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New York University 

IMPORTANT NOTE ABOUT THIS SYLLABUS 
This syllabus was submitted to the National Center for Excellence in Homeless Services by Deborah Padgett PhD, MPH, professor of 
social work at New York University. It has been posted on this website with her permission. This document includes the course 
overview, course goals and objectives, assignments, readings, requirements, and session schedule for the graduate-level class. 
Homelessness in Perspective: Research, Practice and Policy. All school-specific information has been removed (e.g. school policies, 
disability supports). Some assignments reference locations specific to New York City; educators are encouraged to adapt the 
assignments to fit their geographic location and community. The class was held in-person and met weekly for 1.5 hours. Highlighted 
sections are assignments specific to the New York City area and can be modified to fit course location. Any questions about the 
syllabus content or course structure can be directed to Dr. Padgett at dkp1@nyu.edu. 

 
Homelessness in Perspective: Research, Practice and Policy 

           
Course Description: 
This course introduces students to the history and current status of homelessness in the U.S. and abroad focusing on research, 
practice and policy implications. The course will address the following topics: 1) history and causes of the homeless ‘epidemic’; 2) the 
homeless ‘industry’ as understood through the lens of organizational and institutional theories; 3) the rise of Housing First as paradigm 
shift and the systems changes that have ensued; 3) specific populations including homeless families, youths, and the chronic 
homeless; 4) best practices in outreach and engagement with homeless persons; 5) homeless policies and drivers of change (legal, 
advocacy, research); 6) research on homelessness and homeless services in the U.S. and other countries. 
 
Learning Objectives of the Course 
Students will: 
1. understand structural and distal causes of homelessness; 
2. analyze and critique different program models designed to help the homeless 
3. analyze and critique policies and legal decisions affecting the homeless 
4. apply engagement skills to interviewing homeless persons and situating their lives within a larger context 
5. understand the needs of diverse homeless populations and the varying programs designed to assist them 
6. understand the nature of policy and systems change using current theories and frameworks as well as empirical research 
7. to understand the bases of homeless policies and services in the U.S. as well as globally 
 
Course Assignments and Grading: 
Students are assigned; 1) an individual field assignment and write-up (25%) due in Week 5; 2) a final paper focusing on a topic of your 
choice related to homelessness (35%) due in Week 12; 3) class presentations (30%). The remaining 10% of the grade is based upon 
punctual attendance and class participation. Details are below. 
 
Field assignment and write-up: Go to the Port Authority, Grand Central Station or Penn Station (choose one) and do the following: 
spend a few hours (you can break it up into more than one visit) observing interactions of commuters (and security officers) with 
homeless persons or panhandlers. Be unobtrusive and do not cause any reaction if possible. If anyone asks (which is unlikely), you 
should state that you are an NYU student carrying out a class assignment.  Take notes of what you observe and any interactions 
(positive or negative). 
 
This is both a practice and a post-interview ‘reflection’ exercise. Write notes or audio record (it is up to you). In 2-3 pages max (single-
spaced, 1” margins in Times New Roman 12 pt font), summarize your observations (you can use drawings or floor plans, sketches if 
that helps). Be prepared to discuss in class as of Week 5, including your personal reflections on the experience. 
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Final Paper.  Choose a topic of interest to you and relevant to homelessness in the U.S.—a specific population, program approach, or 
policy—this should be different from your class presentation topic (see below). Be sure to include research on the topic as well as 
policy and practice. Look for differing points of view and controversies. You may focus on practice issues (e.g., depression among 
homeless mothers, harm reduction and substance abuse among homeless men, engaging homeless LGBTQ youth), differing program 
types (Housing First, Rapid-Rehousing, ‘wet’ vs. ‘dry’ housing) or broader policy/structural issues (decline of affordable housing, 
Housing First approach, stigma and discrimination, criminalization, etc.). The paper should be 6-8 pages, double-spaced, 1” margins, 
12 pt font Times New Roman. Use APA style for all citations and references. You must get approval for your topic by mid-term!  This 
assignment is due in Week 12. 
 
Class Format and Presentations. Class will involve lecture, discussion of the readings and student presentations on current topics. 
Students will form groups of 2 (or can work alone) to give class presentations starting in Week 4 (see Course Outline for topics). For 
the topic, do some background research and come to class either with ‘bullet point’ handouts or Powerpoint slides or both to lead the 
discussion (plan on spending 8-10 minutes on your presentation and be sure to mention debates and alternative viewpoints). Photos 
and short videos (less than 5 min) are OK. We will form groups and choose topics in the first 2 classes. 
 
Required Text: 
Text: Kim Hopper, Reckoning with homelessness (2002). Cornell University Press. 
Other required readings listed for each week. 
 
Recommended: 
Bazelon Center for Mental Health Law (2014). A place of my own: How the ADA is created integrated housing opportunities for people 

with mental illnesses. 

Bourgois, P. & Schoneberg, J. (2009). Righteous dope fiend. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Burt, M. et al. (1999). Homelessness: Programs and the people they serve—Findings of the National Survey of Homeless Assistance 
Providers and Clients. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute. Technical report prepared for Interagency Council on the Homeless. 

Duneier, M. (2000). Sidewalk.  New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 

Houghton, T. (2001). A Description and History of the NY/NY Agreement to Housing Homeless Mentally Ill individuals. New York: 
CSH. 

Kozol, J. (2006).   Rachel and her children: Homeless families in America. New York: Broadway Books. 

Kusmer, K. L. (2003). Down and out, on the road: The homeless in American history. Oxford University Press. 

Liebow, E. (1995).   Tell them who I am: The lives of homeless women. NY: Penguin Books. 

Padgett, D.K., Henwood, B.F. & Tsemberis, S. (in press). Housing first: Ending homelessness, transforming systems and changing 
lives. New York: Oxford. 

Stiglitz, J. E. (2012). The price of inequality. New York: Norton. 

Tsemberis, S. (2010). Housing First Manual. Minneapolis, MN: Hazelden Press. 

NAEH (2014). The State of Homelessness in America. On-line at: www.naeh.org 

 
Class Decorum 
Students are expected to be on time and attend all classes. Please do not leave on cell phones, bring in food (beverages are OK) or 
leave during class time.  Late arrivals and class absences (regardless of reason) may result in a lower grade. Use of laptops in the 
classroom is strongly discouraged. This course is run like a seminar so class participation is important. 
 

Course Outline 
 
Weeks 1-2 (Sept. 3-10) Definitions: housing insecure vs. homeless; housing as a human right  
Group Formation and sign-up for class presentations 
Readings: 
In Hopper: Part I (pp. 3-53) 

Thiele, B. (2002).  The human right to adequate housing: A tool for promoting and protecting community and individual health. 
American Journal of Public Health, 92, 712-715. 

 



3 
 

Week 3- (Sept. 17) The homelessness epidemic of the 1980s and beyond  
Readings:  
In Hopper:  pp. 60-116. 

Hopper, K., Jost, J., Hay. T., Welber, S., Haugland, G. (1997). Homelessness, severe mental illness, and the institutional circuit. 
Psychiatric Services, 48, 659-665. 

Frazier I. (Oct. 28, 2013). Hidden City. The New Yorker.  http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/10/28/hidden-city 

 
Week 4- (Sept. 24) Response to homelessness: Stigma as well as grassroots mobilization 
Readings: 
In Hopper: pp. 175-203 

Phelan, J., Link, B. G., Moore, R. E., & Stueve, A. (1997). The stigma of homelessness: The impact of the label ‘‘homeless’’ on 
attitudes toward poor persons. Social Psychology Quarterly, 60(4), 323–337. 

Cress, D.M & Snow, D.A. (2000). The outcomes of homeless mobilization: The influence of organization, disruption, political 
mediation, and framing. American Journal of Sociology, 105, 1063-1104. 

 
CURRENT TOPIC #1: How urban planning and public spaces exclude homeless persons 

 
Week 5- (Oct. 1) Criminalization and condemnation: The enduring significance of race and class 
In Hopper: pp. 147-171 (Homelessness and African American Men) 

Levin, B. (June 24, 2015). Reassessing laws on hate violence against the homeless. American Behavioral Scientist. 

Stuart, F. (2014). From ‘ rabble management ‘ to ‘recovery management’: Policing homelessness in public space. Urban Studies, 51, 
1909-1925. 

National Coalition for the Homeless. (2014). Vulnerable to hate: A survey of hate crimes & violence committed against homeless 
people in 2013. Washington DC: Author.  http://nationalhomeless.org/). Also see: National Law Center on Homelessness and 
Poverty  (NLCHP) 

 
CURRENT TOPIC #2: Hate crimes and police actions targeting the homeless 
 
Week 6- (Oct. 8) Homeless programs and providers: Psychosocial health and housing 
Readings: 
Herman, D., Conover, S., Gorroochurn, P., Hinterland, K., Hoepner, L., Susser, E. (2011). A randomized trial of critical time 

intervention in persons with severe mental illness following institutional discharge. Psychiatric Services. Jul;62(7):713-9. 

O’Connell, J. et al. (2010). The Boston Health Care for the Homeless Program: A public health framework. American Journal of Public 
Health, 100, 1400-1408. 

Allen, M. (2003).  Waking Rip Van Winkle: Why developments in the last 20 years should teach the mental health system not to using 
housing as a tool of coercion. Behav Sci Law, 21, 503-521.  

Doran, K. et al.  (2013). Housing as health care: New York’s boundary-crossing experiment. New England Journal of Medicine, 369.) 

 
CURRENT TOPIC #3: Adult home controversy in New York (see amicus brief: Disability Advocates vs. New York Coalition for Quality 

Assisted Living) 
 
Week 7- (Oct. 15) Housing First as a paradigm shift in homeless services 
Readings: 

Stanhope, V., & Dunn, K. (2011). The curious case of Housing First: The limits of evidence based policy. International Journal of Law 
and Psychiatry, 34, 275–282. 

Felton, B. J. (2003). Innovation and implementation in mental health services for homeless adults: A case study. Community Mental 
Health Journal, 39(4), 309-322. 

Greenwood, R. M., Stefancic, A., & Tsemberis, S. (2013). Pathways Housing First for homeless persons with psychiatric disabilities: 
Program innovation, research, and advocacy. Journal of Social Issues, 69(4), 645-663. 

Tsemberis, S., Gulcur, L., & Nakae, M. (2004). Housing First, consumer choice, and harm reduction for homeless individuals with a 
dual diagnosis. American Journal of Public Health, 94(4), 651-656. 

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/10/28/hidden-city
http://nationalhomeless.org/


4 
 

 
CURRENT TOPIC #4: HF vs. shelters and ‘business as usual’.  
 
Week 8- (Oct. 22) Focus on chronic homelessness and complex needs 
Readings: 
Culhane, D. & Metraux, S. & Hadley, T. (2002). Public service reductions associated with placement of homeless persons with severe 

mental illness in supportive housing. Housing Policy Debate. 13, 107-163. 

Larimer, M. E., et al.. (2009). Health care and public service use and costs before and after provision of housing for chronically 
homeless persons with severe alcohol problems. JAMA, 301(13), 1349-1357. 

Gladwell, M. (2006). Million dollar Murray. The New Yorker. http://www.gladwell.com/2006/2006_02_13_a_murray.html  

Willse, C. (2010). Neo-liberal biopolitics and the invention of chronic homelessness.  

Economy and Society, 39, 155-183. 

 
CURRENT TOPIC #5:  Re: Willse article: Why is the ‘invention’ of chronic homelessness a controversial issue? What is ‘neo-liberal 
biopolitics’? 
 
Weeks 9-10 (Oct. 29-Nov. 5) Homeless families and women 
Reading: 
 
Taylor, J., Gibson, B. & Hurd, K., (on-line first, 2015) Parental Preschool Choices and Challenges When Young Children and Their 

Families Experience Homelessness, Children and Youth Services Review. 

Cunningham, M. et al. (2015). Rapid re-housing:What the research says. Urban Institute. 

Mayberry, L. S., Shinn, M., Benton, J. G., & Wise, J. (2014). Families experiencing housing instability: The effects of housing 
programs on family routines and rituals. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 84(1), 95–109. 

Grant, R., Gracy, D., Goldsmith, G., Shapiro, A., & Redlener, I. E. (2013). Twenty-Five Years of Child and Family Homelessness: 
Where Are We Now? American Journal of Public Health, 103(S2), e1-e10. 

Padgett, D. K., Hawkins, R. L., Abrams, C., & Davis, A. (2006). In their own words: trauma and substance abuse in the lives of 
formerly homeless women with serious mental illness. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 76(4), 461. 

Shinn, M., Greer, A.L. Bainbridge, J., Kwon, J., & Zuiderveen, S. (2013). Efficient targeting of homeless prevention services for 
families. American Journal of Public Health. 

Elliott, A. (December 9, 2013). Invisible child: Dasani’s homeless life. The New York Times. Retrieved from: 
http://www.nytimes.com/projects/2013/invisible-child/#/?chapt=1 

 
CURRENT TOPIC #6: What are some of the special challenges confronting homeless service providers for families or single women? 
 
Week 11- (Nov. 12) Homeless Youths and LGBTQ Issues 
Readings: 
Rice, Eric. (2014) How technology reduces the risks of homeless youth.    http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HHElmiFLXH8 

Choi, S.K., Wilson, B.D.M., Shelton, J., & Gates, G. (2015). Serving Our Youth 2015: The Needs and Experiences of Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender, and Questioning Youth Experiencing Homelessness. Los Angeles: The Williams Institute with True 
Colors Fund. 

Thompson, S.J. & Johnston, L. (2004). Risk factors of Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual Adolescents: Review of empirical literature and 
practice implications. Journal of Human Behavior and the Social Environment, 8(2/3), 111-128. 

 
CURRENT TOPIC #7: How are the problems of homeless youths—especially those who are LGBTQ---different and similar to those of 
homeless adults? 
 
Week 12- (Nov. 19) Homeless Veterans: The HUD/VASH program 
Readings:  
Austin, E. L. et al. (2014).  VA’s expansion of supportive housing: Successes and challenges on the path to Housing First. Psychiatric 

Services, 65, 641-647. 

http://www.nytimes.com/projects/2013/invisible-child/#/?chapt=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HHElmiFLXH8
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Petrovich, J.C. et al. (2014). Characteristics and service use of homeless veterans and nonveterans residing in a low demand shelter. 
Psychiatric Services, 65, 751-757. 

Montgomery, A et al., (2013). Housing chronically homeless veterans: Evaluating efficacy of a housing first approach in HUD-VASH. 
Journal of Community Psychology, 41, 505-514. 

 
November 26-Thanksgiving Holiday-NO CLASS 
 
Week 13- (Dec. 3) Homeless Services in Canada, Europe, and Australia  
Readings:   
Shinn, M. (2007). International homelessness: Policy, socio-cultural, and individual perspectives. Journal of Social Issues, 63(3), 657–

677. 

Atherton, I. & McNaughton Nicholls, C. (2008). ‘Housing First’ as a Means of Addressing Multiple Needs and Homelessness. 
European Journal of Homelessness, 2, 289–303. 

Chez Soi Final Report: Goering, P.et al. (2014). National At Home/Chez Soi Final Report. Calgary, AB: Mental Health Commission of 
Canada. 

Parsell, C., Fitzpatrick, S. & Busch-Geertsema, V. (2014). Common Ground in Australia: An object lesson in evidence hierarchies and 
policy transfer. Housing Studies, 29, 69-87. 

ETHOS definition from Europe 

 
Week 14. (Dec. 10) Slums, squatter settlements and street life globally 
Readings: 
Lovisi, G.M. et al. (2002). Social disablement among residents of hostels for the homeless in Rio de Janiero, Brazil. International 

Journal of Social Psychiatry, 48, 279-289. 

Subarna, N. F., et al. (2014). The social life of street children in Khulna city of Bangladesh: A social and psychological analysis.  Asian 
Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities, 3, 63-74. 

 
Week 15. (Dec. 17) Summing up. 
Readings: 
In Hopper: pp. 204-218 “Limits to Witnessing: From Ethnography to Engagement” 

 


