
affordable housing programs onto the provinces and
territories, which have, in some cases, directed the
issue onto the municipalities. Each level of govern-
ment has its own perspective on the issue of homeless-
ness, with little consensus as to possible solutions.
Consequently, millions of allocated social housing dol-
lars have been left unspent (Federation of Canadian
Municipalities, 2006). With lack of federal leadership,
there are limits to what can be accomplished. Failure of
the Canadian government to work as a cohesive whole
contributes to an inability to meet the unique housing
needs of homeless individuals, including adolescents.

Among the scant social housing programs, only a
few have addressed youth as a subpopulation of the
homeless, and even fewer have addressed young
women in particular. Historically, the Youth Homeless
Strategy, which was part of the National Housing
Initiative (NHI) established in 1999 by the Liberal gov-
ernment, narrowly focused on adolescents’ job training
(Government of Canada, 2004). Although employment
status contributes to a person’s ability to find and main-
tain housing, this program overlooked major factors
that contribute to their homelessness such as poor levels
of well-being and lack of affordable housing. All NHI
programs have since been dissolved. Currently, there
are few remaining policies that relate to housing needs
for youth. Of these, the federal government’s Shelter
Enhancement Program focuses solely on emergency
and second-stage housing (Canada Mortgage and
Housing Corporation [CMHC], 2007b). Although this
type of shelter is needed to initially help those fleeing
violent situations, this program fails to address the
long-term housing needs of individuals with histories of
abuse. Also, individuals who access this program are
expected to contribute financially to the operating costs
(CMHC, 2007b). With a few exceptions, such as the
First Nations Market Housing Fund (CMHC, 2007a),
the current government’s housing policies fail to con-
sider how a multitude of factors such as poverty, age,
ability, race, and gender influence the housing needs of
homeless individuals.

Ontario Works Act

The Ontario Works Act is provincial legislation that
provides either employment or financial assistance to
those “in need” (Government of Ontario, 2006).
Although it varies slightly between municipalities, in
most regions it is mandatory for individuals under the
age of 18 to be enrolled full time in school or an alter-
native learning program to be eligible. To have manda-
tory enrolment in the school system could be viewed as

encouraging adolescents to continue their education. It
does not, however, consider a variety of factors that
might keep youths from attending school, such as
homelessness or a variety of health concerns.

Purpose of the Study and 
Research Questions

The overall purpose of this study was to explore
the experience of homelessness among adolescents.
More specifically, the research questions that guided
this investigation are

1. How is homelessness experienced by adolescents?
2. How does gender shape these experiences?
3. How is health perceived and experienced by home-

less adolescents, and what are the barriers they
encounter with respect to the health care system? and

4. How does current Canadian policy shape these
experiences?

Method

Design

The selected research design was a critical narrative
analysis. This approach integrates key ideas from criti-
cal social theory and narrative inquiry. Critical theory
builds on Marxist thought to consider that multiple,
often overlapping forms of oppression exist. From an
epistemological perspective, knowledge within a critical
theory framework is historically constructed and
socially situated. Thus, characteristics such as social
class, race, age, ability, and gender are considered to be
social constructions that afford different access to power
and privilege within our society (Browne, 2000).
Depending on one’s social location, or identity, individ-
uals and groups have unequal ability to fully participate
in society. One aim of research that is informed by crit-
ical theory is to examine individual experiences but to
simultaneously consider how these are shaped by
broader social, political, and historical contexts.

As selected study participants were from a group who
are often in the margins of society, this research created
a “space” for the voices and perspectives of homeless
adolescents to be heard. At the same time, their individ-
ual, subjective experiences were analyzed with particu-
lar attention to the manner by which those experiences
are shaped by gender and by public policy.

Narrative inquiry is a research method that is
highly compatible with critical social theory.
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vickipc
Text Box
Elements present:1.  The authors pose a central question (#1) and three subquestions that narrow the focus of the central question.2.  All the questions begin with the word "How" to convey and open and emerging design.3.  The questions focus on the central phenomenon: homelessness.4.  Generally used nondirectional language (experienced, shape, perceived).5.  Questions are open-ended and do not refer to the literature.6.  The participants are identified: adolescents.
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Elements missing:1.  The authors could have more clearly tied their research questions to a strategy of inquiry.  They go on to discuss a narrative inquiry approach and therefore their questions could have asked about the stories of the adolescents and the contexts that shape these stories.2.  Question 3 includes directional language in terms of the word barriers.




