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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Homelessness among college
students is a diverse phenomenon,
encompassing different age groups,
family compositions, causes, and
dynamics. Youth under age 24 who
experience homelessness on their
own - “unaccompanied homeless
youth” - are a distinct subset of college
students who face unique challenges
in pursuing higher education. Lack of
family and other support, often
coupled with histories of neglect,
abuse, trauma, mobility, and deep
poverty, create roadblocks to their
path to and through post-secondary
education. Youth of color are more
likely to experience homelessness
than white youth, underscoring
inequities across systems. LGBTQ
youth also are more likely to
experience homelessness, and face
additional barriers.
One of the most significant barriers to
higher education for youth
experiencing homelessness is
accessing financial aid; without
financial aid, they cannot transition to
and complete their college education,
and remain at higher risk of continued
homelessness as adults.
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This report examines six years of financial aid data
for unaccompanied homeless youth (UHY). These
data demonstrate continued barriers to financial aid
access - barriers that have been exacerbated by the
COVID-19 outbreak. Our analysis finds that:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6 YEARS OF
FINANCIAL
AID DATA
EXAMINED

The number of Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) applicants
who were determined to be unaccompanied homeless youth increased by
38% over the past six years. Nearly three quarters (73.5%) of this increase
occurred between the 2016-2017 and 2018-2019 academic years, after
enactment and implementation of amendments to federal K-12 education
law to improve homeless youth’s access to financial aid.

The number of UHY determinations made by local educational agency
homeless liaisons and financial aid administrators increased significantly
over the past six years (58% and 128% respectively), while the number of
determinations made by homeless service providers did not.

From 2016-2018, the number of unaccompanied homeless youth FAFSA
determinations increased for each entity that is authorized to make
determinations, except for financial aid administrators, who made fewer
determinations.

Determinations made by financial aid administrators continue to comprise
a very small portion (7%) of the overall number of UHY FAFSA
determinations.

There is great variation among states in six-year trends and two-year trends,
with most states showing increases, but some states showing negligible
changes or even decreases.
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COVID-19 FAFSA CHALLENGES
Although the U.S. Department of Education has not yet released data that would
indicate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on FAFSA determinations for
unaccompanied homeless youth, general FAFSA data indicates that FAFSA completion
is down 4 percent among all high school students, but down by nearly 6 percent among
students attending high-poverty high schools. [1]
Through our direct experience supporting young people in our Youth Leadership &
Scholarship program, as well as assisting local educational agency homeless liaisons and
service providers, we have witnessed additional FAFSA barriers during the pandemic.
These additional barriers include new and exacerbated documentation, outreach, and
communication challenges. The fact that one in five institutions require students to
complete the FAFSA to be eligible for emergency assistance places an additional hurdle
before homeless youth at a time of great need. [2]

POLICY, PRACTICE, AND PHILANTHROPY
RECOMMENDATIONS TO REMOVE BARRIERS TO
FINANCIAL AID FOR UNACCOMPANIED HOMELESS YOUTH
To remove barriers to financial aid for unaccompanied homeless youth, particularly
during COVID-19, we recommend policy changes at the federal and state level, as well as
improved practices for K-12 schools, institutions of higher education, and homeless
service providers, including:
Streamlining and removing barriers to financial aid for unaccompanied homeless
youth in the Higher Education Act through amendments in the Higher Education
Access and Success for Homeless and Foster Youth Act, (S.789/H.R.1724).
Passing state laws to designate higher education liaisons to improve access to
financial aid.
Improving federal oversight by the U.S. Department of Education, U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development, and U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services.
Improving state oversight of local educational agencies.
Increasing training for and collaboration between financial aid administrators, local
educational agency homeless liaisons, and homeless service providers.
A CONCERTED EFFORT IS NEEDED AT EVERY LEVEL -- IN POLICY AND IN PRACTICE, AND SUPPORTED BY
PHILANTHROPY -- TO ENSURE THAT YOUTH EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS RECEIVE FINANCIAL AID AND
ARE ABLE TO COMPLETE POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION, OBTAIN LIVING WAGE EMPLOYMENT, AND AVOID
HOMELESSNESS FOR THEMSELVES AND THEIR CHILDREN IN THE FUTURE.
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"Financial aid for unaccompanied homeless youth can be really tricky
with all the forms and verifications needed to receive your aid. It’s even
more difficult now that COVID-19 makes it so that you can’t go in person
to the financial aid office. I struggled just recently with the financial aid
office wanting a notarized form, but I had no way of getting it during the
pandemic. Communicating over email is also hard and I found that it
made the process much longer. I think during this pandemic it’s going
to be really important that financial aid offices reach out to students and
support them while also making changes to documentation
requirements to make the process easily doable for students.”
- Danny, SHC Scholar
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INTRODUCTION
Homelessness among college students is a diverse phenomenon, encompassing
different age groups, family compositions, causes, and dynamics. Youth under
age 24 who experience homelessness on their own - “unaccompanied homeless
youth” - are a distinct subset of college students who face unique challenges in
pursuing higher education. Lack of family and other support, often coupled with
histories of neglect, abuse, trauma, mobility, and deep poverty, create roadblocks
to their path to and through post-secondary education.
Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak in March 2020, about 4.2 million youth and young
adults experienced homelessness on their own each year, with rates of
unaccompanied youth homelessness similar in rural, suburban and urban areas.
[3] Youth of color are more likely to experience homelessness than white youth.
In high school, Black students are 2.67 times more likely to experience
homelessness, and Hispanic students are 1.68 times more likely to experience
homelessness, than their white peers. [4] LGBQ high school students are 2.94
times more likely to experience homelessness than heterosexual high school
students. [5] A February 2020 national survey of two- and four-year college
students found that among racial and ethnic groups, American Indian, Alaskan
Native, and Black students have the highest rates of homelessness, followed by
Pacific Islander or Native Hawaiian students. [6]
The COVID-19 outbreak and resulting economic crisis have pushed more youth
into homelessness, and at the same time, exacerbated the challenges of youth
who were homeless prior to the outbreak. A June 2020 national survey found
that 11% of students at two-year institutions and almost 15% at four-year
institutions were experiencing homelessness due to the pandemic. [7] The report
also found significant disparities in the pandemic’s impact on college students’
basic needs, with the highest rates of homelessness among Indigenous, Black,
and Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian students. Yet despite the economic crisis
caused by the pandemic, some form of higher education remains the best longterm opportunity for young people to achieve economic independence, health,
stability, and well-being.
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Under the Higher Education Act, youth who are under age 24 generally are
considered “dependent students,” meaning they must provide parental income
information and a parental signature in order to be considered for federal financial
aid. However, unaccompanied youth experiencing homelessness are not living
with, or supported by, a parent or guardian, and cannot obtain parental income
information. To address this barrier, the Higher Education Act specifies that
unaccompanied homeless youth are considered “independent students” for the
purposes of financial aid.
Unaccompanied homeless youth status
must be determined each year in which
the student is submitting the
application, by statutorily-specified
federal program designees: local
educational agency homeless liaisons;
directors or designees of Runaway and
Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) programs;
directors or designees of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) Homeless
Assistance programs; or financial aid
administrators. [8]

“I am a junior at the University of
West Georgia and I am currently
having great difficulty with verifying
my FAFSA….I have no idea if you can
assist me. You are my last resource
before my July 1st deadline. I am
likely going to lose my financial aid if
I can’t figure out what to do.”
- Elizabeth Hanniford,
Student reaching out to
SchoolHouse Connection for help
end of June 2020 before the FAFSA
was due.

While the policy of treating unaccompanied homeless youth as independent
students has led to some improvements in their access to financial aid, these
youth continue to face difficulties. In 2016, the Government Accountability Office
(GAO) found that burdensome financial aid rules can hinder the ability of youth
experiencing homelessness to access federal aid. [9] In particular, the GAO found
that extensive documentation requests can impede access to aid for homeless
youth, as family conflict, limited time, and the stigma of homelessness frequently
complicate the process of attaining required documents. Compounding these
burdens, the required annual redetermination of homelessness forces youth to
endure this often traumatic process repeatedly.
The COVID-19 crisis and school closures have exacerbated all of these challenges,
making it more difficult for youth to obtain financial aid and persist in their
college education. The U.S. Department of Education (ED) has acknowledged
some of the FAFSA challenges experienced by unaccompanied homeless youth
during the pandemic, specifically obtaining IRS Verification of Non-Filing and IRS
Form W-2s. [10]
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FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH

The chart above summarizes available data on FAFSA applicants determined to
be unaccompanied homeless youth, and the source of the determination. It is
important to note that these data are not representative of the entire
population of FAFSA applicants experiencing homelessness and should not be
construed to represent the total number of homeless youth, or unaccompanied
homeless youth, in college. They do, however, reveal a number of significant
trends. [11]
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FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH

1.

The number of Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) applicants
who were determined to be unaccompanied homeless youth over the past six
years increased by 38%. Nearly three quarters (73.5%) of this increase occurred
in the 2016-2017 through 2018-2019 academic years, after enactment and
implementation of amendments to federal K-12 education law to inform youth
of their independent student status and assist them to obtain documentation
for the FAFSA.
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The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) made important amendments to the McKinneyVento Act’s Education for Homeless Children and Youths Program to help youth
experiencing homelessness transition successfully from high school to postsecondary
education. Local educational agency homeless liaisons are now required to ensure that
unaccompanied homeless youth are informed of their status as independent students
for college financial aid and obtain assistance to receive verification for the FAFSA.
Additionally, state McKinney-Vento plans must describe how homeless youth will
receive assistance from school counselors to advise and prepare them, and improve
their readiness for college. These amendments went into effect on October 1, 2016.
While the data do not allow us to draw conclusions about the cause of the increase in
UHY FAFSA determinations, they do show that the vast majority of the increase in the
overall number of UHY FAFSA determinations occurred after 2016, and is thus correlated
with the early implementation of the McKinney-Vento Act amendments.
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FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH

2.

The number of UHY determinations made by local educational agency
homeless liaisons and financial aid administrators increased significantly over
the past six years (58% and 128% respectively), while the number of
determinations made by homeless service providers did not.

A review of UHY FAFSA determinations categorized by authorized entity reveals
the following trends over the past six academic years for which there is data:
Financial aid administrator determinations increased by 128%, but still lagged
far behind determinations made by other authorized entities.
Local educational agency homeless liaison determinations increased by 58%.
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development homeless program
determinations increased by less than 1%.
Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) program determinations decreased
by 19%.
While the overall number of UHY determinations by these homeless service
providers has increased over the past two years, the aggregate six-year data do
not show an increase in the number of young people in HUD and RHYA programs
who are informed about, and assisted to obtain, the documentation they need to
access financial aid. This is particularly troubling in light of the fact that there is no
indication that youth homelessness has decreased over this time period, nor has
federal funding been cut for these programs. In fact, Congress has provided more
funding to HUD homeless assistance programs to serve unaccompanied
homeless youth over the past six years, including through Youth Homelessness
Demonstration Programs. What, then, explains the lagging UHY determinations
by HUD and RYHA programs? While we cannot be certain, it is possible that
evolving programmatic incentives account for some or much of the trend. In
particular, we are concerned that the low numbers of UHY FAFSA determinations
by homeless programs may reflect incentives to move youth out of shelter and
into housing as quickly as possible, without regard to what youth need to be able
to sustain housing, including the education that is necessary to obtain higherpaying employment.

FAFSA & HOMELESS YOUTH:
CHALLENGES + RECOMMENDATIONS IN THE COVID-19 ERA

OCTOBER 2020

FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED HOMELESS YOUTH
PAGE 11

FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH

The pandemic has complicated service provision. Currently, homeless service
providers in both federal programs are faced with tremendous challenges in
responding to COVID-19 - they must adapt programs to meet social distancing
and other health requirements while responding to increasing demand due to
the economic crisis and family stress. Yet in light of the long-term economic
imperative for some form of postsecondary education, these programs should, at
a minimum, be expected to inform youth of their status as independent students,
and assist them to obtain determinations should youth choose to pursue their
education. To this end, we were heartened to see the FAFSA training initiated by
the Family and Youth Services Bureau for RHYA grantees in September 2020.
As described in our recommendations below, both HUD and HHS should take
specific action to increase the number unaccompanied homeless youth who
receive FAFSA determinations.
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FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH

3.

From 2016-2018, the number of unaccompanied homeless youth FAFSA
determinations increased for each entity that is authorized to make
determinations, except for financial aid administrators, who made fewer
determinations.

After years of advocacy, including from Members of Congress, the U.S. Department of
Education announced that the 2018-2019 FAFSA would remove the definition of “youth” from
the FAFSA. Previous versions of the FAFSA had defined “youth” as a person aged 21 or under,
forcing 22- and 23-year-old unaccompanied homeless youth to submit extensive and
burdensome documentation to prove their homelessness until they were no longer considered
“dependent” at age 24. In our 2018 report, we anticipated that this change would simplify the
financial aid application and determination processes for many unaccompanied youth, and
therefore that the number of UHY FAFSA determinations would increase. [12] While
determinations made by local educational agency liaisons, HUD homeless programs, and RHYA
programs did increase from 2016-2018, determinations made by financial aid administrators
decreased by 4%.
While the data do not explain the reasons for the decline in UHY FAFSA determinations made
by financial aid administrators, our direct experience with young people and financial aid
administrators indicates that financial aid administrators continue to be reluctant to make
UHY FAFSA determinations. We continue to witness incidents where financial aid
administrators either ask youth to obtain documentation from other authorized parties, or
steer homeless youth to a professional judgment process that essentially bases their access to
financial aid up on the subjective discretion of financial aid administrators, rather than on
whether or not youth meet the legal definition of unaccompanied homeless youth. Some
financial aid administrators may encourage homeless youth to pursue professional judgment
as a route to independent student status after their first year of college in order to avoid
subsequent year UHY determination, underscoring the need to eliminate this burdensome
requirement in future legislation. These well-intentioned efforts notwithstanding, we also
repeatedly witness inappropriate documentation requests, inappropriate and unnecessary
routing to professional judgement, and burdensome procedures. We have observed these
dynamics consistently over the past decade, despite clear guidance from the U.S. Department
of Education (ED) indicating that UHY FAFSA determinations are not exercises of professional
judgment, and that financial aid administrators must make determinations based on the legal
definitions. These barriers also persist despite training for financial aid administrators
conducted jointly with ED and with the National Association of Student Financial Aid
Administrators.
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The reluctance of financial aid administrators to make
UHY FAFSA determinations creates tremendous
barriers for some of our most marginalized young
people. To understand the significance and scale of
these barriers, consider that most youth experiencing
homelessness do not stay in shelters due to lack of
shelter availability or limited capacity, and thus are
not able to obtain verifications from HUD or RHYA
providers. Moreover, only younger students who are
transitioning from high school to postsecondary
education are likely to have determinations from high
schools or school districts. This means that financial
aid administrators are often the only parties who are
able to make determinations for the vast majority of
unaccompanied homeless youth. It would be
expected that, of all the parties authorized to make
youth homelessness determinations, financial aid
administrators would make the greatest number of
determinations, not the fewest. The role of financial
aid administrators in making UHY determinations
takes on even greater significance during the
pandemic, as homeless programs may have reduced
capacity due to social distancing and youth fear
seeking shelter due to the virus.

As described in our recommendations
below, these data indicate the need to
improve federal oversight, increase
training for financial aid
administrators on the needs and
circumstances of homeless youth, and
amend federal and state laws to
remove barriers.
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FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH

4.

Determinations made by financial aid administrators continue to comprise a
small portion of the overall number of UHY FAFSA determinations.

In 2018-2019:
Financial aid administrator
determinations accounted for only
7% of all UHY determinations.
U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development homeless
program determinations accounted
for 10% of all UHY determinations.
Local educational agency homeless
liaison determinations accounted
for 70% of all UHY determinations.
Runaway and Homeless Youth Act
(RHYA) program determinations
accounted for 11% of all UHY
determinations.
Local Educational Agencies
71.4%
In light of the declining number of UHY
FAFSA determinations by financial aid
administrators discussed in the
preceding section, it is not surprising—
although it is discouraging—that financial
aid administrator determinations
continue to comprise a small portion of
the overall number of UHY FAFSA
determinations.

FINANCIAL AID
Financial-Aid7%
Administrators
ADMINISTRATORS
7.1%

HUD
10.2%

HUD - 10%
RHYA
11.2%

RHYA - 11%

LOCAL EDUCATIONAL AGENCIES - 70%

As noted above, it would be expected that financial aid administrators would
make the greatest number of determinations, rather than the fewest. Therefore,
this trend of under-performance by financial aid administrators is disturbing and
reflects the likelihood that there is significant unmet need and continuing
barriers, especially among older unaccompanied homeless youth.
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FEDERAL FAFSA DATA ON UNACCOMPANIED
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5.

There is great variation among states in six-year trends and two-year
trends, with most states showing increases, but some states showing
negligible changes or even decreases.

Over the six-year period from 2013-2018, the
number of FAFSA applicants determined to be
unaccompanied homeless youth increased in 48
states and the District of Columbia, but decreased
in three states (AK, HI, RI). Thirteen states (AR, CA,
FL, GA, KY, LA, MD, MS, ND, OK, TN, TX, WV) had
increases of more than 50%. Three states (MT, UT,
WY) had increases of more than 100%.

Over the two-year period from 2016-2018, the
number of FAFSA applicants determined to be
unaccompanied homeless youth increased in 49
states and the District of Columbia and decreased
in two states (AK, VA). Six states (AZ, CA, MT, NH,
ND, WY) had increases of more than 40%.

OVER 6 YEARS

MT, UT, WY
These three states had
increases of more than
100%.

OVER 2 YEARS

AZ, CA, MT
NH, ND, WY
These six states had
increases of more than
40%.

“I am getting a lot of calls for help from students who are being given "a hard time" (for
lack of a better term) around verification of unaccompanied status after their first year. I
am working to educate my liaisons that they can write subsequent year verifications if
they feel they have the information to do so, but many are not comfortable they didn't
know the student (i.e. the liaison has changed). The number of calls I have received from
very stressed students trying to get a second- or third-year verification are more than any
other year.”
-Susanne Terry, San Diego County Office Homeless Liaison
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AGENCY DETERMINATIONS OF UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH FAFSA APPLICANTS,
2013-2018
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AGENCY DETERMINATIONS OF UNACCOMPANIED
HOMELESS YOUTH FAFSA APPLICANTS,
2016-2018 (POST-ESSA AMENDMENTS TO THE
MCKINNEY-VENTO ACT)
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COVID-19 FAFSA CHALLENGES

"Financial Aid for Unaccompanied Homeless Youth is tricky in
the first place, and COVID has only made it worse. For months, I
struggled to get a determination letter and many other
documents for my University after COVID caused us to move to
distance learning. I had to wait long periods of time between
email responses and it felt like it was a fight I was never going to
win. With my college being closed as well, this made it more
challenging to communicate with the financial aid office as I
was trying to get my letter to them. Thankfully I was able to
finally get a phone call and that was much more productive
than long confusing email threads. I think as COVID is causing
changes for this coming school year, it’s going to be really
important for schools and financial aid offices to reach out to
students who they think may be unaccompanied homeless
youth. I also think that reaching out should be done in a variety
of ways depending on the student’s needs. Schools should be
willing to move away from only using email and consider calling
students or sending them automated texts, things like that. Ask
the student what is best for them and do your best to reach out
regularly to help them complete their financial aid.“
- Ash, SHC Scholar
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COVID-19 FAFSA CHALLENGES
Although the U.S. Department of Education has not yet released data that would
indicate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on FAFSA determinations for
unaccompanied homeless youth, general FAFSA data indicates that FAFSA
completion is down 4 percent among all high school students, but down by
nearly 6 percent among students attending high-poverty high schools. [13]
Through our direct experience supporting young people in our Youth Leadership
& Scholarship program, as well as assisting local educational agency homeless
liaisons and service providers, we have witnessed additional FAFSA barriers
during the pandemic. Specific barriers include:
Some students and staff have not had access to printers during the pandemic,
and therefore could not print or sign printed documents, yet some financial
aid offices would not accept unsigned (electronic) letters.
High school students have had challenges contacting their local educational
agency homeless liaison due to campus closures; as a result, they have
experienced long wait times between emails.
Institutions have sent lengthy and confusing emails about financial aid to
students during the pandemic, and not provided intentional outreach, or an
option for contacting the financial aid administrator in a timely manner,
which further delayed the FAFSA application process.
Some institutions have required students to provide a personal statement
detailing their homeless experience and requesting that it be notarized, or
required a notarized form from homeless service providers in order for
providers to speak to the financial aid office on the student’s behalf. Requiring
letters or forms to be notarized is always a barrier, but is especially daunting
during the pandemic.
The fact that one in five institutions require students to complete the FAFSA to
be eligible for emergency assistance places an additional hurdle before homeless
youth at a time of great need. [14]
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POLICY, PRACTICE, AND PHILANTHROPY
RECOMMENDATIONS TO REMOVE BARRIERS TO
FINANCIAL AID FOR UNACCOMPANIED HOMELESS YOUTH
To remove barriers to financial aid for
unaccompanied homeless youth,
particularly during COVID-19, we
recommend policy changes at the federal
and state level, as well as improved
practices for K-12 schools, institutions of
higher education, and homeless service
providers. We also provide suggestions for
philanthropy to support FAFSA
completion and postsecondary access
and success for youth experiencing
homelessnses.

“I would like there to be a homeless
liaison for college students.
Especially when it comes to filling
out the FAFSA. For my peers, it
takes them maybe an hour to fill
out the FAFSA. For me, it can take
anywhere from a week to three
weeks, because of all the
information I have to gather.”
- Han Johnson, NN4Y National
Youth Advisory Council Member,
UT, Congressional Briefing on the
Impact of COVID-19 on Youth
Homelessness, July 14, 2020

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Congress should:
Require institutions to conduct outreach to and prioritize unaccompanied
homeless youth for any emergency financial aid that is included in any
final coronavirus relief legislation.
Amend the Higher Education Act to streamline and remove barriers to
financial aid for unaccompanied homeless youth by passing the Higher
Education Access and Success for Homeless and Foster Youth Act,
(S.789/H.R.1724). This legislation streamlines the FAFSA questions for
homeless unaccompanied youth and foster youth, eases the verification
and determination process, and requires institutions to designate a higher
education liaison.
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State legislatures should:
Enact policies requiring institutions to designate higher education
homeless liaisons to assist youth to access financial aid and other supports.
For example, state laws in California, Louisiana, Maine, Nevada, and
Tennessee establish liaisons for youth experiencing homelessness to
inform and assist youth with financial aid. Other states have amended
their housing, enrollment, or tuition policies to prioritize students
experiencing homelessness. [15]
Consider broader policies such as requiring students to complete the
FAFSA in order to graduate from high school. Louisiana, Texas, and Illinois
have state laws that require high school seniors to complete the FAFSA in
order to graduate. With implementation of this requirement, we expect
that more unaccompanied homeless youth will fill out the FAFSA and in
turn, pursue a postsecondary education. Congress and/or the U.S.
Department of Education could require or incentivize states to adopt
similar policies.
Consider legislation to address Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP)
appeals and homelessness. SAP must be maintained in order to continue
receiving federal student aid, but homelessness can lead to academic
problems, jeopardizing students’ aid. In California, AB 2416 [16] would
require colleges to consider homelessness as an extenuating circumstance
when reviewing appeals of loss of financial aid. As of September 2020, the
legislation had passed the legislature and is on the Governor’s desk.
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The U.S. Department of Education should:
Update and reissue its 2015 Dear Colleague Letter to
financial aid administrators reminding them of their
responsibilities to make FAFSA determinations for
unaccompanied homeless youth.
Monitor institutions of higher education to ensure that
their financial aid procedures do not create barriers for
unaccompanied homeless youth, and that
unaccompanied homeless youth are not wrongfully
denied aid.
Monitor the training provided by state educational
agencies to local educational agency homeless liaisons
to ensure that it includes information about
unaccompanied homeless youth and the FAFSA, as well
as state procedures to ensure that counselors are
advising and preparing homeless youth for college.
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
should:
Require HUD homeless programs to inform all
unaccompanied youth of their status as independent
students on the FAFSA and provide youth with
determinations so that they may pursue postsecondary
education if they wish.
Add points to the Notice of Funding Availability for
plans to address youth homelessness that include
FAFSA outreach and assistance.
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
should:
Require RHYA programs to inform all youth of their
status as independent students on the FAFSA and
provide youth with determinations so that they may
pursue postsecondary education if they wish.
Require applications for RHYA funding to address how
youth will be informed of their status on the FAFSA and
provided with determinations.
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PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS
To improve implementation of existing higher education policies for homeless
youth, we recommend the following practices.

State educational agencies
Prioritize homeless youth for K-12 and higher
education coronavirus relief funding.
Monitor local educational agencies to ensure
that schools and school districts are complying
with the requirement to inform homeless youth
of their status as independent students and
providing determinations.
Include specific information on unaccompanied
homeless youth and the FAFSA in the training
and professional development for local
educational agency homeless liaisons that is
mandated under the McKinney-Vento Act.
Facilitate virtual or other convenings of local
educational agency homeless liaisons and their
counterparts in higher education to develop
cross-system relationships and facilitate FAFSA
problem-solving. For example, Georgia’s
EMBARK network [17] is a statewide network of
support for youth who have experienced foster
care or homelessness that meets on a regular
basis.
Provide training and information about
unaccompanied homeless youth and the FAFSA
barriers they face to state higher education
departments and agencies, college access
organizations, and institutions of higher
education.
Track the number and origin of questions and
disputes regarding unaccompanied homeless
youth and the FAFSA in order to assess where
training and monitoring efforts should be
adjusted and/or increased.
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Local educational agencies
Develop protocols to ensure compliance and full implementation of the
McKinney-Vento Act requirement that youth be informed of their status as
independent students for financial aid on the FAFSA and provided with
determinations.
Provide training and professional development for counselors and other school
personnel on how to identify unaccompanied homeless youth and assist them
with determinations for the FAFSA.
Ensure that unaccompanied homeless youth are still receiving their
determination letters during the pandemic by emailing both students and
their post-secondary institutions a copy of determinations for their records and
also providing access to Wi-Fi or devices necessary for college applications and
filling out the FAFSA. [18]
Develop relationships with and train area institutions of higher education,
college access programs, and homeless service providers on unaccompanied
homeless youth and FAFSA determinations.
Institutions of higher education
Provide professional development and training to financial aid administrators
on unaccompanied homeless youth and the FAFSA.
Review financial aid procedures to ensure that financial aid administrators are
aware of and following federal guidance [19], including making determinations
based on the legal definitions, accepting determinations from authorized
parties, and permitting a documented interview for youth who do not have
and cannot obtain third-party determinations.
Conduct outreach to and prioritize unaccompanied homeless youth for
emergency financial aid.
Develop relationships with local educational agency homeless liaisons and
homeless service providers to streamline determinations and provide support.
Homeless service providers
Inform youth of their status as independent students on the FAFSA and provide
youth with determinations so that they may pursue postsecondary education if
they wish.
Develop relationships with institutions of higher education to streamline
determinations and provide support.
Homeless assistance programs that are not HUD or RHYA funded should
provide youth with written documentation that they can provide to financial
aid administrators.
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“We invited a few Financial Aid office staff, including their director, to a
shared learning webinar over a catered lunch. It was our way to build
stronger relationships and shared language/understanding about
dependency override procedures for homeless/brink of homeless
students. It really has helped my office when referring students to the
Financial Aid office and walking them through the proper processes
using a trauma informed lens.”
- Miguel, Basic Needs Coordinator, Oregon
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PHILANTHROPY RECOMMENDATIONS
Philanthropy can continue supporting policy and practice strategies to increase
FAFSA completion for youth experiencing homelessness, thereby helping to
increase college access and retention for some of the most marginalized and
vulnerable young people in our nation. Many organizations, advocates, and
practitioners are already working hard towards this goal, but need more
targeted support. Philanthropy might consider:
Including youth experiencing homelessness in broader funding portfolio
discussions and efforts to increase college access and retention of low-income
students and students of color, including by prioritizing support for
organizations, coalitions, and initiatives that:
Support homeless youth’s participation in FAFSA completion events by
considering the challenges of homelessness when planning such events,
and by providing flexible funding so that organizations can provide
transportation, wifi, mentors, devices, and other supports.
Reach out to and include local school district homeless liaisons and
homeless youth service providers in stakeholder events and activities.
Providing communications support to organizations to elevate youth
homelessness during FAFSA day events and completion activities.
Supporting expanded efforts to increase college access and retention for
youth in foster care to include youth experiencing homelessness. In light of
the shared life experiences of homeless and foster youth, it makes sense to
leverage and add capacity to existing efforts aimed at FAFSA completion for
foster youth so that they also include homeless youth.
Supporting targeted and tailored initiatives to track and increase support for
FAFSA completion for homeless youth, such as local or state “FAFSA
challenges” that engage high schools, school districts, institutions of higher
education, and homeless service providers.

FAFSA & HOMELESS YOUTH:
CHALLENGES + RECOMMENDATIONS IN THE COVID-19 ERA

OCTOBER 2020

POLICY, PRACTICE, AND PHILANTHROPY RECOMMENDATIONS
PAGE 27

Using the convening power of philanthropy to bring together voices from
leading financial aid organizations, financial aid administrators, school district
homeless liaisons, homeless service providers, and young people with lived
experience for a conversation about what works, where there are still gaps,
and to forge stronger relationships.
Continuing support for federal and state policy advocacy to push for
improvements to financial aid requirements and completion processes, higher
education liaisons, and other supports.
Supporting pilot sites, in partnership with college and university financial aid
offices, to test strategies for identifying and supporting youth experiencing
homelessness, and elevating best practices.
Creating space to hear from young people experiencing homelessness
internally during strategy sessions, funder meetings, conferences, and other
convenings.

A CONCERTED EFFORT IS NEEDED AT EVERY LEVEL, IN POLICY
AND IN PRACTICE, TO ENSURE THAT YOUTH EXPERIENCING
HOMELESSNESS RECEIVE FINANCIAL AID AND ARE ABLE TO
COMPLETE POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION, OBTAIN LIVING
WAGE EMPLOYMENT, AND AVOID HOMELESSNESS FOR
THEMSELVES AND THEIR CHILDREN INTO THE FUTURE.
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“As an unaccompanied homeless youth, financing my education
is the challenge I have to face, but the financial aid officers at my
university who are put in place to help students like me were the
barriers that were stopping me. I reached out to the Financial Aid
office desperately looking for help and even after a constant
barrage of emails and phone calls, I was blatantly ignored. This
pattern of dead ends went on for over a month and the first day
of school was approaching. I was able to attend a financial aid
orientation and I was able to ask questions there, but then I was
blatantly ignored and had to follow up with them by sending
them a barrage of emails once again. I reached out to
SchoolHouse Connection for help; after that, financial aid did get
back to me, and was able to help me secure my financial aid
package for this semester. I'm officially on the road to getting my
degree in Clinical Psychology and Neuroscience. It seems like a
small step, but I consider it a big win. I think there needs to be
reform in the financial aid offices at all schools, especially for
homeless youth. But I'm just thankful that I get to go to school.
SchoolHouse Connection helped me jump start the change I
desperately needed in my life.”
- John Mark Flores, student reaching out to SchoolHouse
Connection for help July 2020.
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FAFSA FAQS
SchoolHouse Connection receives many emails and phone calls about the
FAFSA from youth, liaisons, higher education professionals, and service
providers. We advocate for students experiencing homelessness to access
their financial aid, and provide answers to many “real life” questions in our
searchable Q&A from Our Inbox. [20] Just search for “FAFSA” and you might
find an answer to a question you may have. We also have an accompanying
FAQ [21] document from our joint webinar with the National Association of
Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA) that are specific questions
from financial aid administrators.

“Higher education is really important to me
because I was homeless my entire high
school career. I was homeless with my family
and my family is still currently homeless. The
only reason I was able to stop being
homeless was by going to college and
pursuing my degree. I’m really passionate
about it because I want to be able to
maintain stability and eventually get stability
for my family.”
- Destiny Dickerson, SHC Young Leader, San
Diego State University, Congressional
Briefing on the Impact of COVID-19 on Youth
Homelessness, July 14, 2020
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RESOURCES
Financial Aid for Youth Who are Homeless (or At Risk of
Homelessness) and On Their Own
This resource contains a flowchart to help you see if you
qualify as an independent student because you are an
unaccompanied youth experiencing homelessness, or
at risk of homelessness. It provides examples of who
can make determinations of your status, as well as
email templates.
The FAFSA: Four Things You Can Do to Help Homeless
and Foster Youth
Whether you work in K-12, higher education, child
welfare, or homeless services, the release of the new
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) on
October 1 is an important date. This brief provides
concrete ways to help youth experiencing
homelessness and youth from foster care, as well as
practical resources.
Frequently Asked Questions from the National Association of Student Financial Aid
Administrators (NASFAA) Removing Barriers and Increasing Access to Financial Aid for
Unaccompanied Homeless Youth Webinar
On May 5, 2020, we held a webinar on removing barriers and increasing access to financial aid for
unaccompanied homeless youth in partnership with NASFAA. This document contains the most
frequently asked questions presented during the webinar. Answers have been provided by
SchoolHouse Connection.
Sample Form Letters to Determine Independent Student Status of Unaccompanied Homeless
Youth for the FAFSA
Federal law (the McKinney-Vento Act) requires school district homeless liaisons to inform
unaccompanied homeless youth of their status as independent students for financial aid (the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA) and help them obtain verification of that status. To
help implement this policy, we’ve prepared a sample form letter (Microsoft Word). This form letter
may be edited as appropriate for your school district, institution of higher education, shelter,
transitional living program, or street outreach program.
Tips for Preparing for an Independent Financial Aid Interview
This resource is designed to help unaccompanied homeless youth prepare for documented
interviews with the financial aid administrator.
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