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How can Irish Primary schools mitigate the 

effects of homelessness on a child’s 

engagement and participation in education? 

The overarching aim of this dissertation is to

identify the challenges faced by children

experiencing homelessness in Ireland while

investigating how they affect the child’s ability

to participate in school. Specifically this study

aims to examine ways in which schools may

intervene in such situations in order to support

the child’s educational and holistic

development.

The objectives of this dissertation are:

To analyse how the lived experience of 

homelessness impacts a child’s  ability to 

participate in school;

To examine the educational and 

developmental outcomes of children whose 

participation at school is impacted by 

homelessness;

To evaluate actions taken which may enable 

schools to mitigate the effects of 

homelessness on a child’s development.
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The following findings have emerged from the literature review 

undertaken:

1. A child experiencing homelessness will encounter difficulty in 

achieving their full potential in an educational setting if their most 

basic needs are not being met first – [Physiological needs, safety 

and security needs, love and belonging needs, esteem needs; 

disrupted by food insecurity, uncomfortable sleeping conditions, 

absenteeism, underdeveloped socialisation skills]

2. A child’s learning, development and attainment are affected by 

complex interrelationships between societal systems as well as 

their lived

experience of homelessness – [home, school, and broader 

societal contexts influence educational attainment as well as the 

stressor of being homeless]

3. Actions taken to forge links between the home, the school and 

the community may improve the outcomes of children 

experiencing homelessness by ensuring their needs are met –

[providing food, adapting teaching approaches to promote 

inclusion and success of such children, parental involvement] 

4. There is a distinct lack of research in the area of child and 

family homelessness in the Irish context, particularly pertaining to 

education.

While children experiencing homelessness may encounter

difficulty in having their needs met there are specific actions

which can be taken at every level of Bronfenbrenner’s

Ecological Model to facilitate the meeting of such needs. When

a child’s physiological and psychological needs are met they are

enabled to reach a point of self-actualization in which they

access their full potential. At this point, a child is better able to

act within and act upon the specific systems in which they

operate, including the school and the broader community. This is

among the central aims of the Primary School Curriculum

(1999), highlighting how important it is within an educational

context for a child to have their most fundamental needs met

before reaching their full potential.

The findings also show there is much variance in the

educational and developmental outcomes of children

experiencing homelessness as documented by the existing

research, much of which not conducted in the Irish context.

Notably, a child’s holistic development including their well-being

and socio-emotional development is more significantly impacted

by their experience of homelessness than is their educational

attainment. This highlights the understanding that a child’s

educational outcomes are affected by more than just their

experience of homelessness.

The investigation into the actions taken by schools in order

to mitigate the effects of homelessness presented a variety of

approaches. To fully address the issue of child homelessness

within educational contexts, interventions need to come from

within and beyond the school, including the Government,

Boards of Management, Parents Councils, the education system

as a whole, and individual teachers & principals.

The central qualitative methodology adopted

in this dissertation is documentary analysis.

This involves the systematic procedural

approach to reviewing and analysing

documents to elicit meaning, empirical

knowledge, and understanding (Bowen,

2009).

This type of qualitative research

requires the researcher to consult multiple

sources in order to seek out and identify

congruence or contradiction among the

documents (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias,

2008). This allows for an analysis of the pre-

existing literature in order to inform the

production of new literature to add to the

discourse (Gray, Williamson, Karp, & Dalphin,

2007).

1. More research needs to be conducted in 

the area of child and family homelessness in 

Ireland and its relationship with education. It is 

necessary such research be conducted by an 

impartial academic party in order to produce 

peer-reviewed literature that is not biased by 

the

inherent agenda of a charity. A longitudinal 

approach to this research is suggested as the 

changes which occur over time may be 

collected and analysed. 

2. Boards of Management and Parents 

Councils should fundraise to cover the costs of 

breakfast clubs, school lunch schemes, 

and school community gardens to 

encourage collaboration between the home 

and the school, while also providing a 

sustainable food source for families 

experiencing food insecurity. 

3. Policy makers should draft a mandatory 

school food policy in line with other 

European countries which ensures all schools 

are taking appropriate actions to supply 

nutritious food and promote healthy eating 

habits to students. 

This dissertation presents a critical evaluation of how Irish Primary

schools can mitigate the effects of homelessness on a child’s

participation, engagement and development at school. The research

is framed by two key theoretical frameworks, Maslow’s Hierarchy of

Needs (1943), and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model

(1979).

In the 2016 census of Ireland, 6,906 people were counted as being

homeless either living in emergency accommodation or sleeping

rough. Of these people, 1,846were aged between 0 and 17 years

(CSO, 2016). In the space of three years this number is thought to

have risen to almost 4,000 (Focus Ireland; INTO, 2019). Over 2,250

of those children attend schools throughout the country, a stark

reminder that the experience of homelessness is not confined to the

streets or accommodation facilities in which such children live. Due

to this unprecedented increase the issue of providing education to

children experiencing homelessness is more pertinent than ever. In

response to this, Focus Ireland and the INTO have produced a

resource providing information about the impacts of homelessness

on a child, as well as guidance for teachers of children experiencing

homelessness (Focus Ireland, INTO, 2019). Preceding the

production of this resource was a Dáil debate (2019) in which it was

argued that schools should receive additional funding to provide for

students who are experiencing homelessness. As is evident by these

recent developments, it is imperative that school communities in

Ireland be well informed about not only the challenges faced by

children experiencing homelessness but also about how these

difficulties may impose upon their ability to fully partake in their

education.
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