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Introduction

On February 4, 2016, the Committees on Education, chaired by Council Member Daniel Dromm, and General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will hold a joint oversight hearing on DOE’s Support for Students who are Homeless or in Temporary Housing.  Representatives from the Department of Education (DOE), Human Resources Administration (HRA), Department of Homeless Services (DHS), union leaders, advocates, educators, parents and students have been invited to testify.  This oversight hearing will examine the DOE’s compliance with the Mckinney-Vento Act and hear testimony concerning measures the DOE is taking is to support students who are homeless or living in temporary housing.
Background

The Committees on Education, General Welfare, and Youth Services previously held a hearing on homeless students, entitled “Coordination between DOE, DYCD, and DHS to Ensure Homeless Children and Youth are Properly Educated,” on October 18, 2011.

New York City is experiencing a homelessness crisis, with homelessness at the highest levels since the Great Depression of the 1930s.
  According to DHS’ shelter census, as of January 28, 2016, there are 58,209 homeless individuals in New York City shelters, including 12,224 families with 23,372 children.
  This number does not include children and families who are “doubling up” with other family members or living in other temporary residences.  When all of these students are included, more than 84,000 students attending New York City public schools (not including charter schools) were homeless in School Year (SY) 2013–14, the latest year for which data is available.
  When charter schools are included, the total number of homeless children in City schools was over 87,000 in SY 2013–14, according to data collected by New York State.
  The number of homeless children in the City’s public schools has been growing, with a 25% increase in the four years between SY 2010–11 and SY 2013–14, according to a 2015 report from the Institute for Children, Poverty and Homelessness (ICPH).
  Additionally, one out of every 9 students (11%) experienced homelessness at some point between SY 2010–11 and SY 2013–14.
  
The increase in student homelessness was driven primarily by the number of children living doubled up with another family due to a loss of housing or economic hardship.  This group of City homeless students grew by almost two-thirds (63%) in the four years from 2010 - 2014, while the number of students in shelters grew by only 5% during the same time period.
  The State tracks students by their “primary nighttime residence” of which there are four types: doubled up; hotel/motel; sheltered; and unsheltered (cars, parks, campgrounds, temporary trailer, or abandoned buildings).

Further, most children are homeless for more than one school year.  Two-thirds of City students (67%) who were homeless in SY 2013–14 had been homeless during a previous school year, and 24% were homeless all four years between SY 2010–11 and SY 2013–14.

In addition, Hispanic and Black children are over-represented among homeless students.  While Black and Hispanic students made up 68.5% of New York City public school students overall, they represented 86% of New York City students who were homeless in SY 2013–14.
  Hispanics made up the largest group of homeless students that year at 51%, followed by Blacks at 35%, Asians at 9% and Whites at 4%.
  Also, 1 out of 4 homeless students was an English Language Learner in SY 2013–14, compared to 1 in 7 housed students.

Young children are more likely to be homelessness than older children.  According to one study, “the vast majority of families were composed of single mothers with two young children, often under the age of six.”
  In SY 2013–14, the majority of homeless students in New York City were in elementary school, with more than one-third (36%) of homeless students in pre-K through 2nd grade, compared to 27.5% of housed students.
  These early grades are a critical period for learning basic reading, writing, and math skills.  Available data also suggests that almost 4,000 eligible homeless children were not enrolled in a pre-K program in SY 2013–14.

Although homeless students attend schools in every district, homelessness is not equally distributed across the city.  In SY 2013–14, the Bronx had the highest number of homeless students with 31,837, followed by Brooklyn with 24,050; Manhattan 15,542; Queens 13,354; and Staten Island 2,427.
  Homelessness by school district ranged from 2% in District 26 in Queens to 18% in Bronx District 9, compared to a citywide average of 8%.
  Seven school districts (2, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, and 12) had enrollment of over 3,000 homeless students each in SY 2013–14.
  While the average rate of homelessness among students in New York City was 8% in SY 2013–14, in eight schools, homeless students comprised at least 40% of the student population and in some schools up to 46% of students were homeless.
  However, these statistics are somewhat skewed as homeless students and families may be moved around.
Homeless students frequently move to schools not only outside of their districts, but outside of their boroughs of origin, based on the location of their shelter or other temporary housing.  District 9 in the Bronx was the school district from which the largest number of students left after becoming homeless between school year 2012–13 and 2013–14, and these students transferred to schools throughout the City.
  District 10 in the North Bronx was the school district with the largest number of students across the City transferred into during that same period.

Homelessness can have particularly adverse effects on children and youth, including higher incidence of hunger, poor physical and mental health, and missed educational opportunities.
  The lack of stability and disruption in the lives of homeless children often negatively impacts academic achievement.  These negative impacts will be explored in greater detail herein.
The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (Mckinney-Vento Act) was designed, in part, to ensure that every child receives a free, appropriate public education.
  Under the terms of the Act, States receive federal grant money if they meet certain requirements regarding the education of homeless children and youth.
  Homeless children and youth are defined under the Act as “individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence.”
  This includes unaccompanied youth who are not in the physical custody of a parent or guardian.
  

The McKinney-Vento Act requires that students in homeless shelters be allowed to either remain in their school of origin or, if the parent or guardian objects to that placement, their child may enroll in any public school that students living near the shelter are eligible to attend. 
 If the Local Educational Agency (LEA) places a student in a school other than the school of origin or the school requested by the parent or guardian, the agency must provide the parent or guardian with a written explanation of the decision and notify them of their right to appeal.
  A local homeless education liaison must assist unaccompanied youth with enrollment and must provide youth with notice of a right to appeal if they are not placed in the school they wish.
  

Homeless children and youth must also be allowed to enroll in school immediately, even if they do not have documents normally required for enrollment.
  If the student needs to obtain immunization records or medical records, the school must immediately refer the parent, guardian, or unaccompanied youth to the local homeless education liaison to assist them in obtaining their records.
  The enrolling school is also required to immediately contact the student’s last school in order to obtain records.
  

Under the Mckinney-Vento Act, homeless children and youth are also entitled to equal participation in other school services, and the state and local educational agencies must ensure that transportation is provided if the parent, guardian, or liaison requests it.
  For example, comparable services must be provided for disabilities programs, limited English proficiency programs, vocational and technical education programs, gifted and talented programs, and school nutrition programs.
  Homeless students also have the right to equal access to afterschool programs and preschool programs.
  

State and local educational agencies are also responsible for examining policies that act as a barrier to enrollment for homeless children and youth and revising such policies where appropriate.
  They must develop and implement professional development programs to educate school personnel on problems faced by homeless children and youth and methods for identifying homeless children and youth.  Finally, the agencies are required to ensure that students are not stigmatized or segregated on the basis of being homeless.
 

On December 10, 2015, the President signed into law the “Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015,” which reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).
  With regard to homeless students, the ESEA builds on existing provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act in order to improve services in areas including school stability, enrollment and full participation, credit accrual and college readiness.  With regard to school stability, the amendments include requiring the LEA to make a best interest determination, with a presumption that staying in the school of origin is in the child or youth’s best interest, unless it is against the parent, guardian or unaccompanied youth’s wishes.
  Further, should a student obtain permanent housing, if it is determined to be in the student’s best interest to remain in the school of origin, transportation must be provided until the end of the academic year.
 This change is a clarification over the previous version of the Act which limited transportation to currently homeless students.
  The amendments also guarantee that homeless students are able to fully participate in both academic and extracurricular activities including summer schools, career and technical education, advanced placement, online learning and charter school programs.
 The ESEA additionally requires planning for how homeless youth will receive assistance from school counselors to prepare and improve their readiness for college.
  The amendments will go into effect July 1, 2016.
 
New York City Department of Education
The New York City Department of Education (DOE) is the Local Educational Agency responsible for implementing and coordinating McKinney-Vento Act educational requirements in New York City and ensuring that all services and programs offered by DOE are available to homeless children and youth.  In addition to the Act, Chancellor’s Regulation A-780 ensures that students residing in temporary living situations have access to the same public education and services that are available to permanently housed students.
  Within the DOE, the Students in Temporary Housing (STH) unit within the Office of Safety and Youth Development (OSYD) is available to answer questions on the rights of students residing in temporary housing situations.
  In addition, STH Content Experts are available in each borough to provide technical assistance and to work directly with schools.
  
DOE STH Staff

OSYD has at least one STH Content Expert in each borough who serves as the STH liaison and manages STH programs and services designed to help children who are homeless pursue their education, and each supervises a team of Family Assistants.
  Family Assistants, who are located at shelters and in some schools, are responsible for assisting homeless parents and their children with their educational needs.
 Family Assistants are available to assist the child’s parent/guardian with school enrollment, obtaining immunizations, school records, and arranging transportation to and from school.
  
In addition, STH liaisons in OSYD borough offices collaborate with Borough Field Service Centers to meet the needs of students and families in temporary housing.
  There is also a small STH central team that is responsible for the program citywide.

Chancellor’s Regulation A-780
Chancellor’s Regulation A-780 aims to ensure that homeless children receive the same programs and services as children with permanent residences.
  The regulation defines a homeless child as a child, including a student with disabilities, who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence, which includes a child who:
1. is living with a friend, relative or someone else because their family lost their housing due to economic hardship, or a similar reason (referred to as “doubled up”), or is living in a motel, hotel, trailer park, or camping ground due to the lack of alternative adequate accommodations;
2. is living in a subsidized publicly or privately operated shelter designed to provide temporary living accommodations (including commercial hotels, congregate shelters, and transitional housing for the mentally ill);
3. is awaiting foster care placement;
4. is living in a public or private place not designed for or ordinarily used as a regular sleeping accommodation; or
5. Is living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations or similar settings.


Chancellor’s Regulation A-780 further provides that schools must display in a prominent location posters that set forth the basic rights of homeless children and provide information about the STH liaisons.  In addition, it requires the DOE to distribute to students and families a “Students in Temporary Housing Guide for Parents and Youth” that summarizes important information and defines the rights of students as outlined in the Chancellor’s Regulation 780-A and the McKinney-Vento Act.
The regulation states that a homeless student for whom the NYC school district is the designated school district may attend either the school of origin (the school the child attended when permanently housed or in which the child was last enrolled) or the school of current location (the school that is zoned for the address at which the child is actually living or the school which other students living in the same area as the child are eligible to attend) and that DOE will make a determination based on the “best interest” of the student.  According to the regulation, schools must immediately enroll homeless children or youth.  Homeless students may not be denied enrollment due to missing documentation and must receive assistance in finding missing documentation.
Regarding transportation, the regulation states that all homeless students, including students receiving special education services, in Grades Pre-K through 12 who have been placed in temporary housing are exempt from age and distance requirements and are eligible for free transportation as long as they are homeless.  According to the regulation, for homeless students in shelters, the Family Assistants and/or STH Liaison will coordinate with the Office of Pupil Transportation (OPT) to determine if a yellow bus route is available for a student who does not need specialized transportation to travel to and from school.  If yellow bus transportation is not available or appropriate, homeless students are eligible for a full fare Metrocard without regard to their age or the distance from their temporary housing accommodations to school.  Parents of homeless students in Grades Pre-K through 6 who receive a MetroCard to travel to/from school are eligible for MetroCards in order to accompany their children to and from school.
Finally, Chancellor’s Regulation A-780 also requires Family Assistants to meet with families residing in Department of Homeless Services (DHS) shelters prior to the families moving into permanent housing to ensure a smooth transition.  Homeless families not residing in DHS shelters can receive assistance from the STH Liaison(s) in their borough as they move to permanent housing.  Parents must be informed that their children have the right to stay in their current schools through the terminal grade (i.e. the last grade found in that school).

Funding for Services Provided to Homeless Students
Federal funding is available to help serve students who are homeless through the McKinney-Vento Act in the form of competitive grants administered by the New York State Education Department (NYSED).  The program awards competitive, three-year grants to LEAs to facilitate the enrollment, attendance, and academic success of homeless children and youth.  Approximately $4 million per year is available statewide.
  New York City is in the last year of a 3-year McKinney-Vento grant in the amount of $1.5 million per year.
  The NYSED McKinney Vento Grant Program Application for 2016-2019 is due by February 26, 2016.

Also under the Act, districts that receive federal Title I, Part A funds (allocated to schools serving low-income students) must comply with a mandatory set-aside of funds to serve homeless children.
  The Title I STH set-aside funds should be used primarily for educational services to ensure homeless children and youth progress academically, but may also be used to pay for emergency supplies such as uniforms, school supplies, books or even glasses.
  Title I funds cannot be used for such items such as rent, or non-academic extracurricular activities.
  A school can determine an appropriate set-aside by reviewing the needs and costs involved in serving homeless students in the current year and using those figures to project for the following year, taking into account any changes the school anticipates in its population of homeless students.
  A school can also determine an appropriate set-aside amount by multiplying the number of homeless students by the Title I, per capita allocation (which can be found in the current Title I School Allocation Memorandum).
  Currently, Title I schools are required to set aside a minimum of $100 per STH pupil.

In addition to Title I funding, DOE allocates State Attendance Improvement Dropout/Prevention (AIDP) resources, in the amount of $8.656 million in FY 2016, to support mandated services and programs for STH.
  AIDP funding primarily covers the cost of STH staff, both field-based and at the central level ($7.965 million of the total), with just $678,652 allocated to OTPS for local travel reimbursement for field-based staff and other program expenses.

The Department of Homeless Services

The Department of Homeless Services (DHS) provides temporary housing to homeless individuals and families in New York City. The overall number of homeless families in the DHS shelter system has increased in recent years. As of January 31, 2016, a total of over 58,000 individuals were living in shelters.
 Of this population, there are 12,243 families with children which constitute 40,517 total individuals, including 23,391 children.
 The average length of stay for families with children in the DHS system has increased over the past several years, rising from 258 days in Fiscal Year 2011 to 430 days in Fiscal Year 2015.

DHS uses the same definition of homelessness as the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which states that an individual who is homeless: 1) lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence; and 2) has a primary nighttime residence that is:

1. a supervised or privately operated shelter designed to provide temporary living accommodations; 

2. an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals who will be institutionalized; or 

3. a public or private place not designed for, or used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for human beings. 


It is important to note that unlike DOE, HUD and DHS do not classify as homeless those who are sharing housing with other people due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason.
 Therefore, data on the number of homeless children will vary depending on which definition is used.  During the 2013-2014 school year, approximately 28,000 school-aged children lived in shelters, 49,000 were living doubled up with other households, and 7,000 were living outside shelters or other residences (or in an unspecified location), adding up to 84,000 homeless students.
 

The presence of children determines where families may seek shelter. In New York City, families with children under 21 years old, pregnant women, and families with a pregnant woman are considered families with children
 and must visit the Prevention Assistance and Temporary Housing (PATH) Office in the Bronx to apply for shelter.
 Families whom DHS determines to have “safe and appropriate places to stay” are not eligible for shelter services.
 Families deemed eligible for shelter are then provided a shelter placement. Generally, an effort is made to place families in shelters within the same area as the family’s youngest child’s school. In the first Fiscal Year 2015, DHS placed 52.9 percent of families in shelters according to the youngest child’s school.

Shelters
DHS utilizes various types of transitional housing to shelter homeless families with children, including Tier II shelters, hotels, and cluster sites, which are temporary transitional housing units located in apartment buildings where lease holding tenants may also reside. Clients in all facilities receive case management services to assist them in locating permanent housing. 

Issues and Concerns
Children face serious consequences to their well-being as a result of the instability and stress from being homeless.  As one report put it, “[w]ithout a bed to call their own, they have lost safety, privacy, and the comforts of home, as well as friends, pets, possessions, reassuring routines, and community. These losses combine to create a life-altering experience that inflicts profound and lasting scars.”
  Homeless children experience a range of physical and mental health issues, as well as developmental and academic difficulties, at rates much higher than non-homeless children.  It is important to address these physical and mental health problems in addition to the educational underachievement of homeless students.
Impact on Physical and Mental Health
Research shows that homeless children are hungry and sick more often than their housed peers.
  According to the National Center on Family Homelessness, homeless children go hungry at twice the rate of other children and suffer from nutritional deficiencies that often lead to high rates of overweight and obesity.
  Children experiencing homelessness are also sick four times more often than other children, with four times as many respiratory infections, twice as many ear infections and five times more gastrointestinal problems.

The high levels of stress experienced by homeless children, and their frequent exposure to violence has severe mental health consequences.  Children experiencing homelessness have three times the rate of emotional and behavioral problems compared to non-homeless children.
  A recent review of research literature found that 10% to 26% of homeless preschool children had mental health problems requiring clinical evaluation.
  This increased to 24% to 40% among homeless school age children—two to four times the rate of poor children in a similar age range.
  
Homeless children are also exposed to more violence than their non-homeless peers, which can lead to psychological problems.  According to researchers, by age twelve 83% of homeless children have been exposed to at least one serious violent event and about 25% have witnessed acts of violence within their own families.
  Children who witness violence are more likely than those who have not to exhibit frequent aggressive and antisocial behavior, increased fearfulness, higher levels of depression and anxiety, and have a greater acceptance of violence as a way of resolving conflict.
 

These kinds of experiences can significantly impact children and keeping them in safe, supportive environments, such as school, can help them cope with stress. 
Impact on Development and Academic Achievement
The instability, disruption and trauma of homelessness can have profound effects on children’s development and ability to learn.  In fact, the impacts of homelessness on young children, may lead to changes in brain architecture that can interfere with learning, emotional self-regulation, cognitive skills, and social relationships.
  Research shows that children experiencing homelessness are four times more likely to show delayed development and have twice the rate of learning disabilities as non-homeless children. 

Frequent transfers of schools has been shown to be an obstacle to the educational achievement of homeless youth.
  Changing schools can greatly impede a student’s academic and social growth.
  Research on residential mobility has found that frequent mobility has negative effects on academic performance, rates of grade retention, and rates of high school graduation.
  Generally, any child who changes schools takes from four to six months to recover academically.
  In New York City, one out of 4 homeless students transferred schools during the 2013–14 school year compared to one in 11 housed students.
  Additionally, homeless City students were almost three times as likely to experience mid-year transfers as housed students (25% compared to 9%).

Homelessness also affects attendance, as homeless students have much higher rates of absenteeism.
  In New York City, 38% of homeless students were chronically absent (missed more than 20 days of school) in SY 2013–14, compared to 22% of housed students.
  The school district with the highest absenteeism rate that year was District 23 in the Brownsville neighborhood of Brooklyn, where 53% of homeless students were chronically absent.
  Attendance is negatively impacted by higher sickness rates, transportation problems, and social barriers.  As one commentator noted, “[c]hildren who are ashamed of being homeless often resist going to school, afraid that they are marked by their dirty clothes, their mode of transportation, their lack of supplies, their inability to invite friends home after school, or simply afraid that teachers and the other children know there are homeless.”
 

In addition, homeless students are falling behind their peers academically.
  According to the latest New York City data, on all educational indicators, homeless students achieved worse outcomes than housed students, including housed students eligible for free lunch.
  

Homeless students in the City performed far worse on State English and math tests than their non-homeless peers.
  On the 3rd-8th grade State English Language Arts test in SY 2013–14, only 12.9% of homeless students passed compared to 24.9% of housed students eligible for free lunch and 43.2% of housed students not eligible for free lunch.
  Similarly, on the 3rd-8th grade State Math test, just 16.8% of homeless students passed compared to 30.9% of housed students eligible for free lunch and 49.1% of housed students not eligible for free lunch.

Graduation rates for homeless students are far lower than their housed peers.
  The four-year graduation rate for the class of 2014 was just 47.9% for homeless students compared to 69.2% for housed students eligible for free lunch and 85.8% for housed students not eligible for free lunch.

Dropout rates for homeless students, on the other hand, are far higher than their housed peers.
  Of all City students scheduled to graduate in SY 2013–14, 19.8% of homeless students dropped out compared to 9.2% of housed students eligible for free lunch and just 5% of housed students not eligible for free lunch.
  
Grade retention can be one of the many negative consequences of changing schools frequently and studies have found that children who are homeless are more likely to repeat a grade than non-homeless children.
  In New York City, 15% of all homeless students, compared to 11% of housed students, were held back and required to repeat one or more grades between SY 2010–11 and SY 2013–14.
  This amounts to roughly 13,000 homeless students retained over the four-year period.
 
Homeless Unaccompanied Youth 
Each year, New York City conducts a point-in time (PIT) count of homeless adults, families, and youth based on the guidelines put forth by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), known as the HOPE count.
  Numerous stakeholders, including HUD, recognized that unsheltered youth may not be captured completely in the HOPE count because they have different characteristics and behaviors than older adults experiencing homelessness.
  Beginning in March of 2014, New York City agencies, runaway and homeless youth service providers, and advocates planned a supplemental youth count (documented in the NYC Youth Count Report) that focused specifically on counting unsheltered youth to be included in the annual PIT count in NYC.
 

According to the 2015 NYC Youth Count Report, the PIT youth count took place from Tuesday, February 10 to Friday, February 13, 2015.
  During this time, staff at the 33 participating programs, which included runaway and homeless youth drop-in centers, outreach teams, shelters, and supportive housing sites asked every client who came into the program or were encountered during outreach to complete a short survey, which included a question about where they spent the night on Monday, February 9, the same date as the HOPE count and the shelter census, in accordance with the HUD regulation.
  An estimated 6,359 youth under the age of 25 years were counted on the night of the point in-time count (not including children under the age of 25 in shelters with their adult parents).
 This estimate includes 188 unsheltered youth, according to HUD definitions, 1,518 unaccompanied youth who were counted via the shelter census, 2,114 youth parents and 2,539 children with parenting youth.

Youth were categorized as unsheltered for the purposes of the HOPE count if they spent the night of February 9th on the streets, subway, walking around, or in a park; in a 24-hour store, restaurant or internet café, bank, or other private establishment; or in an abandoned building, stairwell, lobby, yard, squat, car, or similar place.
  The criteria for unsheltered also included being at a bar, club, or other party; working; and being in some other private place not meant for sleeping.
  To better capture a broader spectrum of unstably housed youth, other categories of housing instability not categorized by HUD were included in the youth count, such as couch surfing, exchanging sex for shelter, or being in an institution such as a hospital or jail.

Unaccompanied homeless youth face even more obstacles than other homeless students.  A 2009 report (the most recent report available) by The New York City Association of Homeless and Street Involved Youth Organizations and Empire State Coalition of Youth and Family Services found that while the McKinney-Vento Act has made enrollment much easier, many homeless youth still face huge barriers to completing their education.
  These barriers may include low-literacy levels, a lack of credits, self-support obligations, and teen-parenthood.  

Further, although DOE offers the STH programs to homeless youth, the report found that DOE fails to aggressively outreach to unaccompanied minors, and often discourages youth from enrolling in regular high school classes.
  Homeless youth, especially those who have been out of school for some time, may have difficulty in enrolling in regular high school classes due to low literacy levels and an inability to meet the credit requirements for alternative high schools.
  In addition, many unaccompanied homeless youth cannot attend school during regular classroom hours due to a need to support themselves and their children.
  New York City has a Living for the Young Family through Education program for parenting teens that includes on-site day care.
  However, the report found that the waiting lists for such programs are so long that homeless youth cannot access the service.

For young people over the age of 21, or for those who cannot attend public schools, GED and literacy programs may be the best alternative.
 However, the report found that there are also obstacles for homeless youth who wish to participate in these programs.  In New York City, there are very few literacy programs that specifically target youth.
  Adult literacy programs often are unprepared to meet the needs of homeless youth.
  As for GED programs, most are offered in a normal classroom setting during regular business hours.
 While this may work for some homeless youth, those that have to work may require more flexible hours and those who have been out of school for some time may need a less traditional setting.

Conclusion
Homeless children and youth already face many obstacles that hinder them from achieving their full potential.  Education is a way to keep children connected to their friends and communities, provide them with the stability they may not have in other aspects of their lives, and empower them to break out of poverty.  While DOE and DHS share goals geared towards helping homeless students access the services they need, the Committees seek to better understand how the agencies work together to ensure homeless children and youth are properly educated.  In particular the Committees are interested in learning how the agencies are: 1) assisting homeless students that are moving or transferring districts transition; 2) providing access to transportation for homeless students who need it; and 3) providing academic and non- academic support services to homeless students.
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