OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPACT:
CHILD AND YOUTH
HOMELESSNESS, SCHOOLS,
AND COVID-19

Public elementary and secondary schools identified and enrolled over 1.5
million children and youth experiencing homelessness in the 2017-2018
school year. For most of these students, school is the safest and most stable
part of their lives. School also is often their only safety net, offering food,
health and mental health services, caring adults, and the education that is
their best hope of escaping homelessness as adults. An estimated
additional 1.4 million children under age six experience homelessness, and
4.2 million youth and young adults experience homelessness on their own.
When schools and early learning programs close, the health, safety,
education, and well-being of homeless children and youth are jeopardized.
Moreover, the lack of a safe and stable place to be, high rates of mobility
despite stay-at-home orders, and lack of internet, devices, and
transportation, create tremendous barriers to accessing the services and
learning opportunities that currently are being offered by schools and early
learning programs in the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak.

What do children, youth, and families experiencing
homelessness need?
In the early days of the COVID-19 outbreak, SchoolHouse Connection conducted a
survey of McKinney-Vento Liaisons, homeless service providers, early childhood and
post-secondary education organizations, and other non-profits to determine what
needs existed at that point in the crisis. The most pressing needs varied by level of
education and organization type. However, it was very clear from respondents that
the needs were not being met by current funding. Daily ongoing communication
with the field, including highly-attended weekly webinars, indicates to us that while
the specific needs may shift with the evolution of the outbreak, the demand for
emergency and longer-term assistance is large, growing, unmet and urgent.
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These quantitative
data are underscored
by the qualitative
data from homeless
liaisons and service
“The challenge that [we] are facing is
providers.

“My focus has been on
having my food pantry
open to families in my
district. My numbers in
March were around 643
families served. Normally I
serve about 25-30 families.
Needless to say, restocking
and meeting the need has
been consuming.”

trying to stay in contact with our families.
Cell phone numbers work one day and
are off the next. Another one of our
challenges is that my office is no longer
open to the public. My team and I
worked really hard to maintain an open
door policy so families can just pop by.
This is, or was, the best way for us to
meet the needs of our families. We are
the safe place! …Now, we don’t know
what is going on with our families.”

“We are trying to prepare our school
districts for levels of homelessness in the
Fall that we’ve never seen before.”

“As of yesterday, Tuesday, April 7, 2020 there are 838 students
experiencing homelessness within Frederick County Public Schools (total
enrollment is approx. 44,000), with 919 students served since the start of
this school year. This figure is 7.7% higher than last school year's closing
number. Sadly, this final school year number for this population will
surely increase even more with the COVID-19 virus and the school
closings.”

Why are schools and early learning programs such an
important platform for responding to needs?
Schools and early learning programs exist in every community, even those without shelters
or with insufficient shelter space, making them the only universal system for identifying
and serving children and youth experiencing homelessness. Schools also are a source of
caring adults, stability, and normalcy for students as they weather a traumatic and
disruptive experience. As cornerstones of communities, they play pivotal roles in
connecting children and youth who are experiencing homelessness to a wide array of
services and supports. Finally, lack of a high school degree or GED is the single greatest risk
factor for experiencing homelessness as a young adult, making education a critical tool for
long-term homelessness prevention.
Under the present circumstances, schools are still functioning as a lifeline for children and
youth experiencing homelessness, through the protections and mechanism of federal law
and the McKinney-Vento Act’s Education for Homeless Children and Youth program.

“As our counselors are usually in physical contact with our homeless
youth, we are struggling with how to stay safe and still meet the many
needs of our kids as many of them are on their own and rely on us for
transportation, food, clothing, and other various supports.”

What educational rights and protections are currently in place
for students experiencing homelessness?
Students who meet a broad definition of homelessness - including staying in motels,
shelters, and with other people temporarily due to loss of housing or similar reasons – have
strong educational rights under the McKinney-Vento Act’s Education for Homeless Children
and Youth program. These rights include:
Staying in the same school even if they move, and receiving transportation to that school,
as long as it is in the student’s best interest;
Enrolling in school immediately without the documents that schools usually require;
Receiving free school meals;
Getting help with school supplies and other needs;
Extra support for youth who are on their own; and
Help connecting young children with early childhood services.
Even during the current crisis, all provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act remain fully in effect.
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What role do McKinney-Vento homeless liaisons play in the
current crisis, and how can the McKinney-Vento system be
leveraged to provide emergency support?
Under the McKinney-Vento Act, every local educational agency (LEA) is required to
designate a liaison for homeless children and youth. The LEA homeless liaison coordinates
services to ensure that homeless children and youths enroll in school and have the
opportunity to succeed academically. Under the law, the liaison must be able to carry out
ten specific duties included in the law, including ensuring the identification of homeless
students and coordinating services provided by the school and by community
organizations.
Ultimately, in many cases, McKinney-Vento Liaisons are best positioned to maintain
contact with and support for identified homeless students during this unprecedented
time, as well as serve as a resource for students and families who may be at risk of
becoming homeless. They are most connected to existing service providers as well as the
students and families in need of assistance, are the most knowledgeable about the impact
of homelessness on children and families, and mostly likely to have the ability to effectively
and efficiently deliver the services and supports children and families need now.
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What do we know about “flexible
funding” accessed through McKinneyVento liaisons?
McKinney-Vento subgrant funds can both be used
to support students experiencing homelessness
during the current crisis. Unfortunately, at current
funding levels, less than 25% of all LEAs receive
McKinney-Vento subgrants, which are often small.
All McKinney-Vento students also qualify for Title I
Part A supports (including through a required LEA
Title I Part A set aside for homeless students). These
funds can be used for a variety of educationallyrelated support services and supplies.
However, in the current crisis, McKinney-Vento
liaisons and other service provides are reporting a
dearth of resources to support students and families
experiencing homelessness. Additionally, there are
needs that cannot be met by the current funding
streams, including funds related to emergency
housing, health, and basic needs. In addition,
McKinney-Vento funds also do not apply to children
in early childhood programs or young adults in postsecondary education who are experiencing
homelessness, and there is no comparable structure
to that of the McKinney-Vento Liaisons for early
childhood or post-secondary education.
Some states, such as the Homeless Student Stability
Program in WA state, have reported success with
additional dollars to school districts to address
housing-related needs. These flexible funds allow
schools to provide immediate support to families
and youth as soon as those needs are identified,
without the need for cumbersome referral
processes. Flexible funding through school district
homeless liaisons is needed now more than ever, as
community partner organizations that schools have
relied on in the past are closed, or are overwhelmed
with need.

“We are running into a
problem where students
who experiencing
homelessness aren’t able to
charge their devices to
access schoolwork or to
know what resources are
available. These youth
often frequent drop in
centers for their hygiene
needs but these places are
closed now as well. We are
facing the problem of
trying to find places for
youth to use the bathroom
and/or charge their devices
now that schools, libraries,
and gyms are closed.”
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What are the opportunities at the federal, state and district
level to use the McKinney-Vento infrastructure to get more
resources to young people experiencing homelessness?
The CARES Act (H.R. 748) provides $13 billion for states and $3 billion for governors to
meet emergency educational needs. The CARES Act specifically authorizes the use of
these dollars to meet the needs of children and youth experiencing homelessness.
Relief funding directly targeted to support children and youth experiencing
homelessness is critical to ensuring that this vulnerable population is supported
during this challenging time.
State educational agencies should require LEAs to reserve some of their CARES Act
funds specifically for homeless children and youth, in the same way that LEAs must
reserve Title I Part A funds for homeless children and youth. The amount and use of
these reserved funds should be determined in consultation with the McKinney-Vento
liaison. Similarly, governors should include a specific focus on homelessness in their
early care and education CARES Act funding. Additionally, governors must make
clear that McKinney-Vento Liaisons and other homeless service providers are
“essential” workers as part of the response to this crisis. Governors can also provide
housing and health care to students experiencing homelessness, as well as support
the coordination of services across state agencies.
Additionally, states should provide increased flexibility on use of existing funds, so
that they can be used for activities such as gift cards, purchasing hygiene supplies,
and providing transportation for families who cannot get to food distribution sites.
At the local level, school districts should be providing the appropriate and necessary
staffing and resources to ensure that McKinney-Vento Liaisons are able to contact
children and families experiencing homelessness, or those at risk, and provide
necessary services or supports to those in need.

“The most important thing is for
the government to provide
financial support to families as
quickly as possible because most
of our parents are being laid off
or have health concerns and the
ripple effect will cause homeless
issues for a long time to come.”
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APPENDIX A: Complete Field Survey
Results on Needs During COVID-19, by Respondent Type

K-12 Education

Other Reported Needs Include:
Updated resources to address the current circumstances
Washing powder, dishwashing liquid, hand sanitizer, and throws//blankets
Inspiration for kids to engage in virtual lessons
Safe spaces for kids whose homes are toxic
Need is dependent on how long the schools are closed
Increased flexibility in use federal dollars to transport families for reasons other
than school related activities and/or to deliver supplies to them
Mentoring
Places for unaccompanied youth to stay during quarantine
Permission to deliver meals to students without transportation
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APPENDIX A: Complete Field Survey
Results on Needs During COVID-19, by Respondent Type

Early Childhood Providers

Other Reported Needs Include:
Funds to support hourly
workers and give families a
break

Post-Secondary Institutions
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APPENDIX A: Complete Field Survey
Results on Needs During COVID-19, by Respondent Type
Homeless Service Programs

Other Reported Needs Include:
Places for homeless youth to
use the bathroom
Access to school buildings

Other Non-Profits

Other Reported Needs Include:
Mental health care
General operating funds
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SchoolHouse Connection is a national nonprofit organization working to overcome
homelessness through education. We
provide strategic advocacy and practical
assistance in partnership with early
childhood programs, schools, institutions of
higher education, service providers, families,
and youth. We believe education is the only
permanent solution to homelessness. Our
vision is that children and youth
experiencing homelessness have full access
to quality learning, birth through higher
education, so they will never be homeless as
adults, and the next generation will never be
homeless.

EducationCounsel is a mission-based
education consulting firm that combines
significant experience in policy, strategy, law
and advocacy to drive improvements in the
U.S. education system. We develop and
advance evidence-based ideas at the local,
state, and national levels to strengthen
educational systems and promote
expanded opportunities and improved
outcomes for all students in order to close
achievement gaps and significantly improve
education outcomes for all children from
early childhood through postsecondary
education.

www.schoolhouseconnection.org

www.educationcounsel.com

