday lives. They activated their faith in God through prayer, meditation, 

reading the Bible, and connections with church members in challenging times 

(Dumangane, 2017; Liu, 2007; McKinney, 2020; Park et al., 2020; Patton & McClure, 

2009; Pinn, 2002; Scheese, 2018; Yosso, 2005). The data corroborated evidence from 

earlier studies underscoring that participants’ faith in God served as a coping mechanism 

during challenging housing experiences. They believed God strengthened their ability to 

persist when they became overwhelmed with difficulties during their graduate journey. In 

fact, participants deemed faith to be one of the essential aspects in helping them 
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overcome challenges. Participants would employ techniques such as praying for a miracle 

to help them in times of distress or praying for clarity during moments of uncertainty. 

This practice cultivated a sense of hope as they believed that God would sustain [them] 

and that their experiences with housing instability would be temporary. Their faith 

transcended their circumstances and motivated them to complete their graduate degree. 

Overall, some of the participants’ turned to their faith and reliance on God to help them 

cope and navigate their graduate school journey while simultaneously working through 

their experiences with housing insecurity and homelessness. Their prayers and faith 

comforted, encouraged, inspired, and helped them persevere. 

Contributions to the Conceptual Framework 

In Chapter 2, I developed the adapted model based on Harper’s (2010) ADAF, 

and after conducting this study, further adaptations are necessary. As a reminder, the 

initial adaptation included two pipeline points—pre-graduate-education socialization and 

readiness as well as graduate achievement—to reflect the experiences of graduate 

students. I also eliminated the third phase from Harper’s model: post-college. Excluding 

post-college does not suggest that it is irrelevant or nonessential for studying the 

experiences of graduate students who face housing instability from an anti-deficit 

perspective. However, this pipeline point was not included because it was beyond the 

scope of this study. By focusing on the two specific points in time defined in my adapted 

ADAF, I identified significant areas of support and factors that assisted participants in 

navigating through each phase of their graduate journey. Participants shared much about 

their past and current experiences. 
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The initial adapted framework directed me away from the typical deficit-based 

research related to homelessness and housing insecurity and, instead, provided me with 

the lens to pursue this study from an anti-deficit approach. Specifically, I focused this 

study on two of the dimensions within the graduate achievement pipeline point: academic 

interactions and external/experiential opportunities. In doing so, the ADAF prompted me 

to ask research questions and create interview questions from an anti-deficit perspective 

to understand how graduate students are thriving in academic spaces when faced with 

housing instability. Although aspects of the participants’ experiences were unique and 

described in their brief narratives, I also highlighted common themes across their 

experiences of grappling with stigma and identifying and securing resources. While I 

anticipated some of the findings due to the data collection strategies, there were 

unexpected nuances and a few surprising findings, such as the impacts of faith, advocacy 

work, and community commitment. In other words, my data analysis revealed that the 

findings did not perfectly align with Harper’s framework therefore I modified it to 

include the new findings.  As a result, I recommend the following additional adaptations 

to the model presented in Chapter 2 (see the words surrounded by yellow boxes on the 

right side of Figure 14).  
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Figure 14 

Reframing the Adapted Model 

 

 

First, the conceptual model should include family and mentors as vital 

contributors to the persistence of graduate students. Interpersonal relationships with 

family, faculty, mentors, administrators, and peers played a major role throughout both 

phases of the graduate experience (i.e., pre-graduate-education socialization and 

readiness and graduate achievement). Second, I found that community resources were 

instrumental systems of support for participants. Those who felt comfortable using 

community resources, such as food pantries, found some relief from their housing 

instability concerns. Because many graduate students lived off campus, access to 

resources within the community proved critical to accessing basic necessities. Thus, I 

propose that these factors be considered when studying graduate students’ experiences, 
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particularly those experiencing housing instability, and be added to the adapted 

framework. Finally, Harper’s (2010) framework was designed as a query model and 

examined a particular population within the STEM field. While adapting the framework 

helped reframe my approach to data collection and analysis, there is a need for a new 

framework that is more explanatory to illustrate factors that contribute to success for 

graduate students experiencing housing instability. 

Several scholars have studied students’ experiences with housing instability 

(Adame-Smith, 2016; Ambrose, 2016; Crutchfield, 2012; Crutchfield, Chambers, & 

Duffield, 2016; Crutchfield, Clark, et al., 2016; Geis, 2015; Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 

2016; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2017; Gupton, 2009, 2017; Gupton et al., 2018; Hallett & 

Crutchfield, 2017; Karlin, 2019; Maurer, 2017); however, they focused specifically on 

the undergraduate student experience. I propose the Graduate Students’ Experiences with 

Housing Instability Achievement Model (illustrated in Figure 15). It focuses on the 

experiences and successes of graduate students. This model was created using Harper’s 

(2010) ADAF as a guide. While Harper’s ADAF included details about graduate school 

enrollment as a post-college dimension, the focus of his framework was undergraduate 

education. Even though the model focused on undergraduate students, it challenged me to 

pose questions differently and the adapted model helped me rethink what a model should 

include when assessing the experiences of graduate students faced with housing 

instability. In the end, while simply adding these yellow boxes (shown in Figure 14) 

would enhance the existing framework, it is insufficient to simply make additional 

adaptations. Rather, the model must be reframed to move away from the query. It is 

important to note that in reframing the new model—the Graduate Students’ Experiences 
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with Housing Instability Achievement Model—I am not suggesting that the anti-deficit 

perspective should be abandoned.  

 

Figure 15 

Graduate Students’ Experiences With Housing Instability Achievement Model 

 

 

Similar to the adapted ADAF, the Graduate Students’ Experiences with Housing 

Instability Achievement Model consists of two segments: pre-graduate factors and 

graduate achievement. The model suggests that the experiences graduate students have 

before and during their programs are significant and contribute to their academic success. 

The pre-graduate factors segment focuses on factors associated with participants prior to 
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graduate enrollment and those that may have contributed to their enrollment in a graduate 

program. This segment includes four factors: support, encouragement, aspirations, and 

professional/cocurricular activities. The support factor highlights various people (e.g., 

faculty, mentors, and peers) that supported participants in the process of applying to 

graduate school. The encouragement factor identifies individuals or groups (e.g., family 

and community) who inspired them to further their education. The next factor, 

professional/cocurricular activities, includes experiences (e.g., work and research) that 

helped prepare participants for graduate school. The last factor, aspirations, includes 

intrinsic aspects (e.g., earning an advanced degree and advancing one’s community) that 

motivated participants to pursue a graduate degree. 

The graduate achievement segment comprises factors that helped participants 

persist in graduate school when they experienced housing instability. Based on the 

findings and the discussion, this segment includes four components: academic, 

interpersonal, intrapersonal, and navigational. The analysis revealed that these 

components are connected to persistence. These four factors are not a panacea but rather 

a starting point for understanding what or who contributes to helping students 

successfully navigate their graduate education while experiencing housing instability. 

The academic component includes educational factors (e.g., faculty support and 

mentorship) that participants received to help them through their graduate journeys. The 

next component, interpersonal, was critical for graduate students when they experienced 

housing instability. This component includes members in their support networks (e.g., 

family, peers, and community) that helped them persist even when faced with adversity. 

For the intrapersonal component, participants acknowledged factors (e.g., faith and 
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determination/motivation) that were key to their drive to continue when times appeared 

bleak. Lastly, in this segment, navigational is included as a component to represent the 

campus and community spaces participants had to navigate to access and secure 

necessities.  

The design of this model is intended to be flexible, and the segments are rooted in 

the experiences of graduate students who have faced housing instability. Indeed, 

answering the research questions resulted in the development of this new model, and it is 

my hope that scholars will consider and test this model in their own scholarship. I 

recommend that future researchers use this new framework, the Graduate Students’ 

Experiences with Housing Instability Achievement Model (Figure 15), to further explore 

whether it is transferable to other contexts and to advance the adapted framework, as 

necessary.  

Implications for Future Research 

This study is the beginning of an expanded research agenda that focuses on 

graduate students’ basic needs and successes. In addition to conducting studies to further 

advance the model presented above, I recommend several lines of inquiry that may be 

part of my agenda or the agendas of other scholars. Although this study did not find that 

participants experienced housing instability prior to graduate school, I advise that 

researchers continue to inquire about such experiences. The literature on undergraduate 

student experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity is increasingly bringing to 

light the magnitude of the problem (Adame-Smith, 2016; Ambrose, 2016; Broton & 

Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Crutchfield, 2012; Crutchfield & Maguire, 2018; Geis, 2015; Hallett 
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& Crutchfield, 2017; Hallett et al., 2019; Karlin, 2019; Maurer, 2017; Ringer, 2015; 

Tierney et al., 2008).  

With these studies as a backdrop, more graduate students will likely arrive on 

campus having experienced housing insecurity and/or homelessness, and we, as 

researchers, faculty, and administrators, need to understand the implications. 

Additionally, examining students’ experiences prior to graduate school may provide 

insights into why some graduate students do not have the tools needed to easily navigate 

campus resources and may inform how we better prepare graduate students as they start 

their journeys. Further, more quantitative research, such as that conducted by Crutchfield 

and Maguire (2018), and additional qualitative studies are both needed to inform campus 

leaders about the scope of graduate students’ housing instability. More research is needed 

about how housing insecure graduate students identify resources and strategies for 

coping. This study pointed to some of these factors, but it was beyond the study’s scope 

to explore more deeply.  

Moreover, due to the limited research on both graduate students and their 

experiences with housing instability, I explored related bodies of research to inform my 

literature review, such as the socialization theory, social support research, research on 

persistence, and anti-deficit scholarship. Given the dearth of literature, my study and 

these related bodies of scholarship may be helpful for other scholars who are interested in 

researching this topic. Future projects might benefit from collaborating with disciplines 

such as public policy or geography to examine the efficacy and accessibility of campus 

and community resources available to graduate students. Overall, this research can better 

equip university leaders and policymakers with information about where resources are 
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located and how the graduate student population uses them. It would also be beneficial to 

understand how graduate schools, or graduate education as a whole, are working to 

eliminate barriers related to housing instability on their campuses.  

Also, researchers should be mindful of how faculty can influence graduate 

students’ experiences (Wright et al., 2020). The socialization process illustrates how 

graduate students adapt, acquire knowledge, and prepare for the workforce, and how 

faculty interactions can contribute to this process (Harper, 2010). Further exploration of 

the faculty–graduate student relationship in relation to housing instability can provide 

additional perspectives for the literature on graduate student socialization.  

I encourage scholars to explore the ways in which identity and experiences with 

housing instability can influence how graduate students achieve academic success. Future 

research should continue to explore graduate students’ academic achievements and 

experiences with housing instability, particularly for students with dependents, 

international students, and students with marginalized and intersectional identities (e.g., 

Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and Asian American Peoples; LGBQ populations; women; 

gender nonbinary individuals; students with disabilities). Given that identities and 

experiences with housing instability can play a major role in shaping undergraduate 

students’ academic experience (Broton & Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Geis, 2015; Tierney et al., 

2008), it is imperative to understand graduate students’ identities as well. Although 

participants in my study briefly shared aspects of their identities, the study’s intent was 

not to focus on how their identities may have influenced their experiences. Additional 

research is needed to understand these nuances in greater detail.  
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Participants identified salient factors regarding their experiences and the impact 

these factors had on their success as graduate students. While Harper’s (2010) ADAF 

highlights students’ experiences from the campus ecology perspective, future research 

that focuses on graduate students experiences with housing instability should consider 

utilizing structuration theory to understand how social rules, and campus and community 

resources enable students to persist. Further exploration of the impact of this theory can 

expand evidence-based practices that facilitates success and how support services are 

made available for graduate students.  As with graduate students, little is known about the 

experiences of homelessness and housing insecurity among professional students. When 

recruiting participants, a few professional students from law and veterinary medicine 

expressed interest in participating but fell outside of the range of the student population 

needed for this study. These students leave their programs with the largest amounts of 

student debt, and many may not be employed while pursuing their degrees (Webber & 

Burns, 2020). This may make them a particularly vulnerable population for housing 

instability.  

While participants reflected upon their past, this study showed a snapshot in time 

of graduate students’ experiences with housing instability. Collecting data while students 

are experiencing housing instability may yield different insights. Also, collecting 

contemporaneous data would allow researchers to understand the issues students face 

without the filters of hindsight and could enhance the development and implementation 

of policies, programs, and services.  

Most of the participants had connections to the university prior to graduate school 

or were connected to someone in the community. Yet, they still faced housing instability. 
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Future studies should focus on the experiences of graduate students who did not attend 

the same university for a previous degree to understand if they may navigate their 

journeys differently. Lastly, the findings from this study suggest that future research 

should consider utilizing similar asset-based frameworks to understand how graduate 

students develop coping strategies, identify resources, engage with those in their social 

support network, and ultimately succeed. Although, this study briefly highlighted how 

participants understood and experienced success, there is more to be learned about how 

graduate students who are navigating housing instability definitions of success align with 

or deviate from terminology used by institutions.     

 

Recommendations for Practice 

There is no simple way to eliminate all the challenges graduate students may 

experience, particularly for those facing housing instability. Yet, steps can be taken to 

mitigate some of the burdens that may negatively impact student success. The first step 

has to do with easing financial burdens. Students experiencing housing instability may 

not have financial resources available to them. Generating emergency funds in these 

situations could help. Creating a list of all the campus departments that offer emergency 

funding could help students quickly identify where resources are located and how they 

might access them. Advancement professionals should also identify donors to establish 

endowments to support students who experience homelessness or housing insecurity. 

Graduate students may carry a great deal of debt or may have reached their limit for 

student loans. These additional funding sources may help students avoid further debt and 

make their graduate experience more affordable. This support is also important for 
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international students who might not be eligible for financial aid. Having additional 

funding sources available can help students meet their basic needs and avoid housing 

insecurity and homelessness. 

The second step for mitigating graduate students’ burdens is to address housing 

and storage concerns. Graduate student housing needs are unique and may look different 

from undergraduate students’ housing concerns. Setting aside a few rooms in residence 

halls or in graduate housing for graduate students who may need a temporary place to 

stay due to issues related to homelessness or housing insecurity could be an invaluable 

resource. Another option would be to partner with local hotels to provide temporary 

accommodations for students in need of shelter. Also, providing affordable graduate 

housing near campus or transportation to campus from graduate housing hubs, when 

feasible, can help students find and secure shelter and engage with the campus 

community. For students who may reside at local shelters, campuses could provide 

temporary storage space or partner with local storage locker companies to give discounts 

to students or to give shorter-term contracts than usual for personal items.  

Having reliable transportation can also be a barrier for some graduate students. 

Graduate students are typically on campus at various times throughout the day to teach, 

attend class, or conduct research. A third step that universities can take to mitigate 

students’ burdens is to partner with local transportation programs to offer them free or 

discounted rides. Another option would be to give students who are in need a round-trip 

bus or train pass. Bike-share programs for universities in bike-friendly communities can 

also act as an additional mode of transportation. Another resource might be to partner 

with local rental car agencies or Zip Car to offer discounted rental services for students 
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who may need additional space to transport items or alternatives to inaccessible bus 

routes. These resources can help them get back and forth to campus, grocery stores, 

medical appointments, field work locations for class, and the like. For an example of a 

program that exists, I recommend looking at New Mexico State University’s free taxi 

service that assists students in getting to doctor’s appointments, interviews, and bus 

stations.  

Fourth, because students often experience food and housing insecurity 

simultaneously, universities may want to consider setting up locations that include snacks 

and staples in high-trafficked office areas across campus. These locations could provide 

nutritious resources to students in addition to pantries or when pantries are inaccessible or 

nonexistent, contributing to students’ well-being and persistence. It is equally important 

to place these resources in well-lit, easily accessible, and convenient spaces for students. 

It helps to have a range of items that are appropriate for various dietary needs. For 

example, if a student is gluten-intolerant or allergic, does the pantry have viable food 

options for them? Also, if a pantry carries canned food but does not provide can openers, 

students may have difficulties accessing food. As noted in my findings, it is important to 

inform graduate students of these resources, as many might think they are specifically set 

aside for undergraduate students. Also, places like campus pantries are likely collecting 

data to help justify continued support for the pantry; increasing transparency about how 

data are collected and used may reduce fears about confidentiality when using these 

resources.  

A fifth step in mitigating graduate students’ burdens is to establish advocates, 

ensuring that students know who they are. Creating a central office or designating a point 
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person to assist students who experience homelessness or housing insecurity can help in 

several ways. First, it would make it less likely that students would be shuffled from one 

department to the next just to acquire resources. It may also prevent students from getting 

lost in the bureaucracy, or worse, dropping out or avoiding services because of the 

process. It also shields graduate students from reliving the trauma of their situation by 

having to retell their stories to every department they visit. Having a space or person on 

campus to assist with these matters can increase awareness of the resources available to 

graduate students. Due to the stigma associated with housing instability some graduate 

students may be reluctant to visit a centrally located center. In this case, it may be best for 

campus liaisons to meet students at a mutually agreed on campus or near campus spaces 

to provide assistance.  Raising awareness will make visible this often very invisible issue 

on campuses and break the stigma associated with housing instability. Advocates may 

also prompt graduate students to be more forthcoming about issues that may arise with 

housing.  

Sixth, because some of this study’s participants were not aware of resources on 

campus that might have helped them when they faced housing instability or food 

insecurity, information about resources needs to be transparent. Student affairs 

practitioners and campus leaders can help spread awareness about existing campus and 

community resources. If campuses have limited resources, they can direct students to 

community resources. Being aware of those resources may also help reduce duplicative 

efforts provided by campus and the community. Generating and keeping an up-to-date 

list of community resources can help both practitioners and graduate students.  
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Seventh, study participants expressed the importance of their faith and their hope 

to persevere. Researchers found that undergraduate students’ ability to incorporate their 

faith and maintain peace and centeredness is linked to positive effects on their GPA and 

overall well-being (Astin et al., 2010; Staples et al., 2019; Stewart & Kocet, 2011). It is 

likely that this same relationship exists among graduate students. Further, based upon my 

findings, it follows that developing students’ spiritual identities is important (Stewart & 

Kocet, 2011). To facilitate that development, university leaders and educators can ensure 

that course syllabi and leave policies accommodate people of different faiths and belief 

systems; create intentional multifaith spaces on campus; incorporate spiritual health in 

the health and wellnesses campus models; help students identify support networks; 

normalize conversations and work through tensions pertaining to faith, spirituality, and 

secularism; and establish guidelines to foster respect when creating curricula, planning 

conversational spaces, and engaging with guest speakers (Stewart & Kocet, 2011).  

Additionally, campuses may consider extending undergraduate courses such as 

positive psychology or courses that focus on happiness and well-being to graduate 

students. The University of Missouri created a space within the student center for 

students to use, meditate, or pray. Other institutions may consider creating a similar space 

and assess the design or usage of the space regularly. These suggestions can contribute to 

fostering faith-based identities, well-being, and success. 

Campus leaders can pursue several approaches to raise awareness of campus 

resources and destigmatize housing insecurity: List resources in university and 

department-wide newsletters. Create and distribute educational materials, including 

resources in onboarding materials. Create blogs or vlogs about the services offered. Most 
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importantly, leaders should talk with graduate students who may have had these 

experiences or know someone who has experienced housing instability. It is one of the 

best methods to raise awareness and create change.  

Recommendations for Faculty 

It is important for faculty to recognize the critical role they play in student success 

(Rendon, 2009). Faculty may be one of the first to notice signs of homelessness or 

housing insecurity. It may be difficult for students to reveal their housing status due to 

their fear of being negatively labeled or stigmatized. When faculty act as though they 

care, graduate students might be more open to building rapport and sharing their 

experiences with those they feel they can trust. 

Collectively, faculty can demonstrate that they care by destigmatizing help-

seeking behavior and by reducing barriers that may prevent students from sharing their 

housing circumstances. For example, Goldrick-Rab (2017) suggested that faculty include 

a statement or section in their syllabi that acknowledges that graduate students may 

experience housing instability or food insecurity and provides resources where they 

might seek help. To do this, faculty must be aware of the resources that exist on and off 

campus.  

 Institutions need to provide training for faculty to be better mentors. 

Additionally, students must be able to identify mentors who provide high-quality and 

culturally aware mentoring. Although participants in this study sought out mentors from 

other institutions, directors of graduate studies can help graduate students identify 

mentors within their department or related disciplines on campus. For example, it could 

become a general practice that doctoral committees are considered mentor teams and are 
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established at the beginning of students’ programs. As found within this study, mentors, 

whether peers or faculty members, can have a significant impact on graduate students 

navigating both housing instability and graduate school expectations.  

It would also help if faculty created flexible office hours. Due to the unyielding 

work, class schedules, personal lives, and for some, responsibilities with dependents, 

graduate students may not be able to meet between the set times for office hours. Faculty 

should also be mindful of any unintentional barriers, such as costs for course materials 

and out-of-class meetings, that exist due to class policy and structure. I recommend that 

faculty regularly review class and program policies and requirements to see if there are 

areas where costs could be minimized to avoid additional hindrances to the student.  

I also recommend that faculty consider using open-source platforms, such as 

open-access journals, when assigning reading, or that they rely on published material 

freely accessible through the university. In doing so, course materials would be more 

affordable for students. Also, faculty should consider allowing students to submit 

electronic copies of assignments to cut down on any additional costs that may be 

associated with printing hard copies. Another way to reduce cost-associated barriers 

would be to review course assignments that require off-campus work or group work. If 

this work cannot be avoided, I recommend that the faculty member be transparent on the 

first day of a course and in the syllabus about the time and cost potentially associated 

with the course. Also, provide alternative accommodations, such as Zoom when meetings 

or extra class sessions are needed, to assist students with attendance and reduce travel 

costs. It is important to note that although these recommendations are for faculty, they are 
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germane for anyone in a teaching role, including postdoctoral scholars and teaching 

assistants.  

Additionally, faculty can ensure that employment opportunities are available for 

graduate students, pay them livable wages, and nominate them for scholarship or 

fellowship opportunities when possible. Universities, specifically departments, need to be 

strategic about how many students they admit and fund and make options clear to 

students who are not funded. It is crucial that funding opportunities, such as research and 

teaching assistantships and fellowships, are provided when doctoral students are admitted 

or that institutions help students to ensure they can self-fund their degrees. Also, as 

employment opportunities become available, faculty need to make graduate students 

aware of them.  

Recommendations for Policy 

Policymakers at the national, state, and local levels should help to eliminate 

barriers for graduate students experiencing housing instability. Existing policies to assist 

homeless and housing-insecure students should be modified to ensure that graduate 

students are included. Furthermore, data collection to better measure how many students 

are affected by housing instability is limited. In recent years, the U.S. Department of 

Education released data on undergraduate college students who reported that they 

experienced homelessness. However, collecting and releasing data on undergraduate 

students alone is only addressing part of the problem. What is not known is how many 

graduate students—and within this population, international students—face similar 

challenges. More efforts at the national, state, and institutional level to collect these data 

are critical to have a more in-depth understanding of the gravity of this situation.  
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Regardless of the lack of federal policy concerning record-keeping, it is crucial 

that university administrators be stronger advocates, gather and report the best data 

possible about the numbers of students, including graduate students and international 

students, who experience homelessness or housing insecurity. These data could further 

empirical research, policy, and practice concerning graduate student support. I recognize 

that homelessness and housing insecurity are fluid and that some students may be quite 

reluctant to self-report. However, trying to collect these data remains critical if our 

campuses are serious about student success and eliminating barriers to that success. 

Furthermore, university policies that do exist for students experiencing housing 

instability should be evaluated to ensure their effectiveness. Students in this study were 

able to navigate challenges and make good use of their resources and support systems. 

Still, institutional policies can help mitigate such challenges by recognizing and 

eliminating barriers and by providing additional support, including making graduate 

students aware of the services available to help them succeed.  

Recommendations for Graduate Students 

I am carving out space, particularly in this chapter, to acknowledge the lived 

experiences of this study’s participants and share their advice. For participants, this 

advice is their way of giving back and helping other students navigate similar experiences 

that may arise in graduate school. As part of my study, participants were asked if they 

wanted to provide any recommendations for other graduate students who might 

experience similar challenges. Their responses were so important that I decided to 

include them here. While this is not an exhaustive list of recommendations, the 

suggestions may help students who find themselves in similar predicaments.  
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River felt that he had to figure things out on his own and did not know who he 

could trust or turn to on campus when he needed help. After he was able to secure 

housing, he realized that there were on-campus people and resources that could have 

helped him. He shared:  

There [are] so many people on campus who want to help in every way they can. 

My advice is to reach out to peers, even when it’s difficult to admit the situation. 

It is surprising how many graduate and professional students are willing to help, 

even if it is to simply make a connection. 

In addition to connecting with peers for support, River also recommended 

reaching out to student organizations. Student organizations, like the graduate student 

government, can advocate on behalf of students. In recent years, this organization has 

also developed emergency funding for graduate students. Graduate students should not 

overlook potential support from student organizations. Not only may these organizations 

have financial resources available, but they can serve as a conduit with the university 

administration to address other policy and infrastructure concerns that create barriers for 

students. Also, for graduate students residing on campus or potentially needing temporary 

housing accommodations, River suggested that students contact residential life/campus 

housing. The campus housing department may be willing to be flexible with payment due 

dates or may assist students with securing affordable housing.  

Angel recommended seeking out community resources and organizations. For 

example, she suggested connecting with local churches for support. Faith-based spaces 

may also have emergency funding, temporary shelter, or pantries that community 

members can access when needed. In addition to helping with food and housing, she also 
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noted that community spaces might assist with finding other services, like dental or 

medical care.  

Larry shared that housing insecurity can feel very isolating. He advised that 

graduate students experiencing housing instability depend on their social networks. He 

recommended that graduate students reach out to faculty, administrators, or someone 

within their department with whom they feel comfortable sharing their stories. He also 

shared that students may feel more connected to faculty mentors or peer mentors and that 

they should seek help from these individuals when needed. Lastly, Larry suggested 

reaching out to mental health services as needed. He shared, “This experience can cause 

anxiety and stress. When you feel overwhelmed, do not hesitate to reach out to the 

counseling center.” 

Conclusion 

The recent COVID-19 pandemic has shed further light on the growing issue of 

student housing instability (“Virus sheds light,” 2020), reinforcing the importance and 

timeliness of the current study. This study focused on the success stories of five students 

who experienced housing instability while pursuing a graduate degree at a large public 

research institution. The participants’ narratives provided insights into their journeys 

prior to graduate school; their reasons for pursuing a graduate degree; and their graduate 

experiences, including challenges they encountered and overcame along the way. 

Through a snapshot in time, I chronicled the various ways in which participants 

successfully navigated their experiences with homelessness and housing insecurity and 

the factors or people who contributed to their success.  
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I explored how graduate students persisted even when faced with housing 

instability and contributed to the literature on homelessness in higher education. I also 

contributed to the anti-deficit discourse by investigating the experiences of graduate 

students who faced housing instability. Beyond the anti-deficit framework, I offered a 

new way to approach research on graduate students and housing instability: the Graduate 

Students’ Experiences with Housing Instability Achievement Model.  

The findings from this study suggest that, for some graduate students, even in the 

midst of the adversities caused by housing instability, they are able to progress. While 

literature is growing in the area of college student experiences with housing instability, I 

contend more work, such as this study, is needed about graduate education. Without 

scholarship to challenge assumptions about graduate students, such as the assumption that 

they are unlikely to be housing insecure, their realities will continue to be distorted, and 

they will continue to struggle more than necessary with the challenges they encounter.  

Higher education needs to shift from addressing issues related to housing 

instability as an afterthought and incorporate preventative responses. Graduate students in 

this study were able to tap into resources to overcome housing-related obstacles, such as 

their social support systems and their intrapersonal determination to excel. However, they 

should not bear their burdens alone while existing systems, policies, and structures 

continue to perpetuate cycles of poverty. 

Thus, scholars must continue to invest in research and efforts that advocate for 

structural change and preventative measures. “For narratives to flourish, there must be a 

community to hear; … for communities to hear, there must be stories which weave 

together their history, their identity, their politics” (Plummer, 1995, p. 87). I echo this 
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proposition, asserting that to address homelessness and housing insecurity in graduate 

education, researchers, university faculty and leaders, and policymakers must continue to 

raise awareness about students’ experiences with housing instability and share their 

narratives.  

I implore those in positions of power to act to eliminate barriers that interfere with 

graduate students’ academic journeys. Graduate students show up every day to learn, 

teach, and conduct research and are committed to their institutions’ missions. I urge 

universities to fulfill their commitment to graduate student success and recognize, listen 

to, and support graduate students who face housing instability. For graduate students to 

be successful, “… it is important to not only ask graduate students for their feedback but 

also listen closely to that feedback and act upon it” (Hong-Novotney, 2018, p. 167).  
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APPENDIX A  

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #1 

Participant Pseudonym__________________________________ 

Interview Date__________ Length of Interview_____________ 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. Today, we 
are going to discuss your background. I anticipate that I will spend 
about 45 minutes in this interview. What questions do you have before we begin? 

Grad School Socialization & Readiness 

Background 

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself. 
2. Describe any interruptions in your educational path between high school/secondary 

school and college or while in college.  
3. Tell me what motivated you to apply for graduate school? 

a. Why did you choose to come to Mizzou? 
b. Who or what has helped shape your career and graduate school aspirations? 

4. What impact do you think attending Mizzou will have on your life?  
5. What is the most challenging part of graduate education thus far? 

Graduate School Challenges (review budget) 

6. Describe a time when you struggled to have your needs met.  
7. Describe your current living situation? 

Experiences With Homelessness 

8. How do you define homelessness and/or housing insecurity? 
9. Tell me a story about any experiences with homelessness or housing insecurity prior to 

being a graduate student. 
10. Tell me what led to becoming homeless or housing insecure during graduate school. 
11. Tell me about a time when homelessness affected work or school.  
12. Tell me how homelessness influenced your decision to stay in your graduate program. 
13. Tell me how being homeless has influenced your graduate experience (e.g., academics; 

relationships with professors, peers, and administrators; everyday life). 
14. Describe to me how you have navigated the stigmas associated with homelessness and 

housing insecurity. 

This is the end of the interview. Thank you so much for your time and for sharing your 
experiences with me. This information will be used to construct a narrative of your experience. I 
will share your narrative with you to seek clarification and to ensure that I understand what you 
shared with me. Before we conclude, do you have any questions for me?  

Compensated: 
☐First Interview 
☐Second Interview 
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APPENDIX B  

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #2 

Participant Pseudonym__________________________________ 

Interview Date__________ Length of Interview______________ 

Before we begin today, is there anything about your overall 
journey to graduate school that you want to add from our last 
meeting? What questions do you have for me before we begin? Today we are going to talk more 
specifically and in-depth about your graduate school experiences. 

Interview Questions 

Graduate School Achievement 

1. How would you define or describe success? 
2. What do you think has kept you motivated to succeed throughout graduate school? 

Enriching Educational Experiences 

3. Tell me a bit about your social support system.  
a. Who is included and why? 

4. Describe those who have been the most influential during your graduate career (family, 
friends, faculty, coaches, etc.).  

a. What have they done to be supportive? 
b. How have they contributed to your academic success in graduate school?  

5. Tell me about any assistance you have had that has contributed to your success in 
graduate school? 

6. How have you cultivated meaningful, value-added relationships with faculty on campus? 
a. How have you developed meaningful relationships with administrators and/or 

staff? 
7. What systems of institutional support have you used during your graduate experience 

with homelessness or housing insecurity? 

Connections to Campus and Community  

8. Tell me about any on-campus and off-campus resources/services you use(d).  
9. How could the university/community enhance the graduate experience for students 

who experience homelessness? 

Post-College Aspirations 

10. What were your career goals when you first started graduate school? What did you see 
yourself doing when you started?  

Compensated: 
☐First Interview 
☐Second Interview 
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11. How have experiences with homelessness/housing insecurity changed your future 
plans? 

a. What are those aspirations now? 
i. Do you plan on going into academia, industry, a government setting, 

etc., or pursuing another graduate or professional degree? 
ii. If your plans have changed, what led to the change? 

Wrap-Up 

12. Please share anything else about your experiences with homelessness or housing 
insecurity that we have not already discussed.  

a. Is there anything about homelessness and housing insecurity I have not covered 

that you wish to discuss further? 

13. If you know of other graduate students who have or are experiencing homelessness or 
housing insecurity, would you be willing to contact them and tell them about the study? 
With their permission, I would then reach out to them to invite them to participate. 
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APPENDIX C  

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

For each question, please check your answer or write in the space provided. 

Name:        

Pseudonym:       

Pronoun you use/want used in the study:        

Age:        

Years in your graduate program:    

Discipline/field:       GPA:     

(Expected) Graduation date:     

Do you have an assistantship (if yes, is it less than 0.50 FTE or equal to/more than 0.50 FTE?):  

       

Employment other than an assistantship (please describe): FT/PT      

1. Race/ethnicity (check all that apply): 
☐African American/Black 
☐American Indian/Alaskan Native 
☐Asian 
☐Hispanic 
☐Latinx 
☐Native Hawaiian 
☐White, Non-Hispanic 
☐Nonresident international 
☐Prefer not to answer 
☐Race/ethnicity not listed above:     
 
2. Gender (check all that apply): 
☐Man 
☐Woman 
☐Cisgender 
☐Transgender 
☐Gender nonconforming/nonbinary 
☐Genderqueer 
☐Another gender not listed above: ________________ 
 
3. Relationship status (check one): 
☐Married 
☐Committed relationship 
☐Single, including divorced, widowed, or separated 
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4. Do you have a child/children? 
☐Yes 
☐On the way 
☐No 
 
5. What is your personal total annual income before taxes? Numbers are in U.S. currency. 
☐Under $19,000 
☐Between $19,000 and $39,999 
☐Between $40,000 and $59,999 
☐Between $60,000 and $79,999 
☐Over $80,000 
☐Not sure 
☐Prefer not to answer 
 
7. What city and state were you born in? If born outside the U.S., please list the country: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
8. List the cities and states and countries in which you have lived: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
9. Zip code in which you currently reside:     
 
10. Where do you primarily live during the academic year (check all that apply)? 
☐With parent(s)/guardian(s)/other family members (other than spouse/partner and children) 
☐With roommate(s) 
☐With spouse/partner 
☐With children full- or part-time 
☐Alone 
☐Residence hall/apartment on campus 
☐House/apartment off campus 
☐Public shelter 
☐ Other place not listed: _____________________ 
 
11. How many people currently reside in your primary place of residence? ___________________ 
 
12. Are you receiving any financial aid? Please check all that apply 
☐YES  

☐University scholarship/fellowship   ☐Private scholarship   ☐Grant   ☐Loan 
☐Tuition waiver   ☐Assistantship   ☐Emergency funding  
☐Government sponsorship   ☐Insurance subsidy 

☐NO 
 
13. Are you currently receiving public assistance? (e.g., cash aid, unemployment benefits, TANF, SNAP, 
WIC)?  
☐Yes 
☐ No 
 
15. Career goals/plans: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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16. Did you transfer to Mizzou?  
☐Yes  
☐No 
 
If YES, please list any other universities you attended for graduate school: 

College Dates 
  
  
  
  

 
17. How would you describe your social class or socioeconomic status? 
☐ Lower class 
☐ Working class 
☐ Middle class 
☐ Upper-middle class 
☐ Upper class 
☐ Another designation not included here: ____________________________________________________ 
 
18. Are you the first among your immediate family to receive an undergraduate degree? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
19. Are you the first among your immediate family to attend graduate school? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
21. Military status: 
☐Active in the military/in the Reserves 
☐Veteran  
☐Not in the military 
 
22. Have you ever been in foster care? 
☐Yes 
☐No 
 
23. Do you have a disability as defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act?  
☐Yes  
☐No 
 
24. Please select the highest level of education you have obtained 
☐ Bachelor’s degree 
☐ Master’s degree 
☐ Professional degree 
☐ Doctoral degree 
 
25. Where did you complete your undergraduate degree?       
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26. How helpful have the following services been in terms of your success in graduate school? (adapted 
from Crutchfield, 2012) 
 
Financial Aid Office 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used/  
Service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances/  
Not needed 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Graduate School 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Resources Within School or College (e.g., Dean’s Office) 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used/  
Service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Faculty Advising/Mentorship 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Counseling Services and/or Behavioral Health (i.e., for mental health) 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used/  
Service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Office of Student Accountability and Support (OSAS; Care Coordinator) 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used/ Never used/ 
service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Tiger Pantry 

Unaware of this service 
existed/Never used/  
Service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
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Truman’s Closet 
Unaware of this service/ 
Never used/  
Service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Swipes Program 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Residential Life 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used/  
Service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Campus Police 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used/  
Service not designed for 
me/my needs/my 
circumstances 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
International Center 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Other service not mentioned here:     
 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
 
Other service not mentioned here:     
 

Unaware of this service/ 
Never used 

Not very helpful Helpful Very helpful 

0 1 2 3 
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HARPER’S ANTI-DEFICIT ACHIEVEMENT FRAMEWORK 
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APPENDIX E  

EMAIL INVITATION PROTOCOL 

Date 

 

Dear __________, 

My name is Dena Lane-Bonds, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Missouri-
Columbia conducting a qualitative study to gain insight into the experiences of Mizzou graduate 
students who are currently experiencing homelessness or housing insecurity, or have at some 
point during their graduate academic career. My hope is that the findings from my study may 
result in not only a better understanding of how students navigate and graduate from their 
programs but ultimately a change in university and community policies and practices to better 
assist graduate students experiencing homelessness.  

I am currently recruiting participants to take part in this research project. Potential participants 
are individuals in graduate school who are experiencing or have experienced difficulty in their 
living situation (e.g., have experienced homelessness or housing insecurity, lived in a shelter or 
temporary community housing, lived in a domestic violence shelter, couch surfed, stayed with 
someone as a last resort to avoid being homeless). If you were a graduate student and 
experienced housing instability in the last 2 years, you are also eligible. As a participant in this 
study, you will be asked to share your experiences relative to pursuing your graduate degree by 
participating in two interview sessions. During the interviews, there will be two reflective 
activities (a creative draw/write narrative and a financial plan). At the end of the first interview, 
you will be given a $15 incentive, and you will receive a $20 incentive after completing the 
second interview, for a total of $35 in Amazon gift cards for your participation in this study. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please visit the link below or scan the QR 
code.  

bit.ly/MUGRADHOUSING 
 

 

 

If you have questions, please email me at Dena.Lane-Bonds@mail.missouri.edu. 

Sincerely, 

Dena Lane-Bonds, M.Ed. 
Doctoral Candidate 
Department of Educational Leadership & Policy Analysis 
University of Missouri | Columbia, MO 65211 
(812) 269-2790 | Dena.Lane-Bonds@mail.missouri.edu 
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APPENDIX F  

FLYERS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SEEKING VOLUNTEERS FOR RESEARCH 

Are you a Graduate Student? 

Are you currently Homeless or 
experiencing Housing Insecurity? 

Have you experienced 
Homelessness or Housing 
Insecurity while enrolled at 
Mizzou? 

Earn $35 in Amazon 
gift cards for 
participating in two 
interviews 
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Interested participants must be: 

ü Currently enrolled in a graduate program or previously 
enrolled in a graduate program within the past 2 years at the 
University of Missouri-Columbia 

 
ü Currently homeless or previously homeless during your 

graduate studies at Mizzou 
 

ü Or currently living in a temporary housing situation, including 
living with someone temporarily or with family or friends, not 
in your own home; living at a community shelter; or living in 
a vehicle  

Interested in participating in this study? Contact Dena Lane-Bonds 
at Dena.Lane-Bonds@mail.missouri.edu 
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APPENDIX G 

DRAWING PROMPT 

Hello (Name), 

Thank you again for your participation in this study. Below you will find the next set of 
questions and prompts to complete this research activity. You can decide how detailed 
you would like to be in this activity. This activity is adapted from Nyquist et al. (1999) to 
better understand the graduate student experience. You are being asked to take a large 
sheet of blank paper and pens/markers to depict your graduate student story, particularly 
your time of homelessness or housing insecurity, through drawings and text. Take as 
much time as you would like to complete this activity prior to our second interview. 
There are no set expectations for this activity. For your convenience, I will email you a 
copy of the research article that includes examples of this activity. If you have any 
questions, please feel free to contact me. Happy drawing/writing! 

1. Talk me through your graduate story (use sketch as a starting point).  
2. Describe your graduate school experience. What prompted you to return for a 

master’s or doctoral degree? What were your goals when you entered the 
program?  

3. Recall the time when you experienced housing instability. How did it make you 
feel? What did you learn from the experience(s)? 

 

NOTE: At the conclusion of the interviews: 

1. Check for emotional distress in participants. Provide time to discuss the feelings 
or concerns of participants. 

 
2. If a participant experiences distress, provide contact information for a local 

mental health agency. 
 

3. Follow up to ensure that the participant makes an appointment.  
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APPENDIX H 

SCHEDULE 

Week of 
Example 
(09/02/2020) 
   /     /   

WEEKLY SCHEDULE 

TIME SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

5:00 AM         

6:00 AM        

7:00 AM         

8:00 AM        

9:00 AM        

10:00 AM        

11:00 AM        

12:00 PM        

1:00 PM        

2:00 PM        

3:00 PM        

4:00 PM        

5:00 PM        

6:00 PM        

7:00 PM        

8:00 PM        

9:00 PM        

10:00 PM        

11:00 PM        

12:00 AM        

1:00 AM        
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2:00 AM        

3:00 AM        

4:00 AM        
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MU IRB: CONSENT WITH WAIVER OF DOCUMENTATION 
(JAN 2019) 

HS IRB USE ONLY 
Approval Date:  

APPENDIX I 

CONSENT FORM 

 
UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI - COLUMBIA 

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND POLICY ANALYSIS 

 

CONSENT WITH WAIVER OF DOCUMENTATION FOR  
PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY  

 
INVESTIGATOR’S NAME: Dena Lane-Bonds under the guidance of Dr. Jeni Hart 
PROJECT IRB #:  
STUDY TITLE: Homeless Not Hopeless: Understanding How Graduate Students Who 
Experience Homelessness And Housing Insecurity Successfully Navigate Their 
Education 
 

STUDY SUMMARY The purpose of the study is to better understand the academic and 
social experiences of graduate students who face homelessness and housing insecurity at 
the University of Missouri-Columbia. This study is intended to acknowledge the voices 
of graduate students who are experiencing homelessness and their academic success. 
Because the definition of homeless is not widely agreed upon, participants will self-
identify as homeless or housing insecure. 

 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research study that I am doing to enhance our 
understanding of the experiences of graduate students in general and the experiences of 
graduate students who have or are homeless and/or housing insecure. If you are interested, this 
form will explain what will happen if you join the study. 

If there is anything in this form that you do not understand, please email dena.lane-
bonds@mail.missouri.edu for an explanation. Dena Lane-Bonds in the Educational Leadership & 
Policy Analysis Department is the Principal Investigator.  

 

 If you decide to take part in this study, you will receive a copy of this form. 

 

Research studies help us to learn new things and test new ideas. Taking part in a research study is 
voluntary. You are free to say yes or no, and you can stop taking part at any time without giving 
us a reason. There will be no penalty to you or loss of benefits. 
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HS IRB USE ONLY 
Approval Date:  

I am inviting you to take part in this research because you indicated that you are or were homeless 
or housing insecure at a point in time while pursuing your graduate degree. I will only include 
you in the study with your permission. 

 

I am asking for about five individuals to take part in the study. 

 

WHAT AM I BEING ASKED TO DO? 
If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to engage in two semi-
structured interviews to share your experiences with homelessness/housing insecurity. 
Specifically, you will be asked to share your academic and social experiences in the 
interview.  

I will be asking about your experiences. Although they are not meant to be emotionally 
triggering, I understand that reflecting on your experiences may cause discomfort. You 
have the right to skip questions or not answer questions. You may choose to stop 
participating in the study at any point in time. 

The first interview will last for about 60 minutes, and the second interview will last for 
about 90 minutes. The interviews will be audio-recorded, with your permission, so that 
responses can be transcribed to allow me to review your responses more carefully. If you 
prefer that an interview session not be recorded, please let me, the researcher, know. The 
interviews will take place via Zoom or phone. If you do not have access to technology to 
complete a virtual interview, we will meet in an agreed-upon location. Due to Covid-19 
safety precautions, physical distancing and mask-wearing will be required for the safety 
of the interviewee and interviewer. You will also be asked to fill out a brief questionnaire 
prior to the first interview that should take approximately 5–10 minutes to complete. 
Also, you will be asked to fill out a schedule of what your typical week of activities 
is/was like during the time of housing instability. Lastly, you will be asked to use 
sketches to depict, to the best of your ability, your graduate experience. You must give 
me permission to use the images/audio recordings I collect from/of you during the study. 
Images/audio recordings will not contain anything that might identify you. 

 
HOW LONG WILL I BE IN THE STUDY? 
You will be asked to complete two interviews. The first interview will last for approximately 60 
minutes, and the second interview will last for approximately 90 minutes. Both interviews will 
take place in the Summer or Fall 2020 Semester. Additionally, you will be asked to complete a 
brief questionnaire before the first interview that should take approximately 5–10 minutes to 
complete. The sketch activity will take approximately 10–15 minutes. 
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CAN I STOP PARTICIPATING IN THE STUDY? 

Yes, you can stop participating in the study at any time without giving a reason. Just tell me, the 
researcher, right away if you wish to stop taking part. 

Although unlikely, I may decide to take you off this study at any time, even if you want to stay in 
the study. I will tell you the reason why you need to stop being in the study. 

 
It is important to note that some of the interview questions are personal and sensitive, and you 
may experience some discomfort when answering them. If at any time during the interview you 
feel that the question is too personal or difficult to answer, you may choose not to answer the 
question. 

 
WILL INFORMATION ABOUT ME BE KEPT PRIVATE? 
Any information obtained during this study that could identify you will be kept strictly 
confidential. The information obtained in this study may be published in academic journals or 
presented at academic conferences and meetings, but your name will not be associated with any 
of the interview responses, recordings, or email correspondence. I will keep the information I 
collect from you for this study to use in future research without asking for your consent again. 
Information that could identify you will be removed from your research information, so no one 
will know that it belongs to you. 

 
ARE THERE ANY BENEFITS TO ME FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY? 
If you take part in this study, there may not be any direct benefit to you as a research participant 
other than the Amazon gift cards described in the next section. However, your stories and insight 
will benefit graduate education, the study of higher education, the field of student affairs, and 
other educators who work with graduate students who may face homelessness.  

 
WILL I BE PAID FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 

In return for your time and effort, you will be given $15 for the first interview and $20 for the 
second interview for a total of $35 in Amazon gift cards for participation in both interviews.  

 
WHAT ARE MY RIGHTS AS A PARTICIPANT IN THIS STUDY? 
Taking part in this study is voluntary. If you do decide to take part, you have the right to change 
your mind and drop out of the study at any time. Whatever your decision, there will be no penalty 
to you in any way.  

If I, the study investigator, decide to take you off the study, I must explain the reasons. 
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WHO CAN I CALL IF I HAVE QUESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR COMPLAINTS? 
If you have more questions about this study at any time, you can contact me: Dena Lane-Bonds, 
Principal Investigator, at (812) 269-2790 or dena.lane-bonds@mail.missouri.edu. You may also 
contact my doctoral advisor, Dr. Jeni Hart, at (573) 884-1402 or hartjl@missouri.edu. 

You may contact the University of Missouri Institutional Review Board (IRB) if you: 

• have any questions about your rights as a study participant, 

• want to report any problems or complaints, or 

• feel under any pressure to take part or stay in this study.  

 

The IRB is a group of people who review research studies to make sure the rights of participants 
are protected. Their phone number is (573) 882-3181. 

If you want to talk privately about your rights or any issues related to your participation in this 
study, you can contact the University of Missouri Research Participant Advocacy by calling 888-
280-5002 (a free call) or emailing MUResearchRPA@missouri.edu. 

If you have any questions right now, please email dena.lane-bonds@mail.missouri.edu. 
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APPENDIX J 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #1, INFORMED BY ADAF, METHOD, 

LITERATURE 

Question number  
 

Question text Conceptual basis (e.g., theory) 

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself. “think narratively” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 21) & build 
rapport (Savin-Baden & Howell 
Major, 2013) 

2. Describe any interruptions in your 
educational path between high 
school/secondary school and 
college or while in college.  

Precollege socialization and 
readiness (ADAF) 

3. Tell me what motivated you to 
apply for graduate school? 

a. Why did you choose to 
come to Mizzou? 

b. Who or what has helped 
shape your career and 
graduate school 
aspirations? 

“think narratively” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 21) & build 
rapport (Savin-Baden & Howell 
Major, 2013) 
 
Pre[graduate] socialization and 
readiness (ADAF) 

4. What impact do you think 
attending Mizzou will have on 
your life?  
 

“think narratively” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 21) & build 
rapport (Savin-Baden & Howell 
Major, 2013) 

5. What is the most challenging part 
of graduate education thus far? 
 

“think narratively” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 21) & build 
rapport (Savin-Baden & Howell 
Major, 2013) 
 
College achievement (ADAF) 

6. Describe a time when you 
struggled to have your needs met.  
 

“think narratively” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 21) & build 
rapport (Savin-Baden & Howell 
Major, 2013) 

7. Can you describe your current 
living situation? 
 

“think narratively” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 21) & build 
rapport (Savin-Baden & Howell 
Major, 2013) 

8. How do you define homelessness 
and/or housing insecurity? 

“think narratively” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 21) 
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9. Tell me a story about any 
experiences with homelessness or 
housing insecurity prior to being a 
graduate student. 

Pre[graduate] socialization and 
readiness (ADAF) 

10. Can you tell me what led to 
becoming homeless or housing 
insecure during graduate school? 

College achievement (ADAF) 

11. Tell me about a time when 
homelessness affected work or 
school.  

College achievement (ADAF) 

12. How did homelessness influence 
your decision to stay in your 
graduate program? 

College achievement (ADAF 

13. How has being homeless 
influenced your graduate 
experience? (e.g., academics; 
relationships with professors, 
peers, and administrators; 
everyday life)? 

College achievement (ADAF) 

14. Describe to me how you have 
navigated the stigmas associated 
with homelessness and housing 
insecurity. 
 

College achievement (ADAF) 
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APPENDIX K:  

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #2, INFORMED BY ADAF, METHOD, 

LITERATURE 

Question number  
 

Question text Conceptual basis (e.g., theory) 

1. How would you define or describe 
success? 
 

Postgraduate school success 
(ADAF) 

2. What do you think has kept you 
motivated to succeed throughout 
graduate school? 

College achievement (ADAF) 

3. Tell me a bit about your social support 
system.  

a. Who is included and why? 

Pre[graduate] socialization 
and readiness (ADAF) 

4. Describe those who have been the most 
influential during your graduate career 
(family, friends, faculty, coaches, etc.).  

a. What have they done to be 
supportive? 

b. How have they contributed to 
your academic success in 
graduate school?  

Pre[graduate] socialization 
and readiness (ADAF) 

5. Tell me about any assistance you have 
had that has contributed to your success 
in graduate school? 

College achievement (ADAF) 

6. How have you cultivated meaningful, 
value-added relationships with faculty 
on campus? 

a. How have you developed 
meaningful relationships with 
administrators and/or staff? 

College achievement (ADAF) 

7. What systems of institutional support 
have you used during your graduate 
experience with homelessness or 
housing insecurity? 

College achievement (ADAF 

8. Tell me about any on-campus and off-
campus resources/services you use(d).  

think narratively” (Clandinin 
& Connelly, 2000, p. 21) & 
build rapport (Savin-Baden & 
Howell Major, 2013) 
 
College achievement (ADAF) 

9. How could the university/community 
enhance the graduate experience for 
students who experience homelessness? 

College achievement (ADAF) 
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10. What were your career goals when you 
first started graduate school? What did 
you see yourself doing when you 
started?  

Postgraduate school success 
(ADAF) 

11. How have experiences with 
homelessness/housing insecurity 
changed your future plans? 

a. What are those aspirations now? 
i. Do you plan on going into 

academia, industry, a 
government setting, etc., or 
pursuing another graduate 
or professional degree? 

ii. If your plans have changed, 
what led to the change? 

Postgraduate school success 
(ADAF) 

12. Please share anything else about your 
experiences with homelessness or 
housing insecurity that we have not 
already discussed.  

a. Is there anything about 
homelessness and housing 
insecurity I have not covered 
that you wish to discuss further? 

This question allowed 
participants to conclude their 
narratives 

13. If you know of other graduate students 
who have or are experiencing 
homelessness or housing insecurity, 
would you be willing to contact them 
and tell them about the study? With 
their permission, I would then reach out 
to them to invite them to participate. 

 

This question allowed 
participants to conclude their 
narratives 
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