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Executive Summary
The numbers of children affected by homelessness in New York City are daunting. In
2005, more than 35,000 children lived in homeless shelters with their families in New York City.
Almost 20,000 of those children were of school-age. Tens of thousands more of the City’s
homeless children and youth are living in domestic violence shelters, youth shelters, on the
streets, or sharing the housing of others, known as living in “doubled up” situations.
Homelessness has a devastating impact on the lives of children and youth. Despite longstanding federal and state laws intended to promote school access and academic success for
homeless students, children and youth experiencing homelessness in New York City perform
dismally in school by most measures, including standardized test scores, attendance records and
graduation rates. Homeless students experience unnecessary school transfers and miss a
significant amount of school, often through no fault of their own. The impact of these problems
is exacerbated by poor coordination between responsible City agencies and a failure to provide
appropriate interventions and support.
Under the federal McKinney-Vento Act, the responsibility for identifying homeless
children and youth and ensuring that they are enrolled and fully participating in school rests with
the New York City Department of Education (DOE). While the DOE has recently made a
concerted effort to improve the process of identifying and serving school-age children who are
homeless, much work remains to be done to improve and better coordinate its efforts to meet the
needs of homeless students and to ensure that their legal rights to education are being protected.
This report examines the available data on homeless children and youth in New York
City and provides recommendations for improving the manner in which they are provided access
to education.

Key Findings
Advocates for Children has documented the following problems in the delivery of
educational services to homeless children and youth:
•

Many eligible children and youth who are homeless and living in shelters are not
being identified and provided services to which they are entitled under the
McKinney-Vento Act as well as State and local laws.
o The DOE appears to be significantly undercounting the number of homeless
students living in shelters based on a comparison with figures provided by the
Department of Homeless Services (DHS). Over the past four years the DOE’s
totals counted 22-25% fewer students than totals supplied by DHS, and that
percentage differential doubles for high school students. These undercounted
students are not being identified and served.
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o Homeless children eligible for preschool are not being identified and provided
with services: only 362 children in temporary housing enrolled in pre-k during
2004-2005.
o Most homeless children and youth living in domestic violence and runaway and
homeless youth shelters are not identified as homeless by the DOE and are not
provided with services to which they are entitled such as educationally related
support services through Title I, services through McKinney-Vento-funded
programs, free school transportation, and free lunches regardless of income. This
includes the children of the 3,500 families who use domestic violence shelters
annually as well as the estimated 5,000–10,000 youth living on New York City
streets or involved with a runaway and homeless youth program.
o Finally, many of the more than 125,000 families who are living in the households
of others because they have lost their housing, or must share housing due to
economic hardship or other similar reasons qualify as homeless. Children and
youth in these families are not being identified as homeless and are not provided
with the services for which they are eligible, such as those mentioned above.

•

Homeless children and youth suffer from excessive school transfers, poor academic
performance, and high rates of absenteeism, which are exacerbated by the lack of
appropriate interventions and by poor coordination between City agencies.
o Roughly 50% of temporarily housed students transfer schools, reducing stability
and negatively affecting school performance.
o Educational continuity and stability are stymied by shelter placements outside of
the school district of origin; from July 2002-June 2003, the last year for which
published data is available, DHS placed only 10% of families in shelters located
in the community school district where the youngest child was enrolled in school.
o By changing its criteria for successful shelter placement from placement in the
community school district where the youngest child was enrolled to placement in
the borough where the youngest child was enrolled, DHS has obscured the true
measure of educational disruption that students experience in the family shelter
system.
o Enrollment of homeless students drops precipitously from 9th grade to 12th grade;
o Homeless students who do enroll in school suffer from much higher rates of
absenteeism than housed students.
o Homeless students in grades 3-8 performed significantly worse than all students
in all tests at the end of the 2004-2005 school year.
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Homeless students passed at half the rate as all students on the 8th grade
English Language Arts Exam and the 6th, 7th, and 8th grade Math Exams.



Less than 50% of homeless students passed the English Language Arts
Exam in every grade and only 15% of the homeless 8th graders passed.



Less than 50% of homeless students passed the Math Exam in every grade
except for the 4th and fewer than 20% passed in grades 6, 7, and 8.

o 39% of high school students who were homeless in 2004-2005 were held over in
order to repeat a grade; 8% in grades 4-8; and 12% in grades 1-4.

•

The DOE Chancellor’s Regulations are outdated and do not comport with federal law,
thereby restricting the rights of homeless youth as outlined in federal law.

•

The DOE has failed to maximize federal funding that has been made available
through the New York State Education Department to identify and serve homeless
children and youth.
o During the 2003–2004 school year, only 27 of the 34 NYC community school
districts applied for federal funding, and of those, the majority undercounted the
number of homeless students within their boundaries. Had all 34 districts applied
for funding using figures that more accurately reflected the number of students in
temporary housing, the DOE may have been eligible to receive as much as
$900,000 in additional funding to serve this population.

Recommendations
To remedy the problems identified in this report, AFC makes the following
recommendations to the DOE and DHS as well as other service providers and agencies:
1. Implement new and improved systems to identify all children and youth experiencing
homelessness, particularly those in shelters and those who are sharing the housing of
others.
2. Implement efforts to reduce school transfers of homeless children.
3. Place more families in shelters in the school district where they previously lived to reduce
disruption to schooling.
4. Revise local policies to conform with federal law.
5. Use all available funds to educate students experiencing homelessness in New York City.

v
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6. Make a concerted effort to regularly train school-based staff, staff of the Students in
Temporary Housing Program, and service providers working with homeless families and
youth.
7. Institute systems to collect more reliable data and to use this data to hold schools and
shelter personnel accountable for promoting the academic success of homeless children
and youth.
8. Identify ways to improve the coordination and collaboration between the DOE’s offices
and among City agencies and service providers.

vi
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I. Introduction
Homelessness has a devastating impact on the lives of children and youth. Children and
youth who are homeless are less likely to succeed in school and are more likely to have
developmental delays than their housed peers. They are also more likely to suffer from anxiety
and depression, develop behavior problems, and experience poor health.1 Homelessness creates
a chaotic living environment where children and youth are exposed to high levels of stress. It
uproots them from their systems of support and care, which may include relatives, friends,
teachers, schools, medical providers, and mental health providers. Unfortunately, children make
up a significant portion of those experiencing homelessness. In fiscal year 2005, more than
35,000 children sought shelter with their families in New York City. Among these children,
there were 19,496 school age youth.2 These figures, however, do not accurately reflect the scope
of the problem in New York City because they exclude the tens of thousands of other children
and youth living in domestic violence shelters, runaway and homeless youth, and children and
youth who are sharing the housing of others due to loss of housing or economic hardship. This
last situation is commonly described as families who are doubled up with other households.
Recognizing that school is often the only stable and secure place for children and youth
during this difficult time, and that homeless students are often excluded from school, the federal
government enacted the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act in 1987. The Act is
designed to ensure that children and youth experiencing homelessness have immediate access to
educational services and have the support they need to succeed in school. To accomplish this,
the Act encourages continued enrollment in the same school and mandates that each school
district appoint someone to assist children and youth who are homeless, among other provisions.
Many of the barriers impeding the academic success of homeless children have existed
for some time. Advocates for Children of New York (AFC) has a long history of working on
behalf of New York City children and youth who are homeless to bring about systemic change.
In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, AFC issued two reports, Learning in Limbo (1989)3 and And
Miles to Go . . . Barriers to Academic Achievement and Innovative Strategies for the Delivery of
Educational Services to Homeless Children (1991)4 which described the educational experiences
of students living in temporary housing. The first of these reports, Learning in Limbo, found that
children and youth in temporary housing performed significantly worse than all other students in
New York City and made many recommendations about what the Human Resources
Administration, the New York City agency that was responsible for shelter placements at that
time, and the former Board of Education (now the Department of Education) could do to address
this poor academic performance. The recommendations of the second report, And Miles to Go…,
echoed those made in the earlier report but focused on the former Board of Education and
included more detail about how the Board could remove the educational barriers faced by this
student population.
Continuing AFC’s history of examining the experiences of, and advocating on behalf of,
students experiencing homelessness in New York City, in February 2004, AFC launched the
Homeless Educational Rights Project, which is designed to serve students who are homeless, to
target the major issues impeding these students’ success in school, and to bring about a change in
the methods of service delivery that these students experience. The Project’s work has included
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direct representation of parents and students on educational issues; training on the educational
rights of children and youth who are homeless for shelter staff, New York City Department of
Education staff, social services providers, advocates, parents, and youth; legislative and policy
advocacy on both the State and City levels on matters related to the education of children and
youth who are homeless; creation and facilitation of a working group on homeless education for
advocates in New York City; and participation in the New York State Education Department’s
Statewide Advisory Committee on Homeless Education.
This report is an effort to quantify issues that the Homeless Educational Rights Project
identified in its advocacy efforts and data analysis. It also aims to document the extent to which
the McKinney-Vento Act has been successfully implemented in New York City, using data from
the New York City Department of Education, New York City Department of Homeless Services
and surveys administered by AFC in late summer and early fall of 2005 to shelter providers,
social service providers, and parents about their experiences accessing educational services for
children and youth who are homeless. 5
The findings demonstrate that while New York City has taken steps towards progress, it
still needs to make significant changes not only to comply with the law, but more importantly, to
better ensure that students experiencing homelessness have the resources they need to succeed in
school.

2
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II. Methodology
To write this report, AFC obtained data from several sources. These included the New
York City Department of Education (DOE), the New York City Department of Homeless
Services and several shelters for homeless families. The data includes information on
enrollment, school transfers, academic performance, holdover rates, attendance rates, lateness
rates, transportation, special education, preschool, and graduation rates for the 2001-2002, 20022003, and 2003-2004 school years; on the family shelter population in fiscal years 2002, 2003,
2004, and 2005; and opinions from shelter providers, social service providers, and parents
regarding their experiences accessing educational services for children and youth who are
homeless.
Most of the quantitative data in this report, unless otherwise noted, comes from the DOE.
AFC submitted a Freedom of Information Law (FOIL) request for data on students identified as
homeless by the DOE for school years 2001-2002, 2002-2003, 2003-2004, and 2004-2005. AFC
asked for data on the schools attended, grade level, attendance, lateness, transportation services,
suspensions, grade retention, summer school, performance on Citywide and Statewide exams,
and high school graduation.6
AFC also asked for the same cumulative data for all students enrolled in the New York
City public school system through a FOIL request in the summer of 2005. As of the date of this
report, we have only received a partial response.7 Because of our inability to obtain all of the
data we originally sought for this report, we were not able to undertake certain analyses.
It is important to note that some of the data provided by the DOE is incomplete and may
be inaccurate. The DOE recognizes that the transportation data is flawed, and the data on special
education most likely contains inaccuracies in light of findings contained in a recent report on
the special education system in New York City.8 Additionally, some of the data the DOE
provided in response to AFC’s FOIL request is inconsistent9 and incomplete.10
In addition to the quantitative data, AFC also collected information via surveys sent to 21
shelter providers.11 Their opinions of the services and programs available to families
experiencing homelessness, as well as information gathered by AFC staff during interviews with
26 parents at the Women in Need Tier II shelter in East New York, Brooklyn, informs this
report.12

3
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III. Research Studies
Many studies have examined the impact of homelessness on the academic, social,
emotional and psychological functioning of children and youth. The literature reveals that
students experiencing homelessness score lower on standardized tests than their housed peers,
even after controlling for students’ socioeconomic status and prior academic achievement.13 In a
study examining the academic functioning of homeless students in New York City, one
researcher found that approximately 76% of the homeless children interviewed read below grade
level while this was true for only 48% of the housed students interviewed.14

a. The Impact of Homelessness on Academic Performance
Students who have experienced homelessness are more likely to be held over in the same
grade than their housed peers.15 Specifically, one report found that children who were homeless
in New York City had a retention rate—the rate at which students are held over—of 20% while
only 8% of their housed peers were retained.16 Another study in Los Angeles found similar
disparities between rates of retention of homeless and housed students: 30% versus 18%.17
Accessing educational services also appears to be more difficult for children who are homeless
than for other children. In 2001, one study reported that as many as 11% of homeless children in
New York City were not enrolled in school at all.18 The same study found that more than a
quarter of homeless parents find it difficult to enroll and keep their children in school. Another
report found that of all the children in one shelter who merited a special education evaluation,
only half had ever received an evaluation or special education services.19
Homelessness has a particularly acute effect on the educational experiences of very
young children. A report from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services asserted that
preschoolers experiencing homelessness are more likely to suffer from delays in the development
of their language, motor and social skills, and to exhibit aggression, shyness, or other behaviors
that warrant mental health intervention.20 The report also stated that “given these problems,
preschool is especially significant for the homeless child.”21 Similarly, literature shows that the
educational performance of older youth is severely affected by homelessness: research has found
that up to 75% of older homeless youth have dropped out of school.22

b. School Mobility Affects Homeless Students’ Academic Results
Studies on student mobility can shed additional light on the experiences of homeless
children and youth.23 Student mobility is generally defined as any transfer between schools
during the academic year or over the summer for reasons other than grade level promotion.24
These studies suggest that mobility itself can be an impediment to some students’ success,
holding constant for other factors, like poverty, which can also negatively impact school
performance.25
Research has found that mobile students, like students who are homeless, perform less
well on standardized tests than their stable peers.26 Economists have suggested that this negative

4

Up Against the Odds/Advocates for Children of New York/September 2006

effect may be particularly acute for lower income mobile students and mobile students of color.27
Mobile students are also more likely to suffer from behavioral, emotional and social problems
than stable students28 and are more likely to be held over in the same grade.29 Mobility can also
harm students by preventing school personnel from identifying and addressing students’
academic weaknesses or learning disabilities.30 Several studies have also considered the effects
of student mobility on graduation rates.31 While the conclusions of some studies differ, many
reports suggest that students who frequently change schools are less likely to graduate and less
likely to enroll in advanced courses than their stable peers.32 According to research, mobile
students are also more likely to enroll in non-diploma granting educational programs or GED
courses rather than continuing in traditional academic programs.33

c. Mobility Rates Negatively Affect the Performance of All Students and Schools
The negative effects of student mobility are not limited to the students who move
frequently. Several studies have highlighted the fact that mobility can have negative
implications for stable students, schools, and districts as well.34 Within the classroom, teachers
may have to slow instruction for new students, which can hinder the progress of the entire
class.35 In addition, at the school and district level, administrators must devote time and attention
to locating mobile students’ records, assessing their ability and assigning them to schools and
classrooms. This is time and effort that could otherwise be spent on instructional improvement
initiatives.36
The research seems to demonstrate that preventing school transfers is crucial to
augmenting the academic success and emotional well-being of all students, especially those
experiencing homelessness. Thus, school districts should have an even greater incentive to
comply with the provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act that mitigate student movement, as
doing so will yield positive results for students experiencing homelessness as well as for the
entire school system.
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IV. Analysis of Relevant Laws and Policies
A web of federal, state, and local laws, regulations, and policies detail the educational
rights of children and youth who are homeless in New York City. Many are contradictory,
creating further confusion for school administrators and DOE staff who are responsible for
implementing the myriad laws and policies. Below is a brief description of those laws and
policies with attention to those inconsistencies.

a. The Federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act
All schools and school districts throughout New York State must abide by the
McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, a federal law that sets out the educational rights of
children and youth who are homeless, which was first enacted in 1987. It was reauthorized most
recently in 2001 as a part of the No Child Left Behind Act, when a significant number of the
McKinney-Vento Act’s protections were created or expanded.37
The Act defines homelessness broadly, because many children and youth experiencing
homelessness are not living in shelters or other places traditionally associated with
homelessness.38 In addition to covering those in shelters and in transitional housing, the Act
specifically includes those children and youth “sharing the housing of other[s] . . . due to loss of
housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason” as well as youth living in cars, train or bus
stations, and other public places. 39 Youth who are not in the physical custody of a parent or
guardian who meet the definition of homeless are also protected under the law. These students
are referred to as “unaccompanied youth.”40
Some of the key protections under the reauthorized Act include the right of children and
youth who are homeless to:
• go to school, no matter where they live or how long they have lived there; 41
• choose between the local school where they are living, the school they attended
before they lost their housing, known as the school of origin, or the school where
they were last enrolled, also known as the school of origin;42
• immediately enroll and participate in school without providing proof of residency,
immunizations, school records, or other documents normally needed for
enrollment;43
• receive transportation to the school of origin44 and, to the extent that it is provided
to permanently housed students, transportation to the local school;45
• receive the same special programs and services, if needed, provided to all other
students served in these programs;46 and
• enroll and attend class in the school of their choice even while the parent and the
school resolve disagreements about enrollment. 47
Students who decide to stay at the school they last attended or the school where they were
last enrolled, both known as the school of origin, may remain in that school for the entire time
they are homeless and through the school year in which they move into permanent housing, if it
is feasible and in their best interest.48
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For students who decide to transfer to the local school, it is the enrolling school’s
responsibility to immediately contact the school last attended by the student to obtain the
relevant academic and other records.49 In addition, any record ordinarily kept by the school,
including immunization or medical records, academic records, birth certificates, guardianship
records, and evaluations for special services or programs, regarding each homeless child or youth
must be forwarded in a timely fashion.50 The state educational agency and school districts are
also responsible for reviewing and revising any policies to remove barriers to the enrollment and
retention of students experiencing homelessness.51
The Act requires that every school district or Local Education Agency (LEA)52 appoint a
liaison whose responsibility it is to reach out to all children and youth experiencing homelessness
and to ensure that they have access to appropriate educational services and the services they need
to succeed in school. For the purposes of the McKinney-Vento Act, each of the 32 local
community school districts and Districts 75 and 79 in New York City are considered their own
LEA.53 Some of the duties of the LEA liaisons include: assisting with enrollment, arranging for
transportation, posting notices about the educational rights of students experiencing
homelessness in all schools and shelters, assisting families and youth to quickly resolve
disagreements with schools, helping enroll children in Head Start, Even Start or other pre-school
programs, referring students to any medical, dental, mental health or other services they need,
and coordinating with social services and housing agencies.54
If a dispute arises over school selection or enrollment, students who are homeless should
be immediately admitted to the school where enrollment is sought pending the resolution of the
dispute according to the Act.55 The school should give the parent or youth a written explanation
of its decision with information about how to appeal the decision. 56 Then the parent or youth
must be referred to the LEA liaison for assistance with the dispute resolution process.57

b. Local Policies
In addition to federal and state laws, regulations, and policies, the Regulations of the
Chancellor of the DOE also govern the education of children and youth experiencing
homelessness. In some areas, the Chancellor’s Regulations offer expansive protections that go
beyond the rights articulated in the McKinney-Vento Act however, in others they are outdated
and need to be amended.
In many respects, the Chancellor’s Regulations go above and beyond the provisions of
federal and state law. The regulations contain the following rights not currently required by the
Act or state law:
•
•

7
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school or the school of origin, are entitled to transportation;58
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•

•
•
•

all students, regardless of housing status, are permitted to remain in their current
schools until they graduate from that school even if they move outside of the
attendance area or community school district;59
all community school districts which have shelters or hotels located in the districts
must have on-site staff to minimize educational disruption;60
all students in temporary housing who receive special education services are
eligible for transportation services, which in New York City means busing; and 61
school district staff are to meet with families before they move out of the shelter
and into permanent housing to ensure a smooth transition.62

Nevertheless, the Chancellor’s Regulation A-780 dated September 5, 2000, which
governs students in temporary housing, does not reflect the changes to the McKinney Vento Act
made in 2001. In particular, it does not include the expanded definition of “homeless,” which
includes among others, children and youth sharing the housing of others (sometimes referred to
as doubled–up situations), which typically makes up approximately one third of the homeless
population in school districts.63 It also does not include those awaiting foster care placement in
its definition of homeless.
The Chancellor’s Regulations are also silent about the fact that each community school
district must have a liaison responsible for ensuring that: all children and youth who are in
temporary housing are identified; children and youth in temporary housing are enrolled in
school; eligible children in temporary housing are enrolled in Head Start, Even Start, and
preschool programs; parents and unaccompanied youth are informed about all of the educational
transportation services available; public notices are posted in all schools and shelters on the
educational rights of students in temporary housing; enrollment disputes are properly mediated;
and transportation is arranged for all eligible students in temporary housing.64 Although the
absence of such provisions in the Chancellor’s Regulations does not exempt the DOE from
following the federal law, their omission and the fact that Chancellor’s Regulation A-780 has not
been amended since the McKinney-Vento Act was reauthorized in 2001, are serious concerns.

Recommendations for the DOE
•

8
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V. Family Homelessness in New York City

a. Demographics of Family Shelter Population
While the number of families experiencing homelessness in New York City has exploded
over the past 20 years, in very recent years these numbers have started to decrease. In 1982,
there were less than 10,000 individuals in shelters on an average day, but by 2003, there were
more than 35,000.65 Just in the last 4 years, from fiscal year 2002 to 2005, there was a 31%
increase in the number of families in the shelter system.66 This seems to have been a peak, and
now the numbers seem to be declining. In fiscal year 2002 there were 7,111 families on average
in shelters each day.67 This jumped to an average of 9,347 families in shelter in 2004, but went
down by 6% in fiscal year 2005 when there were 8,778 families on average in shelters each
night.68 Nevertheless, the average length of stay in the shelter system continues to rise: in fiscal
year 2005 it was 344 days, an almost 10% increase from fiscal year 2002, when the average was
315 days.69
Children make up a significant portion of those housed in family shelters – in fiscal year
2005 they comprised an average of 54% of the entire family shelter population each day.70 From
July 2004 through June 2005, more than 35,000 children (ages 0-17) were placed in shelters with
their families.71 Like the number of families in the shelter system, the number of school aged
children (ages 6-18) was on the rise, but has recently declined: in fiscal year 2002 there were
18,803 school-aged children in shelters in New York City, in 2003 that number jumped to 19,532
and continued to climb to 21,309 in 2004, but in 2005 it went down to 19,496.72 These children
were living with their families in the approximately 166 facilities throughout the city.73
These figures do not, however, represent the tens of thousands of other children and
youth living in domestic violence shelters, runaway youth, or families who are living with others
in doubled-up situations in New York City: there are approximately 3,500 families housed in
domestic violence shelters each year; service providers estimate that there are anywhere from
5,000-10,000 youth who are homeless or living on the streets; and according to the 2000 Census
there were over 125,000 families living in the household of another person.74

b. School Placements for Students in Temporary Housing
Most students in the family shelter system are enrolled in school in Brooklyn or the
Bronx. Indeed the number of such students enrolled in these two boroughs comprised 65% of all
students identified as homeless by the DOE in 2004-2005.75 The next closest borough,
Manhattan, had half the number of students in temporary housing as either the Bronx or
Brooklyn.76 Moreover, community school districts 8, 9, and 10 in the Bronx had 21% of the total
number of students in temporary housing with the other 79% spread across the other 31 districts
in 2004-2005.7778

9
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School Enrollment of Students Living in Temporary Housing
78
by Borough for SY 2004-2005
11%

1%

33%
16%

Bronx
Brooklyn
Manhattan
Queens
Staten Island

32%

Recommendation for the DOE
•

Ensure that resources are properly allocated based on distribution of students in family
shelters, so that the districts, schools, and students who are homeless receive adequate
support.

c. Placement of Families in the Shelter System
While the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS) and the DOE have
taken significant positive steps to ensure that families are placed in shelters in their communities
of origin, continued oversight and tracking is needed to ensure placements of families in their
communities of origin, reduction of school transfers, and school absenteeism.
Families seeking shelter in New York City must apply at an intake center in the South
Bronx called the PATH center, which is operated by DHS. Families who have recently applied
for shelter, but have been found ineligible, may reapply at the Emergency Assistance Unit,
another intake center located in the South Bronx.79
In the past, one major problem for many families was that DHS often placed them in
shelters far from their home communities, leaving them disconnected from their schools, medical
providers, friends and family members. In fiscal year 2003, the last year for which published
data is available, DHS reported that it successfully placed only 10% of families in the
community school district of origin.80 This problem is echoed in qualitative data collected by
AFC. In a survey of families living in temporary housing in September 2005, AFC found that
fewer than half of the respondents were placed in shelters in the same school district where their
children had previously attended school.
10
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The survey results also showed that while many shelter staff have tried to contact the
DOE and/or DHS to request a transfer of a family so that they could be closer to a specific
school, few have succeeded in securing such transfers. In contrast, as part of our casework
services, AFC often secured shelter transfers (after significant follow up) for families to
emergency or temporary housing facilities in the school district of origin precisely because the
change enabled children to continue attending the same school. Our advocacy demonstrates that
shelter capacity was most likely not the reason for others’ failure to get shelter transfers, rather
this situation likely occurs because transfers require a significant amount of diligence, as there is
no formal process for requesting them. In addition, DHS discourages shelter transfers as they are
generally destabilizing for families.
Recently, DHS and the DOE have jointly taken steps to increase shelter placements in the
school district of origin. In the summer of 2005, DHS signed a memorandum of understanding
with the DOE which provides DHS employees at the intake centers limited access to the DOE’s
student records database. Since September 2005, this change has enabled DHS staff to look up
information about where a child attends school and to use that information to try to place the
family in the school district of origin.
It is difficult to assess DHS’ success with this initiative because of a change in DHS’
definition of a successful placement. In fiscal year 2003, DHS defined a successful placement as
one in a shelter in the community school district where the youngest child was enrolled.
However DHS has changed the definition of a successful placement to one in the borough in
which the youngest child was enrolled.81 While this does not mean that there has been a
concurrent shift in policy or priorities within DHS, this change in definition obfuscates the true
degree of disruption children face, especially with regard to their education. Each borough,
except for Staten Island, has between 6 and 12 community school districts and placement within
the same borough, while better than outside it, does not necessarily enable school continuity.

Recommendations for DHS
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•

Create a system for requesting and implementing transfers for families by DHS or the
DOE to shelters in the school district of origin if initial placement there is not possible.

•

Increase rate of placement of families in the community school district of origin.

•

Develop clear benchmarks and an accountability system to measure placement of
families in shelters in the community school district of origin, rather than placement in
borough or Region.
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VI. Funding Sources for Programs Serving Students in Temporary Housing

a. McKinney-Vento Act Funding
To implement the McKinney-Vento Act, the federal government apportions money to
states based on the amount of funding that the state receives to educate disadvantaged students
under Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. In 2004, New York State received
$5,983,471 to educate homeless children and youth. 82 Under the Act, most states, including
New York, may keep no more than 25% of the federal funds and must distribute the rest (at least
75%) to Local Educational Agencies (LEAs), or school districts, to assist with the costs of
implementing the Act.83 LEAs that receive funding have additional responsibilities according to
the Act, including coordinating with local social services providers and local and state housing
agencies to “(i) ensure that homeless children and youths have access and reasonable proximity
to available education and related support services; and (ii) raise the awareness of school
personnel and service providers of the effects of short-term stays in a shelter and other
challenges associated with homelessness.”84
Eighty-seven (87) of the more than 800 LEAs in New York State applied for McKinneyVento funding, and the New York State Education Department funded 78 of the 87 LEAs that
applied for the 2004-2007 funding cycle. In total, the State appropriated $17,913,755 for the
education of children and youth who are homeless for the three year funding cycle, with grants
for the 2004-2005 school year ranging from $25,000 to $100,000, which is the maximum grant
amount per year as determined by the New York State Education Department. 85 The 78 funded
LEAs include school districts, several Boards of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES),
and most of the 34 districts eligible for funding in New York City (this includes the 32 local
community schools districts; District 75, the citywide district for special education; and District
79, the district for Alternative High Schools and Programs).86 Although the DOE is usually
considered one LEA,87 for the purposes of the McKinney-Vento Act, each local community
school district is considered a separate LEA, and each applies independently for funding. In
determining the amount of the sub-grant awarded to the LEAs, NYSED looks at the total number
of students experiencing homelessness who were enrolled in the district the previous year and the
number to be served by district.
Importantly, of the 34 districts in New York City, only 27 applied for funding and only
10 were awarded the maximum grant of $100,000.88 Seven school districts did not apply for
funding even though there were 1,523 students in temporary housing enrolled in these districts
during the 2003-2004 school year, the year preceding the first year of the grant, according to the
data the DOE provided to AFC.89 In addition, it appears that the 17 districts that received grants
of less than $100,000 indicated that they were only going to serve 5,071 students, which is less
than half of the 10,827 students who were identified as homeless in those districts during the
2003-2004 school year.90 The discrepancies between the number of students that the DOE
claims to serve in each district and the number of students it identifies as homeless in each
district is significant. Had all 34 New York City districts applied for subgrant funding with
figures more accurately reflecting the number of students in temporary housing, they may have
been eligible for up to $900,000 in additional funding.

12
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Analysis of data from the New York State Education Department also reveals that New
York City was significantly under-funded for 2004 even based on its depressed numbers. The
DOE identified 17,838 students as homeless in the 2003-2004 school year, which represents 62%
of the total number of students in New York State to be served by the McKinney-Vento
subgrants.91 In their applications for subgrant funding, the New York City districts indicated that
they intended to serve 48% of the total number of students in New York State, but were only
awarded 38% of the sub-grant money. 92
Given the significant numbers of students experiencing homelessness, the DOE has not
received an appropriate share of funding available through McKinney-Vento subgrants. It is in
the interest of the DOE to seek out all available funds and for the New York State Education
Department to revise its method for allocating funding throughout the State.

b. Title I, Part A Set-Aside Funding
In addition to McKinney-Vento funds, school districts that receive Title I money must
use a portion of the appropriation to assist students experiencing homelessness. Students who
meet the definition of homeless under the McKinney-Vento Act are categorically eligible for
Title I services. School districts in receipt of Title I, Part A monies must set aside a portion of
those funds, before making any allocations to schools, to provide services to students
experiencing homelessness.93 Services that can be provided under the provision include
educationally related support services such as tutoring or counseling services for children and
youth in shelters.94 Community school districts in New York City have used set-aside funding
for a variety of services, including academic and recreational activities. There appears to be little
oversight and management of how effectively these funds are being used.

c. Attendance Improvement/Drop-out Prevention Funding
The community school districts in New York City also have additional funding streams
available to help them provide services to homeless children and youth. One type of additional
revenue stream is Attendance Improvement/ Drop-out Prevention (AIDP) Shelter funding that
the State provides to the DOE. For the 2005-2006 school year, the state allocated $7,010,600 in
AIDP funds to New York City, a figure that exceeds the amount of funding provided to the DOE
through the McKinney-Vento subgrants.95 The DOE’s Office of Youth Development, School
and Community Services, in turn, distributed this AIDP money to its ten Regions to be used to
support the Students in Temporary Housing (STH) program, which is described below. 96 The
grants to the regions, ranging from $53,125 to $1,135,075, were determined using a formula that
considered the number of children housed in family shelters attending school in the Region; the
number of family shelters in the Region; and the need for personnel from the STH program to
facilitate summer school attendance and outreach. The Regions are entitled to use the AIDP
funding to pay for personnel who ensure that students in shelters are registered and attending
school; staff who offer after-school math and reading enrichment programs at shelters; and
central office services that support DOE staff at the shelters.97
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Recommendations for the DOE
•

Ensure that all community school districts should apply for McKinney-Vento subgrant
funding.

•

Use accurate numbers in all applications for funding to the New York State Education
Department in order to receive its share of McKinney-Vento subgrant funding.

•

Inform STH Program staff, parents who are homeless, and advocates about the
availability of Title I set-aside funds for students who are homeless and the nature of
services that may be provided through the use of such funds.

•

Monitor use of McKinney-Vento sub-grant, Title I, Part A set-aside, and AIDP funding
and establish performance indicators to measure the effectiveness of the programs using
such funds. Indicators could include:
o percentage of students experiencing homelessness in the district who were served
by the program(s)
o decreased transfer rates of students served by program(s)
o improved attendance rates of students served by program(s)
o improved academic performance of students served by program(s) as measured
by pre and post testing
o decreased retention rates of students served by program(s).

•

Share data about model programs with STH Program staff to encourage replication.

Recommendations for New York State Education Department
•
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Implement a sub-grant application review process that more equitably distributes funding
based on the number of homeless students in each LEA, provided that the LEA can
demonstrate that it will use the funds effectively.
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VII. Academic Experiences of Students in Temporary Housing
Analysis of data provided by the DOE suggests that many students in temporary housing
are performing less well than their housed peers in a number of academic areas. Based on this
data alone, it is not possible to know whether these students’ homelessness is a contributing
factor in their academic struggles. However, the data demonstrate a high need for intensive
outreach and supportive services to ensure that schools provide these students with the highest
quality educational programs.

a. Standardized Test Performance
According to assessment data provided by the DOE and available on its website, students
experiencing homelessness performed less well than the district averages on every test given in
grades 3-8 during the 2004-2005 school year. In some grades, the percentage of all students who
passed the tests was more than double the percentage of students in temporary housing who
passed the tests.98 99100
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Recommendations for the DOE
•

Provide targeted academic assistance to students experiencing homelessness.
For example, the DOE should use its Title I set-aside funds to specifically help students
experiencing homelessness to pass the Citywide and Statewide exams.

•

Train school-based staff and STH staff to inform parents experiencing homelessness that
students in temporary housing who do not transfer schools do better on standardized tests
than those students who do transfer.

b. Summer School/Retention
Nineteen percent of students experiencing homelessness were required to attend summer
school from 2001-2005 and 15% were ultimately retained in the same grade. 101 The retention
rate is of particular concern because it has been found that retained students perform no better
academically than low-achieving students who are promoted and that retention leads to poor
attendance and an increased likelihood that the student will drop out of school.102 103
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The retention rates were especially high for students in high school. For example in
2004-2005, 39% of students were held over in grades 9-12, 12% of students were held over in
grades 1-4, and 8% were held over in grades 4-8.

Recommendations for the DOE
•

Provide targeted academic assistance through the McKinney-Vento subgrants and Title I
set-asides to students at risk of being retained.

•

Reach out to parents of homeless children and youth to ensure they understand the
importance of school stability for promotion.

c. High School Outcomes
There is a precipitous drop in enrollment between the 9th and 12th grades of students
living in temporary housing. For example, in 2004-2005, there were 1,668 students in the 9th
grade, 983 in the 10th, 396 in the 11th, and only 267 students in the 12th grade. Based on the
significant difference in enrollment between the 9th and 12th grades that cannot be accounted for
by the retention rate, it seems clear that most students experiencing homelessness drop out well
before reaching the 12th grade.
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High School Students Living in Temporary Housing By Grade
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For those students in temporary housing who were enrolled in the 12th grade in 20042005, only 56% graduated.105 This percentage reflects the number of students in the 12th grade
who graduated in the same year. It does not capture the number of students entering high school
who eventually graduated. The percentage of 12th graders who graduated in 2004-2005
remained relatively constant from 2003-2004 when 57% of 12th graders graduated, and was an
improvement from 2002-2003 and 2001-2002 when the rate was 51% and 45% respectively.
In 2004-2005, the percentage of 12th graders receiving a Regents diploma tripled from the
previous year, going from 4% to 12%. Nevertheless, there are far too few students in temporary
housing graduating with a Regents diploma.
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Types of Diplomas Awarded to 12th Graders Living in Temporary Housing106
2001 - 2002

2002 - 2003
8

8

69

85

104

104

8

16

2003-2004
11

2004-2005
33

117

110
116

95

20
Regent Diploma

22
Local Diploma

IEP Diploma

Did not receive a diploma

Recommendations for the DOE
•

Conduct research to determine why so few students in temporary housing are graduating
with Regents Diplomas

•

Provide support services, such as counseling and tutoring, to ensure that students in
temporary housing stay in high school and that 12th graders graduate.

d. Attendance Rates
Students living in temporary housing struggle to attend school regularly. Their
attendance rates were 5% lower than the citywide average for pre-k, 7% lower for grades K-5,
9% lower for grades 6-8, and 20% lower for grades 9-12. The dramatically lower attendance
rates for high school students in temporary housing, combined with the significant drop in
enrollment between students in temporary housing in the 9th grade compared to the 12th grade,
indicate the need for better outreach to older students on the part of the DOE and more services
tailored to the needs of this population.
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The 85% attendance rate for students in grades K-5 represents 27 missed days of school,
82% for 6-8th graders represents 32 missed days, and 65% for 9-12th graders represents 63
missed days.
Shelter providers who responded to AFC’s survey during the late summer and early fall
of 2005 reported that the need for parents to attend appointments at welfare offices and family
stress both hinder regular school attendance among students in temporary housing. Providers
also felt that a lack of alternative school placements for older students, weak outreach to families
by school personnel, and social and emotional issues such as anxiety, depression, and social
isolation contributed to absenteeism. More than half of the respondents to AFC’s survey of
shelter workers felt that better access to day care services and other alternative programs would
help to improve attendance among teenaged parents experiencing homelessness.108
Parents who were surveyed stated that the biggest problems contributing to poor
attendance were the need to purchase school uniforms and supplies, and to obtain MetroCards.
Parents also echoed the providers in stating that the need to attend appointments, and the fact that
children were tired and stressed, added to the challenges of attending school regularly.

Recommendations for the DOE

20

•

The STH Program should collaborate with the Attendance Office to develop specific
strategies to improve the attendance of students in temporary housing, particularly older
students.

•

The DOE should set goals for attendance and hold STH Coordinators accountable for
reaching those goals.
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Mandate collaboration between STH Program and the Alternative High Schools and
Programs District to facilitate the transfer of students who are failing in traditional
settings to alternative settings where they might do better.

•

e. Special Education Supports and Services
Approximately 20% of students temporarily residing in family shelters receive special
education supports and services (16% in SY 2001-2002, 20% in SY 2002-2003, 19% in SY
2003-2004 and 20% in SY 2004-2005.)109 In most cases, this is double the rate of students
receiving special education services throughout the City generally; in each year between SY
2001-2002 and SY 2004-2005 the DOE reported that 8% of the entire school district population
was receiving some kind of special education services.110 Likewise, almost 50% of the families
surveyed by AFC had children who were receiving special education services.111 It should also
be noted that given the problems with the data systems referenced above, the special education
data collection may not be reliable.112
In addition to high rates of special education placements, shelter staff identified a number
of barriers to regular school attendance that are unique to special education students living in
temporary housing. The most frequently cited barriers included transportation delays, family
stress and insensitivity of school staff. Shelter staff also said they were more likely to experience
delays enrolling students with special needs in pre-k and k-12 classes than when placing general
education students.113 114
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Moreover, those students receiving special education services who are identified as living
in temporary housing are almost twice as likely to be in a more restrictive setting than the rate for
all students receiving special education services from the DOE.115 For example in 2003-2004,
9% of all students receiving special education services were educated outside of a community
school in a public or private facility, residential or hospital setting, whereas 20% of students with
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disabilities in temporary housing were in such settings that year; 41% were in separate classes
within community schools (otherwise referred to as self-contained classes), compared to 52% of
students in temporary housing; and 49% of students were in general education classrooms and
were pulled out for services, compared to 28% of students in temporary housing.
Special Education Supports and Services of
All Students and Students Living in Temporary Housing in SY 04-05 116
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It is not possible to know, based on the data received, why more students living in
temporary housing receive special education services and are placed in more restrictive special
education settings. One theory is that students teachers’ or administrators are more likely to
view students experiencing homelessness as more severely disabled due to other academic,
social or emotional problems that could be a result of their housing situation. Alternately, it
could mean that students in temporary housing have more severe disabilities than those who are
housed, although there is no research to suggest that this is the case.

Recommendations for the DOE
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•

Ensure that STH staff are well-informed about the special education system.

•

Ensure that the STH staff are knowledgeable about, and able to make referrals for,
students with disabilities, such as Intensive Case Management Services, Article 16
services, Parent Resource Centers, Parent Training and Information Centers, and legal
services.

•

Examine whether students in temporary housing are placed in the least restrictive
environment, and, if they are not, take appropriate action to remedy overly restrictive
placements.
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VIII. New York City Department of Education’s Students in Temporary Housing
Program
Faced with a burgeoning homeless population in city shelters, the DOE created the
Students in Temporary Housing Program in the 1990’s to help children and youth in these
shelters enroll in and attend school. Although the McKinney-Vento Act has been expanded to
include many other children and youth in homeless situations such as families living with other
families, the DOE has not altered the mission of the STH Program; it continues to serve children
and youth temporarily residing in family shelters almost exclusively.
In July 2002, AFC sent a letter to Corporation Counsel and the DOE’s Office of Legal
Services detailing many of the ways that the STH Program was out of compliance with federal
and state law. Since then, AFC has met regularly with officials from the DOE to assess the
progress being made to remedy the problems. The DOE has gradually taken significant action to
address some of the shortcomings of the program. These accomplishments include the creation
of a new transportation policy described below, the design and distribution of a poster and
handouts detailing the rights of students who are homeless, and the creation of a new dispute
resolution process for matters involving students in temporary housing.

a. Structure of the Students in Temporary Housing Program
There are currently 12 Coordinators of the STH Program, one in each of the ten regions
and two who work with District 75, the citywide special education district, and District 79, the
citywide district for Alternative High Schools and Programs. The STH Coordinators serve as the
McKinney-Vento LEA liaisons for each of the local community school districts in the Regions.
The STH Coordinators report to the directors of the Office of Regional Student Placement and
Youth and Family Support Services (SPYFSS). There are ten SPYFSS directors, one in each
Region, and they report to the Regional Superintendents. At most of the family shelters
throughout the city, family assistants who are DOE staff work with the STH coordinators.
Unfortunately, none of the domestic violence shelters or runaway and homeless youth shelters
has the benefit of on-site family assistants, although the DOE has provided MetroCards to such
shelters, and caseworkers there are supposed to refer parents and youth to the STH Coordinators
for assistance with matters such as enrollment and transportation.
In addition to the Regional staff, the STH Program has staff at the DOE’s central office.
The central office staff provides technical assistance to the STH Coordinators and family
assistants, trouble shoots on particular cases, assists with data collection and analysis, and
manages the overall STH program. There are two staff members who work exclusively on the
STH Program: a program manager and a program assistant. Both positions are located in the
Office of Youth Development, School, and Community Services. Several other high-level
managers in the Office of Youth Development also have devoted a significant amount of time
resolving individual issues and addressing policy concerns.
Generally, the STH Coordinators manage the family assistants, and the family assistants
are responsible for ensuring that all the children and youth in the shelter where the family
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assistant is assigned are enrolled in school, have appropriate transportation, and attend school
regularly. Family assistants must interview all parents within 24 hours of their arrival at the
shelter and gather information about their children’s previous school, grade level, special
education services, and transportation needs. The intake sheets used to gather this information
also require family assistants to ask about where the children will be going to school while they
are living in the shelter, and where they will be living and attending school after they leave the
shelter. Copies of these intake forms are maintained at the shelter site, and are delivered to the
central STH staff and STH Coordinators on a weekly basis.
Unfortunately, the family assistants do not have access to the DOE’s student records
database, ATS, which means that they cannot make any changes of address in students’ files,
register students, or request transportation directly. To accomplish these tasks, the intake forms
are forwarded to the STH Coordinator who is responsible for putting the change of address and
school enrollment information into ATS. For students who have never been enrolled in public
school in New York City before, the STH central staff puts their information into ATS, rather
than the STH Coordinators. To access transportation, family assistants must either contact the
Office of Pupil Transportation (the agency responsible for student transportation throughout the
city), the school where the child is enrolled, or ask that the parent go to the school to request
transportation.

b. Reorganization of the Department of Education Reduced Resources for Homeless
Students and Families
In 2002, Mayor Bloomberg reorganized the school system and created the DOE. In
September 2003, as a part of the reorganization of the DOE, Chancellor Klein consolidated the
32 community school districts and five high school superintendencies into ten Regions. As a
result, the number of STH Coordinators was dramatically reduced. Prior to the reorganization,
there were 34 STH Coordinators, one for each of the local community school districts and
Districts 75 and 79. Now, post- reorganization, there are only 12 STH Coordinators: one for each
Region and Districts 75 and 79. The number of central office staff working on homeless issues
was also reduced from 3 to 2 people and clerical responsibilities were shifted from central staff
to the STH coordinators. Thus, STH coordinators are now responsible for three times as many
students as they were before and have additional duties. According to conversations AFC staff
members have had with STH Coordinators, many feel overwhelmed by the paperwork and
believe that it weakens their ability to serve students appropriately.
The reorganization has also taken its toll on the leadership of the STH program. For
many years the central office staff that managed the program remained constant. However, since
2003 there have been three new program managers for the STH program and the fourth program
manager recently began at the DOE after the position went unfilled for many months. While
other senior level DOE staff attempted to fill this void, in addition to their other responsibilities,
this vacancy created further problems for the STH Coordinators because they often times lacked
an effective leader to mediate disputes in the Regions.
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Recommendations for the DOE
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•

Reorganize the STH program in order to better allocate and leverage resources to
improve the delivery of educational services for students experiencing homelessness.

•

Give family assistants limited access to ATS for the purposes of expeditiously enrolling
students in school and arranging for transportation and cutting back on needless
paperwork for STH Coordinators117
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IX. Challenges Related to Identifying Students Living in Temporary Housing
Identification of students in temporary housing is key to the provision of services, such as
immediate enrollment, free transportation, educationally related support services through Title I,
services through McKinney-Vento-funded programs, free lunch regardless of income, and
comparable services to those offered to permanently housed students. Unfortunately, it seems
that there are a number of settings in which students in homeless situations are not identified as
such by the DOE. Without identifying these students, it is difficult to discern whether they are
receiving the educational programs and supports to which they are entitled.

a. Students Living in Family Shelters are Not Being Identified
It appears that not all of the students living in family shelters throughout New York City
are being identified. Yet, this is the specific population the DOE is required to assist. In
comparison to the figures published by the DHS, the DOE significantly undercounts the number
of children and youth in temporary housing who are mandated to attend school by a quarter.
According to DHS there are significantly more school-age children residing in NYC
shelters than the DOE has identified. For example in 2004-2005, DHS identified 19,328 children
ages 6-17 years old who resided in the family shelter system.118 However the DOE counted
approximately 24% fewer students in grades 1-12. All the children identified by DHS should
have been identified by the DOE and enrolled in school because they are all of compulsory
school age. In addition to the compulsory school age students who are homeless, there are many
other older students in shelters who continue to attend high school past their 17th birthday. Thus,
the DOE is likely under-identifying children and youth who are homeless even further than the
above figures indicate. 119
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The discrepancy between the DHS and DOE figures is twice as large for high school
aged students as it is for elementary and middle school aged students. From 2001-2005, the
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DOE counted 19% fewer children in grades 1-8 than the DHS identified ages 6-13; whereas the
DOE counted 40% fewer children in grades 9-12 than DHS identified ages 14-17.120 One would
expect that the DOE’s numbers would be significantly higher because it is based on the number
of students in high school, and a significant number of high school students are over 17 years
old, whereas the DHS figures only reflect the number of residents between the ages of 14 and 17.
The discrepancy is also of particular concern because all students must be enrolled in school
through the school year in which they turn 17 years old in New York City. Therefore the
difference between the figures cannot be explained away because of discharges. 121122
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If the DOE cannot properly identify students as being in temporary housing, it is unable
to provide them with services. Therefore it is crucial that they examine these discrepancies.
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Recommendations for the DOE
•

Improve coordination between DHS and the DOE to determine why there is such a large
discrepancy between the numbers of students they identify as homeless.

•

Determine whether discrepancies between DHS and DOE data are due to drop-outs, and
if so, conduct extensive outreach to re-enroll these youth in school, particularly because
they are of compulsory school age.

•

Improve tracking of students in family shelters through better information sharing
between the DOE and DHS.

b. Students Living Outside of the Family Shelter System who are Homeless are Not
Being Identified
Currently there are no on-site family assistants at domestic violence (DV) shelters, which
are overseen by the New York City Human Resources Administration (HRA), or at any of the
emergency shelters or transitional living programs for unaccompanied youth who are homeless,
which are overseen by the New York City Department of Youth and Community Development
(DYCD). While DOE staff met with representatives from HRA and DYCD in the fall of 2005
and gave them copies of posters and handouts for staff, parents, and youth, AFC has received
calls from parents and shelter staff that make it clear that the DOE must improve its outreach
efforts and better coordinate with DV shelters and runaway and homeless youth programs to
promote better access to educational services and transportation.
To date, the STH program has not reached out to facilities that house unaccompanied
youth who are homeless, such as runaway and homeless youth shelters, transitional living
programs from runaway and homeless youth, and shelters that house single adults where many
youth who are still eligible for educational services reside, other than to distribute materials as
mentioned above.123
The STH program also does not reach out to children and youth sharing the housing of
others. By failing to reach out to these students, not only are young people deprived of services,
such as immediate enrollment, free transportation, free meals, and Title I services, but the DOE
loses out on funding that it would receive if it properly documented and served the large number
of students experiencing homelessness.
Moreover, the New York State Education Department has required that all school
districts receiving Title I funds amend their enrollment forms to include information about
students’ housing status in an effort to identify students experiencing homelessness. The DOE
has yet to do this, but plans to in the near future according to DOE officials.
In another positive development, in September 2005, the DOE distributed posters and
handouts on the educational rights of children and youth experiencing homelessness to HRA,
DYCD, DHS, and the STH coordinators for distribution at all shelters. This should increase the
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DOE’s ability to identify children and youth in homeless situations by ensuring that parents and
youth in such circumstances are made aware of their educational rights.

Recommendations for the DOE
•

Improve coordination with HRA, the City agency that oversees the domestic violence
shelters, and DV shelters to increase identification efforts, to ensure that the DOE
provides services to all children and youth in domestic violence shelters, and to ensure
that the DOE provides trainings to DV shelter staff and parents on educational rights.

•

Improve collaboration with DYCD (which oversees the Runaway and Homeless Youth
shelters and transitional living programs in New York City), and the shelters and
transitional living programs for youth to increase identification efforts, to ensure that the
DOE provides services to all youth in shelters, and to ensure that the DOE provides
trainings to shelter staff and youth on educational rights.

•

Make posters about the educational rights of homeless youth available at single adult
shelters with contact information for STH Coordinators.

•

Post notices with the educational rights of students experiencing homelessness in
Housing Court.

•

Coordinate with DHS to identify students in doubled-up situations.

•

Revise its enrollment form to inquire about housing status.

•

Develop a clear policy about doubled-up families and train staff on this policy.

c. Homeless Children Eligible for Preschool, Head Start, and Even Start Services are
Not Being Identified
Children between the ages of 0-5 comprise the largest segment of the population in
family shelters, yet it seems that they receive the fewest educational services despite being
entitled to such services. Moreover, research has shown that early childhood education is crucial
to the later academic success of children.124
In New York City, universal pre-k and kindergarten are available for all four and five
year olds who are homeless pursuant to Chancellor’s Regulation A-780. Nevertheless, by
comparing shelter census data from DHS and pre-k enrollment data from the DOE, there appears
to be significantly more children residing in family shelters who may be eligible for pre-k
services than are actually enrolled. In FY 2005, there were 15,926 children ages 0-5, which
accounted for 23% of the total population housed in the family shelter system (69,062 children
and adults). The DOE, however, only identified 362 children in temporary housing enrolled in
pre-k in 2004-2005.
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Even though it cannot be determined how many of the 0-5 year olds counted by DHS
were eligible for pre-k, clearly there were more than four hundred. Indeed, the number of
children enrolled in pre-k in 2004-2005 represented only 29% of the number of children enrolled
in kindergarten and 20% of children enrolled in 1st grade, the first year of compulsory education
in New York State. This is especially notable, because as previously indicated, all children in
temporary housing eligible for pre-k services should be enrolled upon request by the parent
regardless of space constraints.125 126
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Survey data as well as outside research suggests that many preschool-aged children who
are residing in temporary housing are not being enrolled in programs. 127 Out of the sixty-seven
children represented by the survey data, thirteen were under the age of five, however only six
were enrolled in any form of preschool (Even Start, Head Start or pre-k). Shelter providers also
confirmed that though there are many young children living in their facilities, few enroll in
preschool programs. Providers suggested that one of the main reasons for this situation is that
parents are not aware of the services available.
Although it is a mandate of the McKinney-Vento Act, the DOE does not meaningfully
coordinate with providers of preschool services, including Head Start and Even Start, to ensure
that homeless children can enroll in such services. In fact, the DOE does not even track the
number of children who are homeless and enrolled in Head Start or Even Start programs.

Recommendations for the DOE
•
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Revise policies to indicate that the STH program is responsible for ensuring that children
are enrolled in pre-k, Head Start, and Even Start. Provide the STH program with staff
and other resources to implement these policies.
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•

Ensure that parents are aware of pre-k, Head Start and Even Start programs in the area
and provide them with assistance in enrolling in these programs.

•

Undertake outreach efforts to encourage parents to enroll their children in pre-k
programs.

•

Establish coordination between Head Start and Even Start Programs to ensure greater
participation of children in temporary housing.

•

Track temporarily housed children enrolled in Head Start and Even Start, and private
preschool programs.

•

Set clear goals for enrollment of children eligible for Head Start, Even Start, and pre-k
for STH Coordinators and ensure that the STH staff assists in meeting these goals.
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X. Potential Strategies to Improve Educational Opportunities for Students Experiencing
Homelessness

a. Reduce School Mobility Rates of Students Experiencing Homelessness
Data from a variety of sources suggests that students who are living in temporary housing
suffer academically when they change schools rather than remaining in their school of origin.128
The rate at which students in temporary housing transfer schools is alarmingly high although it
has shown improvement from 2001 to 2005.129
According to the DOE, approximately half of all students stayed in the school of origin,
while the other half transferred schools (47% remained in the school of origin in 2001-2002,
48% in 2002-2003, 52% in 2003-2004, and 54% in 2004-2005).130 AFC’s survey results mirror
this data: approximately half of the families changed schools when entering temporary housing
and the other half remained in their original school. According to the survey data, the parents
who chose to change their children’s schools after moving into temporary housing cited several
reasons for their decisions including the fact that they were told they had to change schools by
the DOE, that the commute to the old school was too far, and that they did not have the time or
money to commute with their children to the old school. Interestingly, none of the parents
queried said that the reason they transferred was that they did not like their children’s previous
school. 131 Given that students perform better academically if they remain in their school of
origin, the DOE must look for ways to encourage and facilitate school stability. 132
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While students in temporary housing did significantly worse than their housed peers as
discussed previously, those experiencing homelessness who transferred schools performed less
well on standardized tests than homeless students who did not transfer, especially on the math
tests. For example in 2004-2005, students who stayed in their school of origin performed:
•
•
32

9% better than those who transferred on the 8th grade Math and English tests;
9% better on the 7th grade Math tests;
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•
•

10% better on the 5th grade Math tests; and
9% better on the 3rd grade Math tests.

In fact, in both subjects, in every grade except for 6th (where there was virtually no difference)
students who remained in their school of origin performed better on standardized tests than
students who changed schools.
Of those students who transferred in the 2004-2005 school year, more than three quarters
only transferred once. A significant number transferred twice (1061 students), and although
relatively small, far too many students made 3 or more transfers (218 students ).
The retention rates also show differences, although small, between students who stayed in
the school of origin and those who transferred schools. Most notably, in 2004-2005:
•

First graders who transferred were 6% more likely to be held back133;

•

Second graders who transferred were 8% more likely to be held back134; and

•

Eleventh graders who transferred were 6% more likely to be held back.135

These findings are in accordance with the previously discussed research on school
mobility and are also reflected in the sentiments of most of shelter providers surveyed by AFC,
who said that in general it is best for students to remain in their same schools.
Given the DOE’s new transportation policy, described below, coupled with the sharing of
school data between the DOE and the DHS to better place families in shelters located in the
school districts of origin, school mobility rates should drop. However, to truly make an impact
on this important issue, the DOE must make this a priority in allocation of resources and policymaking.

Recommendations for the DOE
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•

Create a campaign to reduce school transfers (for example, one Texas school district
implemented a drive entitled “One child, one school, one year”).

•

Set target transfer rates and hold school placement officials (School Placement Youth and
Family Support Service Directors for grades K-8 and Office of Student Enrollment
Planning and Operations Director for grades 9-12) responsible for making progress
towards those targets.

•

Incorporate the importance of minimizing school transfers into trainings for STH Staff.

•

Ensure that STH Staff are informing parents about the importance of minimizing school
transfers and assisting parents to do so.
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b. Improve Transportation Options and Availability for Students Experiencing
Homelessness
The availability of transportation, along with the location of the shelter, are key factors
for parents deciding whether to transfer their child to a local school. The availability of
transportation also impacts attendance. According to AFC’s surveys, both shelter providers and
parents experiencing homelessness cited transportation as a major barrier preventing children
and youth living in temporary housing from enrolling in and attending school regularly. These
transportation challenges included delays in arranging for school bus pick up, difficulty securing
student and adult MetroCards to use to travel to school, and difficulty getting bus service routed
to a shelter if necessary.136
Until recently, the DOE did not systematically offer busing for general education students
living in family shelters despite the mandate from Chancellor’s Regulation A-780. Some
students attending local schools were offered busing when it was available to permanently
housed students, however students traveling across district boundaries were told to request a
transportation pass from school allowing them to take public transportation. In cases where the
student was unable to travel by themselves (in most cases, because of the student’s age), the
DOE family assistants referred the parents to public assistance centers to apply for transportation
grants to help pay for bus and subway passes.
Unfortunately, however, most parents were denied transportation grants from the public
assistance centers. In the spring of 2005, the DOE determined that it, rather than HRA, was
responsible for providing transportation to parents who wish to accompany their children to
school.137 Several months later, in September 2005, the DOE enacted a new policy whereby
parents who must accompany their children to school on public transportation are given a weekly
unlimited MetroCard to do so and reaffirmed its commitment to offering busing in accordance
with Chancellor’s Regulation A-780, which states that busing should be offered to students in
grades K-6 provided there is an available route. If a route is not available, the student should be
given a full-fare MetroCard from her school and the parent should be given an unlimited weekly
MetroCard to accompany the student on public transportation. Older students continue to be
eligible for full-fare MetroCards.138
Although the data produced for this report does not reflect the performance of the DOE
under its new policy, it does illustrate some of the persistent difficulties it has had providing
transportation to students in temporary housing. For example, even though all students in
temporary housing are categorically eligible for full-fare MetroCards,139 over the past 4 years,
4,798 Reduced Fare MetroCards were given to students in temporary housing (1,060 in 20012002, 1,264 in 2002-2003, 1,322 in 2003-2004, and 1,152 in 2004-2005). This means that
families who were homeless had to pay for their children’s transportation even though the
students were eligible for free transportation.
Based on the number of MetroCards issued by the DOE, it appears that a significant
number of children who were eligible for transportation did not receive this service. As
mentioned previously, children in temporary housing in grades K-6 are entitled to busing if there
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is an appropriate route; however, in 2004-2005, 3,198 such students received MetroCards rather
than busing. While it is impossible to determine at this point whether there was an appropriate
busing route for any of these children, it is safe to assume that many of them could have received
busing.
Additionally, the arrangement of busing for the large majority of students was due to the
mandates governing special education rather than adherence to transportation policies for
students who are homeless. For example, of the 1,498 students in temporary housing who
received busing in 2004-2005, 1,105 were students receiving special education services.140
With the DOE’s new transportation policy, combined with the better placement of
families in shelters in the school district of origin through the sharing of data between the DOE
and DHS, many of these problems should be largely resolved. Nevertheless, ongoing vigilance
and oversight is needed to ensure that these policies are successfully implemented.141

Recommendations for the DOE
•

Monitor data on transportation services for students in temporary housing to ensure that
all eligible students are being offered available services in a timely manner. Monitoring
should include:
o Whether any students in temporary housing were incorrectly given a reduced-fare
MetroCard
o How long it takes to arrange for busing
o How many students in grades K-6 receive MetroCards rather than busing

•

Continue collaboration between the DOE and DHS to place families in shelters located in
the Community School District where the youngest child previously attended school and
maintain pressure on DHS to do so.

c. Provide Enhanced Training to School and Shelter-based Staff
The DOE has not sufficiently trained its administrative staff or school-based staff on the
requirements of the McKinney-Vento Act and state law and local policies regarding the
education of children and youth who are homeless.
A professional development session for all family assistants and STH Coordinators was
held in January 2005 where AFC presented a training on the educational rights of children and
youth who are homeless. It was clear that widespread misunderstandings existed about the
requirements of the law and policies and about who was responsible for their implementation.
During the fall of 2005, the DOE held another training for all STH Coordinators, and the STH
Coordinators were in turn expected to train their staff. In December, AFC did a training which
several family assistants attended, and it was clear that while some family assistants have
received appropriate training, others have not. Moreover, it does not appear that the DOE has
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trained any of the pupil personnel secretaries or parent coordinators. The need for this type of
training was confirmed by AFC’s survey of families and shelter providers. Providers indicated
that insensitivity of local school personnel is a barrier to homeless children and youth attending
school, and that sensitivity training for teachers and other school personnel on the needs of
homeless children and youth would help prevent academic problems. More than half of the
shelter providers surveyed also said that they would like additional training on the educational
rights of homeless children. Training is also essential for parents: many of the parents AFC
surveyed were unaware of key rights they are guaranteed, including their right to enroll their
children in school immediately without having to show residential or academic documents, their
right to receive MetroCards to use to accompany their children to school, and their right to
appeal enrollment decisions.

Recommendations for the DOE
•

STH Coordinators should have quarterly trainings for family assistants, pupil accounting
secretaries, parent coordinators, and shelter staff. To ensure attendance, the SPYFSS
(Office of Student Placement, Youth and Family Support Services) directors should
mandate that appropriate school-based staff attend these trainings.

•

STH Coordinators should collaborate with central staff of the STH Program and NYS
Technical and Education Assistance Center for Homeless Students in developing the
curricula for such trainings.

•

STH Coordinators should organize monthly trainings in the evenings for parents at
shelters to discuss the educational system and parents’ rights and responsibilities within
that system.

d. Create Mechanisms to Hold STH Coordinators Accountable for Student
Identification, Placement, and Federally Mandated Responsibilities
The DOE does not have data-driven accountability measures for STH Coordinators. For
example, STH Coordinators are not held accountable for how long it takes students in temporary
housing to be enrolled in school or to receive transportation, how many absences or latenesses
they have, or the number of school transfers they experience. The Coordinators are also not held
accountable for identifying all of the children and youth living in shelters even though their
progress on this point could easily be measured by looking at the data already collected by
Department of Homeless Services (family shelters), Human Resource Administration (domestic
violence shelters), and Division of Youth and Community Development (runaway and homeless
youth shelters and transitional living programs). Also, there is no oversight over the content,
length, or regularity of trainings given by STH Coordinators to family assistants or anybody else,
even though information dissemination is an integral part of the LEA liaison’s role.
Finally, there is a degree of uncertainty about the scope of the STH Coordinators’
responsibilities, given the large bureaucracy at the DOE, which makes holding the Coordinators
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accountable difficult. Under federal law, the Coordinators are responsible, among other things,
for ensuring that all school-aged children experiencing homelessness are immediately enrolled in
school and receive transportation services, as well as providing services, to a more limited
degree, to pre-school age children. However, based on conversations AFC has had with STH
Coordinators, many do not believe that their role extends to serving high-school age youth,
children and youth receiving special education services, and pre-school age children, as
mentioned previously. Moreover, the most recent STH Program Manual that AFC has seen from
2004 also does not make clear the extent of the responsibilities of the STH staff. It appears that
this confusion stems from the STH program’s lack of coordination with branches of the DOE
bureaucracy, such as the Committees on Special Education and the Office of Student Enrollment
Planning and Operations which oversees the High School Registration Centers.142

Recommendations for the DOE
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•

Revise the STH Manual to clearly define the scope of responsibility of the STH
Coordinators. These should include identification of and service provision to all schoolage students and pre-k students, clear training requirements for STH staff, and training of
others by STH staff.

•

Appoint a staff person in each Regional High School Registration Office and Committee
on Special Education Office to be available and responsive to STH staff on a daily basis.

•

Design data-driven accountability measures to better track the performance of the STH
program.

•

Provide better support and oversight to STH Coordinators regarding the provision of
trainings.
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XI.

Conclusion

As the data amply demonstrates, students in temporary housing perform significantly
worse in school and have greater need for services as compared to all students in New York City.
They do worse on standardized testing, have poorer attendance rates, are almost twice as likely
to receive special education services, are almost twice as likely to be in more restrictive special
education settings, have a 15% retention rate, and a very small number graduate from high
school.
Clearly, the terrain is complex: it is difficult to track homeless children and youth, their
families are often in crisis and not able to prioritize education, the level of training about the
rights of homeless children and youth with respect to education is lacking at the schools, at
shelters, and among affected families. In addition, the responsibility for serving this population
is split between several different New York City government agencies.
Given this bleak picture, the DOE must redouble its efforts to identify and reach
homeless families with programs and policies that facilitate keeping their children in appropriate
schools. Most importantly, it must take concerted action to address the excessive number of
school transfers, which is linked to academic performance. Collaboration with other city
agencies, especially the Department of Homeless Services, is key to the DOE’s progress on this
point. Similarly the DOE must work together with DHS, DYCD, HRA and other social service
providers to address the large numbers of youth experiencing homelessness who are failing in
and dropping out of school. Finally, it must comply with federal law: the DOE has to revise its
regulations, train all staff on the updated regulations, and design and implement policies to reach
out to students experiencing homelessness.
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