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Poverty in Texas 
 
Definition of Poverty (2003): 
 
Currently, the federal Department of Health and Human Services has issued the 
following poverty guidelines for the continental US: 

Family Size Income 
One person  $8,980 
Two  $12,120 
Three  $15,260 
Four  $18,400 

 
SOURCE: http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/03poverty.htm  
 
How Many Texans are Poor? 
 
In 2002, an estimated 3.4 million people in Texas lived in families with incomes below 
the federal poverty guidelines. 
 
The poverty rate in Texas is 15.6 percent overall according to the latest national 
estimates.  The U.S. average is 12.1% (34.6 million people). 
 
The Texas rate is 7th highest in the nation, after Arkansas (19.8%), Mississippi (18.4%), 
New Mexico (17.9%), Louisiana (17.5%), the District of Columbia (17.0%), and West 
Virginia (16.8%).  
 
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, March Current Population Survey, 2003 Annual Social 
and Economic Supplement. 
 

Poverty by Age Group (2002): 
* Under 18: 22.0% (1.3 million) 
* 18 to 64: 12.8% (1.7 million) 
* 65 and over: 15.4% (328,000) 
 
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, March Current Population Survey, 2003 Annual 
Social and Economic Supplement. 
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In Texas, by County (2001-02) 
 
The most populous counties in Texas have the following estimated poverty populations:  

County Estimated Poverty Rate Total Poor 
Harris  14.6 512,131 
Dallas  15.2 341,573 
Tarrant  11.6 173,307 
Bexar  15.6 219,384 
El Paso  26.7 182,362 
Hidalgo  36.2 220,153 
Collin  5.2 28,967 
Denton  7.3 34,869 
Fort Bend  7.2 28,285 
Cameron 34.8 121,577 
Montgomery  7.4 24,007 
Nueces  23.1 71,233 
Williamson 5.7 16,323 
Galveston  12.8 32,846 
STATE AVERAGE 15.6% 3.3 million 
 
Several other Texas counties have poverty rates of 35% or more, and the Starr-Zapata 
county area has a poverty rate of almost 50%. 
 
SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, American Community Survey, 2002 Profiles.  
 
Working, but Poor 
 
Most poor families with children in Texas are working families. Of the 513,000 families 
with children below poverty in the late 1990s, 81 percent—415,000—are headed by a 
worker. A family is considered “worker-headed” if either the head-of-household or 
spouse worked at some point during the year. These families worked, on average, 45 
weeks per year. 
 
Approximately 1.7 million people, 943,000 of whom are children, live in these working-
poor families. Almost half of these families (48 percent) include a full-time, year-round 
worker. “Full-time, year-round” work is defined as 50 or more weeks of work per year 
for at least 35 hours per week. 
 
Low wages in many of the growth sectors of the state’s economy contribute to Texas ’ 
large working poor population. 
 
SOURCE: Tabulations by Center on Budget and Policy Priorities of 1997-99 data, from 
U.S. Census Bureau’s March Current Population Surveys for 1998-2000, in Poverty 
Despite Work Handbook, Third Edition, August 2001.  
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Basic Information 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. 
 
This definition includes young people who have left home for a variety of reasons. 
These “unaccompanied youth” include young people who have run away from home, 
been thrown out of their homes, or been abandoned by parents.  
 
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 
 

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 
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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 
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.  
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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. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To see primary source quotes of federal and state laws regarding the education of 
children and youth experiencing homelessness, go to: 
http://www.utdanacenter.org/theo/pdffiles/RP12_LegalCitations_RevNov02.pdf 

 
TEXAS EDUCATION CODE 

 
Texas Education Code §25.001(b)(5) entitles a student defined as “homeless” 
under Federal law to school admission regardless of the residence of the student, of 
either of the student’s parents, or the student’s legal guardian.  Therefore, a 
student who is homeless is entitled to admission in any Texas school district.   
 
The complete Texas Education Code is online at: 
http://www.capitol.state.tx.us/statutes/ed.toc.htm 
 
Chapter 25 has specific laws relating to the rights of children in homeless situations. 
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What McKinney-Vento Means for Parents in Temporary Living Situations 
 

• Your child has the right to stay in their school of origin, if feasible, or to enroll in 
another school immediately, even if he or she does not have documents, such as 
school records, medical records, proof of residency, birth certificate, etc.  

• Your child can attend classes and participate fully in school activities. 
• Your child is eligible for the school’s free meals program. 
• Title I funds are available to help your child. 

 
 

Title I Funds 
 
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 rewrote the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA), which sets the terms for many federal K-12 programs.  The 
overall purpose of ESEA’s Title I is to improve academic achievement for disadvantaged 
students. 
 
Title I 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 
 



 

 

What Parents Should Know about Their School District’s  
Homeless Education Liaison 

 
More than any other single individual in your school district, the homeless education 
liaison is in the position to help break the cycle of homelessness.   
 
Your liaison links children and families to vital services, and helps to provide some 
stability for these students whose lives may be in turmoil.     
 
To do this, the liaison must work collaboratively with other school staff to: 
• identify children and youth in homeless situations 
• fully inform parents of the enrollment options and educational opportunities available 

to their children 
• provide, as needed, access to special programs 

− Special Education 
− Head Start 
− Gifted and Talented 
− Even Start 
− Programs for English Language Learners 

• 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 
• arrange free meals without the student or parents having to fill out any paperwork 
• help arrange transportation to school of origin, if student chooses to attend school of 

origin and it is feasible for the student 
• display notices in every public school explaining the educational rights of children 

and youth experiencing homelessness  
• coordinate and collaborate with school and community resources 



 

 

Overview of TEA’s Parent Rights Guide 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
I. GENERAL PROVISIONS REGARDING PARENT RIGHTS  

TEC§1.022, Equal Educational Services or Opportunities  
TEC Chapter 26, Parent Rights and Responsibilities  
§26.001, Purpose  
§26.002, Definition  
§26.003, Rights Concerning Academic Programs  
§26.004, Access to Student Records  
§26.005, Access to State Assessments 
§26.006, Access to Teaching Materials 
§26.007, Access to Board Meetings 
§26.008, Right to Full Information Concerning Student  
§26.009, Consent Required for Certain Activities  
§26.010, Exemption From Instruction  
§26.011, Complaints  
§26.012, Fee for Copies  

 
II. PARENT RIGHTS: CLASSES/ACTIVITIES/PROGRAMS  

Appeals  
Charter Schools  
Student Enrollment/Admissions  
Student Attendance  
Bilingual Education/English as a Second Language  
Student Assessment/TAAS/TAKS 
Retention/Promotion   
Site-Based Decision Making  
Student Discipline  
Parent Notifications  
Public Education Grant Program  
Special Education  
Students Who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing  
 

This bilingual guide is available on line at 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/parent_inv/prights.pdf 
 
Copies may also be obtained from: 

Texas Education Agency 
1701 North Congress Avenue 
Austin, Texas, 78701 
(512) 463-9734 

 



Quick Tips for Parents 
 
• Know your educational rights. 

− Enroll your child in school.  You can enroll your child even if you are missing 
immunization records, school records, and proof of residency. 

− Let the school know where you want the child to attend school.  The 
McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Act gives your child the right to stay at 
the current school even if the family’s homeless situation means you are no 
longer in the attendance zone.  The school is called the “school of origin.”  
School districts must let students stay there, to the extent feasible.  Your child 
also may attend the school in the attendance area where you are currently 
living. 

 
• Keep copies of critical records such as immunizations, Social Security number, health 

physicals, and individualized education programs (IEPs).  Ask someone you trust to 
keep a set of records for you if your current living arrangements make this difficult. 

 
• Maintain high expectations for your child. 
 
• Ask questions, such as the following: 

− Is transportation available for my child to stay in the same school? 
− Will someone help us transfer records quickly when we move? 
− Is there a pre-school program? 
− Is there a summer school program? 
− Are there any special classes that would benefit a talent my child has? 
− Should my child be tested for special education? 
− Are there sports, music, or other activities in which my child can participate? 
− Can my child receive free meals at school? 
− Are school supplies available? 
− Will my child be able to go on field trips even if we are unable to pay? 
− Are there after-school study halls or tutoring available? 
− Are special counseling services available for my child? 

 
http://www.serve.org/nche/downloads/Appendices%20H-M.pdf 
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How You and Other Parents Can Make a Difference 
 
 
 
 
• Clothing 

The lack of clean, well-fitting clothes and shoes causes great hardship beyond 
exposure to the elements–it hurts one's self-image and one's chance to get ahead. 
People experiencing homelessness must travel light, with few opportunities to safely 
store or adequately clean what they can't carry. On job interviews, a poorly dressed 
person has little chance for success. Give your clean clothes to those who could use 
them. Before you give your own clothes or start a clothing drive, talk to your local 
shelter and find out what items they really need. Most have limited storage space, and 
can't use winter clothes in summer or vice versa. Some serve only a certain group of 
people. Please clean the clothes before you donate them.  

• In-kind services and materials 
Service providers may be able to use copying, printing, food, transportation, 
marketing assistance, computer equipment and assistance, electrical work, building 
materials, plumbing, etc.  

• Household goods or other items 
Service providers may need items such as kitchen utensils, furniture, books, toys, 
games, stuffed animals, dolls, diapers, etc.  

• Books 
People experiencing homelessness may have limited access to a library and find that 
there is little for them to do when spending a night at a shelter. Find out if your local 
shelter would appreciate donations of books. Consider organizing a book drive to 
create a small library at the shelter if there is not already one there.  

• Computers 
Many non-profit organizations have a difficult time purchasing expensive equipment 
such as computers. If you would like to donate a computer, make sure the machine 
you are donating is in good working order with reasonably up-to-date software.  
Check with the shelter to make sure they have space to set up public computers. 

• Homeless "survival kits"  
Create and distribute kits that include items such as cups, pots, pans, soap, shampoo, 
toothpaste, toothbrushes, and cosmetics. (Try coordinating this through a group that 
gives out meals from a van, for example.) During cold weather, organize drives for 
blankets, coats, hats, scarves, mittens, socks, and the like.  

• Phone calls  
Help people experiencing homelessness contact loved ones by offering the 
opportunity to make free, long distance calls on holidays.  

• Job opportunities  
Encourage your company, school, or place of worship to hire people experiencing 
homelessness (if they are not already working). Most unemployed homeless adults 
desperately want to work, but need an employer to give them a chance.  

 
 


