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CHAPTER THREE

Facing
Homelessness

As a high school student, Athena Capo-Battaglia confront-
ed the harsh reality of homelessness. Amid her mother’s
battle with cancer and job loss, financial struggles rendered
it impossible to afford rent. Forced into homelessness, they
sought refuge in a shelter, all while Capo-Battaglia struggled
to maintain focus in school. She is one of many teenagers
grappling with the instability in her home life. In 2020 the Na-
tional Alliance to End Homelessness reported that 35 per-
cent of the homeless population the previous year consisted
of families with children.

Family homelessness often stems from economic hard-
ships and can be exacerbated by unforeseen circumstances
such as iliness or disasters like fires. However, youths may also
face homelessness alone, without family support. LGBTQ+
issues, in particular, can contribute to youth homelessness,
with individuals leaving home due to nonacceptance from
family members. Another reason for teenage homelessness
is when eighteen-year-old youths age out of the foster care
system and cannot find a permanent place to live.

The repercussions of youth homelessness can be severe,
impacting various facets of their lives. One consequence is
an increased risk of food insecurity, stemming from the in-
stability of living arrangements and finances, which leads
to inadequate access to nutritious meals. Furthermore,
homelessness exposes teens to heightened health vulner-




abilities due to limited access to or inability to afford consistent
health care. The toll on mental health is significant, as the stress
of homelessness contributes to heightened levels of anxiety, de-
pression, and trauma among youths. Academic pursuits are also
profoundly affected, as the lack of stable housing makes it chal-
lenging for homeless youths to maintain consistent attendance at
school, focus on studies, and access educational resources such
as after-school tutoring.

When preoccupied with survival and assisting their families,
thoughts of careers, school, and independence become daunting,
to say the least. Yet despite the challenges, many teens exhibit re-
markable inner strength and strive not just to dream but to work to-
ward their aspirations in life. Teens like Capo-Battaglia have discov-
ered ways to succeed and progress toward their individual goals.
What they require is personal drive, bolstered by the support and
encouragement of those around them. In Capo-Battaglia’s case,
she managed to gain acceptance to and attended Harvard Univer-
sity while experiencing homelessness. Alongside other homeless
teens, she possessed a strong personal drive and received sup-
port and encouragement from her community.

Motivation and Drive

Capo-Battaglia’s journey from high school to Harvard University
is a testament to her drive, along with the unwavering support
of her mother as they dealt with instability. After moving into a
homeless shelter with her mother during her teen years, she re-
mained focused on excelling in high school. Despite the difficul-
ties, like finding a quiet place to work and managing her time, she
dedicated herself to studying extensively and helping her mother,
while also finding time to volunteer. Living in a shelter in Queens,
New York, she joined the auxiliary police, which assists the New
York City Police Department in maintaining public safety. Though
the training demanded significant time, including courses in self-
defense, she felt compelled to give back to the community that
supported her.
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“l was very worried | wasn’t

going to get in college and Her mother was key to her success. De-
so | applied to 25.”*° spite her illness and struggles to secure full-
— Athena Capo-Battaglia, Harvard time employment, Capo-Battaglia’s mother

graduate after homelessness remained committed to aiding her daughter.
With whatever money she could earn, she
prioritized purchasing essential school supplies and internet ac-
cess, always emphasizing the importance of education to her
daughter. This support helped Capo-Battaglia maintain her focus

on her academic goals.
Her dedication paid off, as Capo-Battaglia graduated from
high school with a perfect 4.0 GPA, earning the title of valedicto-
rian. During her senior year, she applied to twenty-five universi-
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Accepting Help

Alejandro Matias Nazario’s journey from homelessness at age twelve to
high school graduation started with a police officer’s compassion. During
late night shifts, Officer John Larson would see Nazario sitting alone at a
Jack in the Box or Starbucks restaurant in Escondido, California. Nazario’s
mother, homeless and a victim of spousal abuse, could not hold consistent
work due to a back injury. She spent the evenings collecting and recycling
cans for money, leaving Nazario at the restaurants until the early hours of
the morning. Larson, concerned for the young boy’s safety, approached
Nazario. He talked to Nazario and helped him enter protective custody
through child welfare services. This led him to a foster family, breaking the
cycle of homelessness. The foster family lived close to where his mother
was staying, so he could maintain a relationship while living in a safe place.
Once in a safe environment, Nazario’s determination, coupled with the sup-
port of teachers, propelled him to graduate from high school five years later.
Reuniting with Larson at his graduation, Alejandro thanked him for reaching
out to help. Now employed and set to attend college for graphic design,
Alejandro has a future he did not dream of when homeless.

ties, driven by the fear of not being accepted into any. “| was very
worried | wasn’t going to get in college and so | applied to 25,”
she says. “I just kept applying. So, | was like, ‘| have to get in at
least one.””'® Her efforts were successful, since she not only at-
tained admission but also received a full scholarship to Harvard
University, one of the most difficult universities to gain acceptance
to. She and her mother celebrated, feeling they were a team in
this accomplishment.

The Next Journey

Capo-Battaglia knew that her journey was far from over and get-
ting into Harvard was just the beginning of years of hard work. At
Harvard, she chose to pursue a scientific path, immersing herself in
classes and working as a research assistant in neuroscience. Addi-
tionally, she worked at a café to cover expenses not covered by her
scholarship. She felt a major responsibility to succeed, given the
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sacrifices made by her mother to reach this point. “We were kind
of each other’s rock because it's kind of hard on both of us,” she
shared. “And so, | wanted to make sure that she was still smiling.”"”

At Harvard, she excelled academically while she continued
to be a source of support for her mother. Despite residing on
campus during college, she returned to the shelter during breaks
to be with her mother. Although physically apart, she and her
mother were emotionally there for one another, talking and seeing
one another when possible.

Capo-Battaglia’s achievements continued to grow throughout
her college years. During her senior year she embarked on a sig-
nificant research project, successfully completing and defending
a thesis that examined potential sex differences in the role of the
hypothalamus in mice during social isolation. In 2022 she gradu-
ated from Harvard with a degree in neuroscience, having stayed
on course toward her goal.

Academic History

Like Capo-Battaglia, Jasmine Mazard-Larry knew what she want-
ed and how to get there: college acceptance and a scholarship.
Also, like Capo-Battaglia, she and her family endured homeless-
ness. Four years before graduating from high school, Mazard-
Larry and her family became homeless after a house fire. At the
time her mother was nine months pregnant and her father be-
came severely injured in the fire.

Upon entering Dr. Kiran C. Patel High School in Tampa, Flor-
ida, Mazard-Larry not only experienced homelessness but also
endured the challenges of learning with ADHD and a hearing im-
pairment. However, she had developed coping methods for both
the ADHD and hearing issues in years past and continued using
the resources available to her. While her family remained homeless
during her first two years of high school, moving around and living
with friends and family, Mazard-Larry took advanced placement
and dual-enrollment courses. She also participated in the Univer-
sity of Cambridge Advanced International Certificate of Education
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Many college students hold part-
time jobs while attending school.
With hard work and dedication, they

= can continue to make top grades.
= &

(AICE) program, which is a rigorous program in which students
earn a Cambridge AICE degree if they complete and pass exams
in several subjects that are offered at their schools. At the same
time, she managed to engage in activities like art club, debate
club, and student government.

Mazard-Larry attributes her drive and focus to wanting to set
an example for her younger brother. She did not let the instability
of her living situation or disabilities impact her academic prog-
ress. Instead, she decided not to view them as setbacks but as
parts of her life that shaped who she is. In 2023 she graduated
as valedictorian with an unprecedented 8.07
GPA due to her multiple advanced placement “Do not let obstacles and
and dual-enrollment college courses. In her what people say define
valedictory address, Mazard-Larry told her who you truly are.”**
fellow graduates, “Do not let obstacles and —dJasmine Mazard-Larry,

. valedictorian as a homeless teen

what people say define who you truly are.”'®
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ORGANIZATIONS AND WEBSITES

American Association on Health & Disability (AAHD) '
https://aahd.us

The AAHD website provides information on programs and ser- ‘
vices tailored to the unique needs of young people with disabili-
ties. The information includes educational opportunities, tran-
sition services, and advocacy resources. Additionally, the site
features articles, guides, and tools aimed at empowering youths
with disabilities to advocate for themselves.

Learning Disabilities Association

https://Idaamerica.org

This organization’s website provides comprehensive informa-
tion, support, and resources to help individuals of all ages with
learning disabilities succeed in various aspects of life, including
education, employment, and daily living. It also includes tips for
parents, educators, and professionals working with individuals
with learning differences.

Mental Health America
www.mhanational.org

Mental Health America’s purpose is to address the mental health
needs of individuals and empower them to take control of their
mental well-being. It provides information on various mental
health conditions that affect people and offers resources for cop-
ing strategies, self-care tips, and guidance on seeking help as
well as interactive tools and peer support networks.

National Alliance to End Homelessness
http://endhomelessness.org

The National Alliance to End Homelessness is a nonpartisan,
nonprofit organization dedicated to eradicating homelessness in
the United States. With a robust partner network, the alliance
works to secure housing and break the cycle of homelessness,
in part by providing impactful programs aimed at addressing
youth homelessness head-on.
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