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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 
another nontraditional setting where there are few other people, especially young 
people. 
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• 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 usually 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 
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The Educational Rights of Students in Homeless Situations:   
What Registrars Must Know about the Law 

 
The term “homeless children and  
youth ”— 
(A) means individuals who lack a  
fixed, regular, and adequate  
nighttime residence; and  
(B) includes — 
(i) children and youths who are 
sharing the housing of other persons 
due to loss of housing, economic 
hardship, or a similar reason; are 
living in motels, hotels, or camping 
grounds due to the lack of alternative 
accommodations; are living in 
emergency or transitional shelters;  
are abandoned in hospitals; or are 
awaiting foster care placement; 
(ii) children and youths who have a 
primary nighttime residence  that is  
a public or private  place not designed 
for or ordinarily  used as a regular 
sleeping  accommodation for human 
beings  
(iii) children and youths who are 
living in cars, parks, public spaces, 
abandoned buildings, substandard 
housing, bus or train stations, or 
similar settings; and 
(iv) migratory children who qualify  
as homeless for the purposes of this 
subtitle because the children are living 
in circumstances described in clauses 
(i) through (iii). 
 
Information in this document was 
collaboratively developed by: 
National Association for the Education 
of Homeless Children and Youth 
(NAEHCY)—512-475-8765 
www.naehcy.org 
National Center for Homeless 
Education (NCHE)—800-308-2145 
www.serve.org/nche 
National Coalition for the Homeless 
(NCH)—202-737-6444 ext.18  
www.nationalhomeless.org 
National Law Center for 
Homelessness and Poverty 
(NLCHP)—202-638-2535 
www.nlchp.org 
National Network for Youth NN4Y)— 
202-783-7949 
www.NN4Youth.org 

 The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance 
Act (Subtitle B —Education for Homeless 
Children and Youth), reauthorized in 
January 2002, ensures educational rights 
and protections for children and youth 
experiencing homelessness.  
 
Children and Youth in Many Different 
Living Situations Are Considered 
Homeless Under Federal Law 
 
Homelessness is a lack of permanent housing 
resulting from extreme poverty or from the lack of 
a safe and stable living arrangement.   
 
Children and youth in homeless situations often do 
not fit society’s stereotypical images of 
homelessness.  Therefore, educators may not 
realize the breadth of students who are considered 
homeless under the McKinney-Vento Act and as 
such qualify for its protections and services.   
 
The McKinney-Vento Act contains a specific 
definition of homelessness that includes a broad 
array of inadequate living situations (see panel at 
left for full definition). 
 
 
Federal Law Requires Districts to 
Provide Educational Stability for 
Homeless Students  
 
Changing schools greatly impedes students’ 
academic and social growth. 
 
Highly mobile students, including students who are 
homeless, have also been found to have lower test 
scores and overall academic performance than 
peers who do not change schools. 

(continued on next page)
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Therefore, the McKinney-Vento Act: 
 
• Requires Local Educational Agencies (LEAs), otherwise known as school districts, to 

keep homeless students in their schools of origin, to the extent feasible, unless it is 
against the parent or guardian s wishes.   
 
Students are also permitted to remain in their schools of origin for the duration of 
their homelessness and until the end of any academic year in which they move into 
permanent housing. 

 
• Requires LEAs to provide transportation to the school of origin, at the request of the 

parent or guardian, or, in the case of an unaccompanied youth, at the request of the 
district’s homeless liaison. 

 
• Requires that states and LEAs develop, review, and revise their policies to remove 

barriers to the enrollment and retention of children and youth in homeless situations. 
 
The educational stability resulting from implementation of these provisions will enhance 
students ’ academic and social growth, while permitting schools to benefit from the 
increased test scores and achievement shown to result from student continuity. 
 
 
Federal Law Requires Districts to Provide Immediate School Access for 
Homeless Students 
 
Parents or guardians who are homeless may choose to enroll their children (or, 
unaccompanied youth may choose to enroll) in the public school in the attendance area 
where they are living.  However, families and youth experiencing homelessness often do 
not have the documents ordinarily required for school enrollment.   
 
Immediately enrolling students in homeless situations in school provides stability and 
avoids separating children from school for days or weeks while documents are located. 
 
Therefore, the McKinney-Vento Act:   
 
• Requires LEAs to immediately enroll students in homeless situations, even if they do 

not have required documents, such as school records, medical records, proof of 
residency, or other documents. 

 
The term “enroll ” is defined as attending classes and participating fully in school 
activities. 

 
• Requires enrolling schools to obtain school records from the previous school.   
 

Students must be enrolled in school while records are obtained. 
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• Requires the district’s homeless liaison to immediately assist in obtaining 
immunizations or immunization or medical records for those students who do not 
have them. 

 
Students must be enrolled in school in the interim. 

 
• Requires a school to provide a written explanation of its decision and the right to 

appeal if a student is sent to a school other than that requested by a parent or 
guardian. 

 
 
Federal Law Requires Districts to Appoint a Liaison for Homeless 
Students 
 
Homeless Education Liaisons are responsible for ensuring the identification, school 
enrollment, attendance, and opportunities for academic success of students in homeless 
situations.   
 
Some of these activities may be accomplished by the liaison, while others are 
accomplished by coordinating the efforts of other staff people.   
 
 
By linking students and their families to school and community services, liaisons play a 
critical role in stabilizing students and promoting academic achievement at the individual, 
school, and district level.   
 
Therefore, the McKinney-Vento Act: 
 
• Requires LEAs to designate an appropriate staff person as a local educational agency 

liaison for students in homeless situations.  This person may also be a coordinator for 
other federal programs. 

 
• Requires liaisons to ensure that homeless children and youth are identified; that they 

enroll in, and have full and equal opportunity to succeed in, the schools of the LEA; 
and that they and their families receive educational services for which they are 
eligible, including Head Start, Even Start, and pre-school programs administered by 
the LEA, as well as referrals to health, mental health, dental, and other appropriate 
services. 

 
• Requires liaisons to ensure that public notice of the educational rights of students in 

homeless situations is disseminated where children and youth receive services. 
 
• Also requires liaisons to ensure that parents or guardians are informed of educational 

and related opportunities available to their children, are provided with meaningful 
opportunities to participate in the education of their children, and are informed of and 
assisted in accessing all transportation services, including to the school of origin. 
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Federal Law Requires Districts to Serve Homeless Students with Title I 
Funds 
 
Title I, Part A, targets those students most at risk of failing in school.  Among those most 
at risk are students in homeless situations.  While many students in homeless situations 
benefit from services and programs that are designed for children whose academic 
progress is impeded by the effects of persistent and pervasive poverty, students 
experiencing homelessness have specific needs with respect to school enrollment, 
attendance, and the supports that make academic achievement possible.   
 
Therefore, under the reauthorized Title I statute: 
 
• A child or youth who is homeless and is attending any school in the district is 

automatically eligible for Title I services, regardless of their current academic 
performance. 

 
• LEAs must reserve (or set aside) funds as are necessary to provide services 

comparable to those provided to children in Title I, Part A,-funded schools to serve 
homeless children who do not attend participating schools, including providing 
educationally related support services to children in shelters and other locations 
where children experiencing homelessness may live. 

 
• An LEA may receive funding under Title I, Part A, only if the LEA has on file with 

the State Educational Agency a plan, approved by the state Educational Agency that 
is coordinated with the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. 

 
• Each LEA Title I plan must include a description of the services that will be provided 

to homeless children, including services provided with funds from the Reservation of 
Funds set-aside. 

 
• Any state desiring to receive funding under Title I, Part A, must submit a plan to the 

Secretary that is coordinated with the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Note: The U. S. Dept. of Education’s Federal Register Notice on McKinney-Vento is 
available at: 
http://www.utdanacenter.org/theo/pdffiles/RP13_USDEfedregnotice.pdf 
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State and Federal Codes 
Related to Education of Students in Homeless Situations 

 
Texas Education Code 
 
The Texas Education Code has provisions that directly affect homeless students. 
Specifically, Chapter 25 requires: 
 
• All children to attend school from the age of 6 until they turn 18. 
• Free admission into a district’s public schools of a person who is over five and 

younger than 22 years of age on the first day of September of the school year in 
which admission is sought. 

• Admission of those persons regardless of the residence of the person, or the residence 
of that person’s parent(s), guardian or other person having lawful control of that 
student. 

 
Texas Education Code §25.001(b)(5) entitles a student defined as “homeless” under 
Federal law (see below) 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.   
 
Texas Education Code §25.001(d) says, for a person under the age of 18 years to 
establish a residence for the purpose of attending the public school separate and apart 
from the student’s parent(s) or legal guardian, it must be established that the student’s  
presence in the school district is not for the primary purpose of participation in extra-
curricular activities. 
 
The complete Texas Education Code is online at: 
http://www.capitol.state.tx.us/statutes/ed.toc.htm 
 
 
Federal Law 
 
42 U.S.C. §11302 provides: 
For purposes of this chapter, the term ''homeless'' or ''homeless individual or homeless 
person'' includes -  

(1)  an individual who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence; and  
(2)  an individual who has a primary nighttime residence that is -  

(A) a supervised publicly or privately operated shelter designed to provide temporary 
living accommodations (including welfare hotels, congregate shelters, and transitional 
housing for the mentally ill);  
(B) an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be 
institutionalized; or  
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(C) a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping 
accommodation for human beings.  

  
42 U.S.C. §11434a provides: 
  
(2) The term "homeless children and youths”'-- 

(A) means individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence 
(within the meaning of section 11302(a)(1) of this title); and 
(B) includes-- 
(i.) children and youths who are sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of 

housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; are living in motels, hotels, or 
camping grounds due to the lack of alternative adequate accommodations; are 
living in emergency or transitional shelters; are abandoned in hospitals; or are 
awaiting foster care placement 

(ii.) children and youths who have a primary nighttime residence that is a public or 
private place not designed for or ordinarily used as a regular sleeping 
accommodation for human beings (within the meaning of section 
11302(a)(2)(C) of this title); 

(iii.) children and youths who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned 
buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings;  and 

(iv.) migratory children (as such term is defined in section 6399 of Title 20) who 
qualify as homeless for the purposes of this part because the children are living 
in circumstances described in clauses (i) through (iii). 

 
 



 

 

The Student Attendance Accounting Handbook, 
Excerpt from Section III 

 
 
(2-2)  Upon a student’s enrollment in the district, a bona fide effort should be made to 
secure all records and/or required documentation pertaining to the student from the 
previous district and/or the parent, if applicable. 
 
 
(2-3)  Districts failing to provide the required information [listed in (3-8)] within 30 
calendar days of a request by the receiving school district should be reported to the 
Division of Governance/EEO and Complaints Management of TEA at (512) 463-9290. 
[From the Texas Education Code] Education Code §25.002(a)] 
 
 
(3-1)  A student should be withdrawn from the attendance accounting system on the date 
the district becomes aware the student is no longer a member of the district.  With proof 
of enrollment in a different district/campus, retroactive withdrawals will be permitted to 
the day the student enrolled in the other school. All attendance accounting records 
affected by this change must be updated.  
 
 
The Student Attendance Accounting Handbook for 2003-2004 is available online at 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/peims/handbook/0304hand.doc 
 




