
 

   

Basic Facts about Students Experiencing Homelessness 
 
Definition 
The law defines “homeless children and youth” as individuals who lack a fixed, regular, 
and adequate nighttime residence.  Typically, they often move—sometimes daily—from 
place to place. 
 

Children in Migratory Families 
Children in migratory families are not considered homeless simply because their 
parents move from place to place.  To be considered homeless, they must meet the 
same criteria as other students experiencing homelessness. 
 
Children with Parent(s) Serving Abroad in the Military 
If children must leave their home because their parent is abroad in the Armed Forces, 
those children are considered homeless until their parents return.  Even though they 
may be living temporarily with relatives or family friends, they lost their home. 
 
Unaccompanied Youth  
Unaccompanied youth include young people who have run away from home, been 
thrown out of their homes, or been abandoned by parents.  These young people are 
separated from their parents for a variety of reasons.  Over half reported being 
physically abused at home, and over one-third report sexual abuse.  Over two-thirds 
reported that at least one of their parents abuses drugs or alcohol.  For many of these 
young people, leaving home is a survival issue. 
 
Other youth are thrown out of their homes because they are pregnant, gay or lesbian, 
or because their parents believe they are old enough to take care of themselves.  Over 
half of sheltered youth reported that their parents either told them to leave or knew 
they were leaving and did not care.  Once out of the home, unaccompanied youth are 
frequently victimized.  As many as half have been assaulted or robbed, and one in ten 
runaways reported being raped.   
 
Unaccompanied youth have the same rights as other students experiencing 
homelessness to enroll in, attend, and succeed in public school. 

 
Young people experiencing homelessness live: 
• in shared housing with other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a 

similar reason.  When families “double up” because one family is experiencing 
financial hardship, that family is considered homeless. 

• in motels, hotels, or camping grounds due to the lack of adequate alternative 
accommodations 

• in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train 
stations, or similar settings 

• in emergency or transitional shelters 
• in hospitals where they were abandoned 
• in foster care homes awaiting placement 
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The Difficult Life of Students in Homeless Situations 
 
Common Problems Homeless Students Face  
• Family mobility due to housing instability 
• Frequent change of schools 
• Loss of friends due to mobility and lack of transportation 
• Overcrowded living conditions with lack of privacy 
• Uncertainty in daily living 
• No space to play 
• No place to study or be alone 
• Lack of basic resources 
• Inability to complete assignments requiring special materials, supplies, or other items 

that must be purchased 
• Possible loss of parents, siblings, or other close family members 
• Loss of personal possessions and pets 
 
The Effects of Homelessness and Poverty on Students 
Students living in homeless situations are more likely to experience: 
• lags in language skills  
• learning disabilities  
• attention deficit disorder  
• developmental delays 
 
Due to social and emotional stresses, students experiencing homelessness are more 
likely than their peers to exhibit: 
 
• Anxiety 
• Withdrawal 
• Depression 
• Restlessness 
• Hyperactivity 
• Aggressive Behavior 
• Inappropriate acting out 
 

• Immature peer interaction 
• Inappropriate social interaction with adults 
• School behavior problems 
• Regressive behavior / inattentiveness 
• Persistent tiredness / sleep disorders 
• Immature motor behavior 

 
http://www.serve.org/nche/QIEdNeed.htm 
 
Emotional and Social Difficulties Caused by Homelessness 
 
• Because students without homes are frequently embarrassed by their situation, they 

are reluctant to make friends or participate in class discussions or other activities. In 
short, they do not want to call attention to themselves or their living arrangements. 

• Students who are experiencing homelessness often feel isolated by their situation. 
They may be living in a car, in a tent, in an abandoned building, in a motel, or in 
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another nontraditional setting where there are few other people, especially young 
people. 

• Often, children and youth in precarious housing situations become close to someone, 
such as a peer or a teacher, only to be yanked away from that person at a moment’s 
notice. They become reluctant to make friends or develop relationships with others. 

• Students without homes often suffer at the hands of students in permanent and stable 
housing arrangements when disparaging remarks are made about clothing, personal 
hygiene, or living conditions. 

• Students who have been exposed to violent living situations may act aggressively and 
may not understand how to resolve disputes peacefully. 

• Students with free or reduced-cost meal plans are often embarrassed if their meal 
tickets are distinguishable from other tickets. Their privacy should be protected so 
that other students and food service personnel cannot cause them undue 
embarrassment. 

• Students in homeless situations usually cannot afford to purchase basic school 
supplies, such as paper, notebooks, crayons, scissors, physical education clothing, and 
so forth. 

• Students may be embarrassed or feel stigmatized if they are given a standard packet 
of supplies and materials that can be recognized as that given to students who are 
economically disadvantaged. 

• Students in homeless situations may not have access to mental health counseling that 
could assist them in dealing with stresses caused by homelessness. 

 
Adapted from: James, B., et. al. (1997). Pieces of the Puzzle: Creating Success for Students in Homeless 
Situations. Austin: University of Texas.  
 
Educational Needs of Students Experiencing Homelessness 
Academically, students living in homeless situations often perform about two to three 
years below grade level in school.  Overcoming these difficulties requires that the 
students have access to: 
• remediaton and tutoring 
• school supplies and clothing 
• counselors who are knowledgeable about homelessness 
• after-school and extracurricular programs to provide food, shelter, and recreation 
• transportation to and from school, including before- and after-school programs 
• educational programs that offer stability and continuity 
• educational services and in-school support services 
• family support services encouraging family involvement 
 
Modification of Rafferty, Y., (1998). Meeting the educational needs of homeless 
children. Educational Leadership, 48-52.  
http://www.serve.org/nche/QIEdNeed.htm 
 



 

 

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
 
The Act’s Key Provisions 
 
The McKinney-Vento Act of 2001 specifies and protects the rights of children and youth 
in homeless situations.  Highlights include: 

 
1. Immediate Enrollment -The right to be enrolled immediately in school, without 

medical or academic records, regardless of district policy. 
 
2. Choice of Schools –A student experiencing homelessness has two choices in deciding 

which school to attend: 
 

• The school of origin (the school the student attended when he/she became 
homeless or the school the student last attended) 

      — or — 
• The school in the zone where the student is currently residing 

 
3. Transportation – Students in highly mobile or homeless situations are entitled to 

transportation to the school of origin if it is feasible, in the student’s best interests, 
and requested by the parent, guardian, or unaccompanied youth. 

 
4. Services – Students experiencing homelessness are entitled to the same services, such 

as tutoring, that are available to other children in their districts. They are also 
automatically eligible for Title I services. Districts must set aside funds as necessary 
to provide services. 

 
5. Dispute Resolution - If problems arise between the school and parents or between 

districts, the parent shall be referred to the school’s homeless liaison.  In the 
meantime, the student must remain in school and receive transportation. 
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The Role of the Homeless Education Liaison 
 
The homeless education liaison’s primary tasks are to help facilitate enrollment, 
assessment, and placement of homeless students. 
 
Tasks Required by Law 
 
The liaison must work collaboratively with other school staff to: 
• ensure that children and youth in homeless situations are identified by school 

personnel and through coordination activities with other entities and agencies. 
• help unaccompanied youth choose and enroll in a school, after considering the 

youths’ wishes, and provide youth with notice of their right to appeal an enrollment 
decision that is not their choice.  Liaisons must ensure that unaccompanied youth are 
immediately enrolled in school pending resolution of disputes that might arise over 
school enrollment or placement. 

• inform parents or guardians of educational and related opportunities available to their 
children and provide them with meaningful opportunities to participate in the 
education of their children. 

• ensure that parents and guardians and unaccompanied youth are fully informed of all 
transportation services, including to the school of origin, and are assisted in accessing 
transportation services. 

• ensure that public notice of the educational rights of students in homeless situations is 
disseminated where children and youth receive services under the McKinney-Vento 
Act. 

• carry out dispute resolution processes as expeditiously as possible in accordance with 
the enrollment disputes section of the McKinney-Vento Act after receiving notice of 
the dispute. 

• assist in obtaining immunizations or immunization and/or medical records. 
• collaborate and coordinate with State Coordinators for the Education of Homeless 

Children and Youth and community and school personnel responsible for the 
provision of education and related services to children and youth in homeless 
situations. 

 
Additional Tasks 
 
• Arrange free meals without the student or parents having to fill out any paperwork. 
• Provide, as needed, access to special programs 

− Special Education 
− Head Start 
− Gifted and Talented 
− Even Start 
− Programs for English Language Learners 
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• Make Title I funds available, as needed.  These funds may be used for: 
− helping students at risk of failing achieve high state standards 
− examples of services may include:  

- extended days/learning opportunities 
- homework clubs 
- Saturday schools 
- early morning tutoring 
- summer inter-sessions 
- summer academic camps 

− coordination of services with shelters or other homeless service providers as 
appropriate 

− teacher training on strategies for assisting homeless students, sensitivity to 
issues, confidentiality 

− supplies for class and homework, paper, pencils, notebooks, book bags, locks 
for lockers, uniforms, basic hygiene supplies, laminated copies of school 
records for portability 

− homeless student coordination services 
− counseling/case management services to help students deal with chronic stress 

of homelessness when all other available resources are exhausted 
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Possible Signs 
That a Student May be Experiencing Homelessness 

 
• Parent or student appearing confused when asked for the school last attended 
 
• Parent offering reasons for poor appearance and/or hygiene (“We have been 

unpacking, traveling, etc.”) 
 
• Missing or incomplete records, such as birth certificate, immunization record, 

preschool physical, school records, or social security number 
 
• Statements such as: 
 

We’ve been having a hard time lately. 
We move a lot and are staying with friends until we find a place. 

 
• Student mentioning he or she is staying with grandparents, other relatives, friends, or 

in a motel  
 
• Erratic attendance and tardiness  
 
• Chronic hunger and tiredness  
 
• Grooming and personal hygiene/clothing attracting the attention of classmates and 

teachers  
 
http://www.serve.org/nche/warning.htm 
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Identifying Students Who May be on the Verge  
of becoming Runaways 

 
According to the National Runaway Switchboard (NRS), one out of seven children runs 
away before the age of 18, joining a homeless youth population that currently 
numbers between 1.3 and 2.8 million.   
 
No longer willing to tolerate difficult and sometimes dangerous conditions at home, 
runaway youth often discover that life on the streets is even more distressful and perilous.  
 
While their reasons for running away are diverse, most young people leave home to 
escape physical and/or sexual abuse, changes within the family structure, substance 
abuse by a family member, or parental neglect.  
 
Teachers—along with liaisons, counselors, and school administrators—are uniquely 
positioned to identify signs that a student is in danger of running away and to offer better 
alternatives.  
 
Not surprisingly, the best deterrent is education.  
 
By maintaining an ongoing curriculum that emphasizes critical life skills and underscores 
the importance of listening, communicating, problem solving, and safety, teachers can 
model positive behaviors and interpersonal dynamics within the classroom that can 
influence a student’s everyday interactions.  
 
The NRS’s Runaway Prevention Curriculum, for example, enhances self-confidence by 
strengthening communication and problem-solving skills.  
 
Teachers and other school personnel should also watch for erratic behaviors that 
suggest emotional or physical distress, such as mood swings, sudden weight gain or 
loss, extreme fatigue, unkempt and dirty appearance, or a sudden change in social 
circles.  
 
When a student exhibits signs of domestic trouble, teachers should be open and available 
to that student but resist probing or intrusive questions that might alienate him or her. 
Instead, let the student open up when he or she is comfortable doing so.  
 
If a student chooses to confide in you, remain objective and avoid taking sides, which 
could further strain the parent-student dynamic.  Instead, suggest alternatives such as 
counseling, family crisis programs, or reputable intervention organizations such as the 
National Runaway Switchboard 1-800-621-4000 or http://www.nrscrisisline.org. 
 
http://www.nrscrisisline.org/teacherguide1.pdf 
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Stress Factors That May Identify or Affect  
Students Experiencing Homelessness 

 
Transient / unstable lifestyle may result in:  
• Poor attention span  
• Frustration  
• Depression  
• Difficulty with transitions  
• Disturbed relationships  
• Need to claim something for themselves  
• Aggressive behavior  
• Increased clinging behavior  
• Anxiety  
• Restlessness  
• Short attention span  
• Need for immediate gratification  
 
 
Living in crowded conditions may result in: 
• Lack of privacy  
• Inability to get enough sleep  
• Inability to do homework in a quiet area  
• Anxiety about loss of possessions  
• Loss of books and other supplies  
• Refusing invitations from classmates for fear of the need for reciprocity  
• Lack of sports/games knowledge  
• Loss of individuality  
• Concern for safety  
 
 
Frequently changing schools may result in: 
• Gaps in skill development  
• Mistaken diagnoses of innate abilities  
• An unwillingness to risk bonding with classmates and teachers  
• Withdrawal  
• Fantasizing normalcy  
• Depression about loss  
• Lack of continuity  
 
 
Inadequate personal hygiene may be the result of: 
• Lack of access to showers  
• Lack of laundry products and facilities  
• Lack of hygiene supplies  
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Lack of clean or suitable clothing may result in: 
• Children not attending school because their clothes are dirty, old, or otherwise 

different from clothes worn by other students 
 
 
Poor health / nutrition may result in: 
• Increased risk of bacterial infection  
• Anemia  
• Inner ear infections 
• Head lice 
• Increased vulnerability to colds, flu, etc.  
 
 
Adapted from the Washoe County Nevada, Children in Transition Program  
http://www.serve.org/nche/stressors.htm 
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What School Counselors & Social Workers Can Do to Assist 
Students Experiencing Homelessness 

 
Professional Development 
• Be familiar with the characteristics and challenges of students experiencing 

homelessness, so you can identify and assist them without delay. 
• Become familiar with McKinney-Vento and state laws regarding health matters. 
• Attend presentations—formal or informal—by experts on the life circumstances and 

needs of homeless, highly mobile, and poor students.  Typically, these individuals are 
state homeless education coordinators, teachers who work in McKinney programs, 
shelter directors, shelter workers, domestic violence counselors, food bank directors, 
etc. 

• Read articles in local newspapers and other print media about homelessness in your 
immediate area and watch television specials that discuss homelessness in America.  

• Read articles about the effects of homelessness in your professional journals. 
• Invite a person who is experiencing homelessness to speak to you and others in the 

social work and counseling professions.  Your homeless liaison can put you in touch 
with service providers, who can help you locate an appropriate person. 

 
Immediate Assistance to Students Experiencing Homelessness 
• Make the new or returning student feel welcome.  
• Contact shelter or caregiver before sending child “home.” Remember that a homeless 

student being sent “home” due to illness may not be going somewhere quiet or stable. 
• Make sure student has a safe place to go to if he or she becomes ill during school day. 
• If the parent is not at the number supplied, confer with the homeless liaison about 

contacting the shelter where the student is staying. 
 
Continuing Care 
• Use Title I funds or other sources to maintain a clothes and personal supply closet. 
• Boost students’ self-esteem with assurance that homelessness is temporary and this 

situation is not their fault. 
• Keep a supply of nutritional snacks. 
• Help the student find other ways to self-express, besides verbalizing  (e.g., drawing).  
• Encourage the student to participate in field trips, school activities and class projects, 

while making sure that expenses are not incurred. 
• Look for special academic needs and arrange for tutoring. 
• Refer to on-site tutoring program for educational assistance if needed and available.  
• Expect and unobtrusively monitor regressions.  
• Respond to the concerns, needs and feelings of the homeless families with empathy, 

respect, kindness, and compassion. 
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Expanding Outreach 
• Have readily available for referrals contact information for: 

− homeless service providers and all emergency, runaway, and domestic 
violence shelters in your attendance area 

− food banks and clothing providers 
− medical, dental, and counseling resources in their area 
− statewide service agencies and other resources 

• Participate collaboratively in school programs aimed at planning and implementing 
the provisions of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act so that your district 
will be in compliance with the law. 

• Work with other staff to develop a comprehensive health, social, and educational 
profile of each student to assess his/her readiness to learn.  

• Work with service providers and your homeless liaison to develop public outreach 
goals and strategies to reach families, children, and youth in homeless situations.  
Provide informational brochures as well as pertinent phone numbers, addresses, and 
other information relevant to their locality. 

• Visit a shelter in your area.   
 
Sources:   
Adapted from James, B., et. al. (1997). Pieces of the Puzzle: Creating Success for 
Students in Homeless Situations, available at 
http://www.utdanacenter.org/theo/pdffiles/Pieces.pdf 
Modifications of materials available at: 
http://www.serve.org/nche/  
and  
http://www.serve.org/nche/downloads/TipSheet10.PDF 
 
 

Tips on Communicating Effectively 
with Students and Parents Experiencing Homelessness 

 
Do: 
• Keep your body language open. 
• When speaking, keep your voice even and your content simple. 
• Maintain good eye contact. 
• Allow time to engage with a person and develop rapport before trying to discuss the 

student’s performance and behaviors. 
• Listen. Nine times out of ten it is not necessary to say much; let the parents and 

students have their say. 
 
Don’t: 
• Say you understand – you don’t! 
 
Modified information provided by St. Mungo’s in London, England. 
http://www.mungos.org/facts/training.shtml 
 



Counseling Considerations  
for Students in Homeless Situations 

 
Homeless children, like all children, have different levels of resilience. The length of time 
without a home, the reasons for homelessness, the availability of support systems, and the 
age, sex, and temperament of the child all contribute to a particular child's reaction to 
being homeless. For many children, the stress of homeless life frequently causes high 
levels of depression and anxiety and low self-esteem. Many children deal with these 
emotional states by engaging in either aggressive or withdrawn behavior. Other more 
specific behaviors, such as truancy, hyperactivity, dependent behaviors, or 
underachievement, may become pronounced. Lack of nutrition and lack of sleep, the 
latter caused by the noise of shelters or the child's stress level, often result in cognitive 
difficulties in reading and calculating and in difficulties in concentrating. Suicidal 
feelings are common among children over 5 years of age (Rosenman and Stein, 1990). 
 
Feelings of shame or embarrassment usually accompany homelessness. Parents are often 
embarrassed about the child's homeless status, and children frequently fear that they may 
be stigmatized by their classmates if their homeless status becomes known. Because of 
the psychological and cognitive difficulties they face, and the stresses of living in 
shelters, homeless children often need special counseling and other forms of assistance if 
they are to succeed in educational settings. 
 
Once the homeless child's ability to attend school is guaranteed, educators need to take 
measures to help homeless children succeed in their education in spite of the tremendous 
obstacles they face. Practices that are likely to be helpful in these efforts are:  
 
1. Coordinating social services for homeless children 
2. Educating children about homelessness and encouraging empathy for the homeless 
3. Providing counseling for both the homeless and any classmates who ridicule them 

(Rosenman and Stein, 1990) 
4. Providing a place for children to go between the time school closes and the time the 

shelter opens 
5. Providing housing specialists who will work with shelters in order to improve 

children's housing 
6. Using a computerized tracking system to coordinate homeless children's records, 

including health records, and their movements from shelter to shelter or from school 
to school. (Schools can promise to keep all information about addresses confidential 
in order to reduce the risk of stigmatization.) 

 
http://www.ericfacility.net/databases/ERIC_Digests/ed356099.html 
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Understanding and Dealing with Depression (ages 6 to 12 yrs. old) 
By: Michael G. Conner, Psy.D, Clinical & Medical Psychologist 

Depression is one of the most common psychological/psychiatric disorders. It affects a 
person's overall energy, mood, expressions of emotion and behavior. Depression is 
commonly referred to as a Mood Disorder.  Emotion is what you are feeling at a given 
moment. How you feel over a long period of time is your mood.  

An estimated one out of ten children has difficulty escaping the symptoms of depression 
for long periods of time. The rate of depression is markedly lower (1%) in children ages 
one to six years old.  The rate is higher in older children ages nine to twelve years (12%). 

Symptoms and Behaviors Associated with Depression in Children  

• Crying, feeling sad, helpless or hopeless  

• Feeling discouraged or worthless  

• Loss of interest or pleasure in others or most activities  

• Fatigue and loss of energy nearly every day  

• Bad temper, irritable, easily annoyed  

• Fearful, tense, anxious  

• Repeated rejection by other children  

• Drop in school performance  

• Inability to sit still, fidgeting or pacing  

• Repeated emotional outbursts, shouting or complaining  

• Doesn't talk to other children  

• Repeated physical complaints without medical cause (headaches, stomach aches, 
aching arm or legs)  

• Significant increase or decrease in appetite (not due to appropriate dieting)  

• Change in sleep habits  

Serious And Critical Symptoms  

• Suicidal thoughts, feelings or self-harming behavior  

• Abuse or prolonged use of alcohol or other drugs  

• Symptoms of depression combined with strange or unusual behavior  
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Studies have shown that close relatives of persons with major depression are more likely 
to have the disorder than unrelated persons. A number of biochemical agents, called 
neurotransmitters, have been identified that may underlie depression. Medical and health 
related problems have also been related to symptoms of depression.  

Biopsychosocial models of depression suggest that a number of factors may interact or 
operate singularly as a cause depression.  

• Genetic vulnerability (e.g. faulty production, transmission or reception of 
neurotransmitters and biochemical agents)  

• Developmental events (e.g. early childhood stressors, learned helplessness, object 
loss)  

• Psychosocial stressors (e.g. adults stressors, grieving)  

• Physiological stressors (e.g. medical conditions, disease, viral infections)  

• Personality traits (e.g. characteristics that influence reactivity to stress)  

Psychosocial models of depression suggest that depression is a result of problems 
interacting with the environment. Some of the most common are:  

• Loss or reduction of reinforcement  

• Social skills deficit  

• Lack of family cohesion, expressiveness, organization  

• Family conflict  

• Deficient ability to provide for self-monitoring, self-evaluation, and self-
reinforcement.  

• Negative views of self, the world, and one's future.  

• Learned helplessness  

• Deficient problem solving skills 

• Social models of depression suggest that certain events tend to cause depression  

• Separation, divorce of parents or even close relatives 

• Death of a loved one; a person, or a pet 

• A move from one town, or even one neighborhood, to another 


