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Good afternoon. My name is Liza Pappas and I am an education policy analyst at the New York City 
Independent Budget Office. Thank you for the opportunity to testify at today’s hearing. My testimony is 
based on ongoing research IBO has been conducting concerning New York City students in temporary 
housing and challenges to their school success.  

As part of our legislatively authorized access to student-level Department of Education data, IBO 
receives a data file from the department that indicates public school students who have self-identified 
as living in temporary housing on a school-based residency questionnaire. City schools are asked to 
distribute this questionnaire to every student at the beginning of each school year, and again to any 
student who reports a change in residency. An indicator of temporary housing, then, is for any one 
period of time during the school year—it does not provide any information on the duration of a 
student’s stay in a homeless shelter or other temporary housing. 

To date we have received data on students in temporary housing for a period of four years spanning 
school years 2009-2010 through 2013-2014. In the past year we have also interviewed over 100 
Department of Education employees from 12 schools that serve large shares  of students in temporary 
housing and have spoken with 50 families that have reported being in temporary housing for some part 
of the period. I will briefly outline five findings for this hearing.  

First, I will begin with a broad overview. In school year 2013-2014, nearly 83,000 young people attending 
the city’s public schools—roughly 8 percent of the system’s 1.1 million students—were identified as in 
temporary housing. Thirty-four percent reported living in homeless shelters while 58 percent said they 
were “doubled up,” which the federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act1 defines as shared 
housing due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or similar reason. An additional 8 percent were 
awaiting foster care placement or resided in other temporary housing situations (such as hotels/motels, 
cars, parks, public spaces, or abandoned property). In total, these troubling numbers represent a 25 
percent increase in the number of students living in such conditions since the 2010-2011 school year.2 

                                                            
1 http://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/esea02/pg116.html#sec721 
2 These numbers do not include New York City students enrolled in charter schools. 
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SOURCE: IBO analysis of Department of Education data, 2010-2014 
NOTE: Excludes students in charter schools. 
 

Second, let me underscore that students identified in the two largest temporary housing categories, 
doubled up and the shelter system, present as two different groups of students—of course with 
variation between and within each of these housing types. The vast majority of students residing in 
shelters are black (52.8 percent) and Hispanic (42.4 percent). Among those in doubled-up housing, 
Hispanic (56.7 percent) or Asian (13.9 percent) students are more common. In 2013-2014, students 
residing in doubled-up housing received English Language Learner services at more than three times the 
rate of students living in shelters. Students residing in shelters were twice as likely to receive special 
education services compared with students in doubled-up housing. 
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SOURCE: IBO analysis of Department of Education data, 2013-2014 
NOTE: Excludes students in charter schools. 
 

Generally, students’ schooling outcomes also look different by housing type. Analysis of 2013-2014 
school year data showed that students in shelters were absent noticeably more than their peers in 
doubled-up and permanent housing (attendance rates were 81.0 percent compared with 90.2 percent in 
doubled-up housing and 90.9 percent in permanent housing). Students residing in shelters and other 
temporary living situations were also suspended at more than twice the rate as students in doubled-up 
housing and permanent housing (6.4 percent for students in shelters and 7.5 percent for students in 
other temporary housing compared with 2.6 percent for students doubled up and 3.1 percent for 
students in permanent housing).  
 

Student Outcomes by Housing Status 

 Housing Status 
Number of 

Students 
Share of All 

Students 
Attendance 

Rate 
Suspension 

Rate 

ELA 
Proficiency 

(Grades 3-8) 

Math 
Proficiency 

(Grades 3-8) 
Doubled Up 48,336 4.50% 90.20% 2.60% 15.10% 21.10% 

Shelter 27,772 2.60% 81.00% 6.40% 9.80% 10.40% 
All Other 
Temporary* 6,699 0.60% 83.20% 7.50% 11.60% 14.20% 

Permanent Housing 989,240 92.30% 90.90% 3.10% 29.80% 35.90% 

TOTAL 1,072,047 100.00% 90.60% 3.20% 28.50% 34.40% 

SOURCE: IBO analysis of Department of Education data, 2013-2014 
NOTES: Excludes students in charter schools.  
*All Other Temporary includes students awaiting foster care placement, students living in hotels or motels, and students residing in 
other temporary housing situations. Outcomes are weighted averages. 

New York City Independent Budget Office 

 

While differences in school outcomes appear to be most glaring for students residing in shelters, we also 
need to know more to understand the educational outcomes of students in doubled-up housing. As 
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previously noted, the meaning of doubled up is somewhat vague in the federal law. Not surprisingly, IBO 
found a wide interpretation of this housing categorization in interviews with staff across various schools. 
Some considered whether the family had the security of a lease, others whether there was more than 
one family living in the space, and still others zeroed in on whether the child slept in a bed. Some 
expressed apprehension about using the doubled-up categorization given that New York City has been a 
key immigration portal for over a century, and as a result many families have had the experience of 
sharing housing.  Given the variation in how different schools interpret the federal standard, it is likely 
that the students in this category include a wide variety of housing arrangements with some more likely 
to have a negative impact on school outcomes than others. 
 
Third, we need to consider the use of the term temporary. Comparing data across all four years, IBO has 
found significant numbers of students who are identified as living in a shelter or in doubled-up housing 
in more than one year. Recall that in the DOE data, while we know whether a student was living in 
temporary housing at some point in a given school year, we do not know for how long. That said, the 
data suggest that for at least some students, these “temporary” housing arrangements are long-lived. 
When we look across four years of data we do see some students in temporary housing in more than 
one year. 
 

 For the 27,772 students identified as living in shelters in school year 2013-2014, 67 percent were 
also identified as living in a shelter in at least one of the three previous school years and 22 
percent were identified as living in a shelter in all three previous school years. 

 
Similar results were found for students living in doubled-up situations: 
 

 For the 48,336 students identified as living in doubled-up housing in school year 2013-2014, 62 
percent were also identified as living in doubled-up housing in at least one of the three previous 
school years, and 21 percent were identified as living doubled up in all three previous school 
years. 

Fourth, students identified in temporary housing—shelters and doubled-up housing—are concentrated 
in a relatively small number of city schools. In 2013-2014, one-third of New York City schools served 
close to 70 percent of all students Identified as living in shelter and doubled-up residences citywide. This 
means that the kinds of educational challenges mentioned earlier (absences, suspensions) 
disproportionately impact a small number of schools. It is true that students and families without stable 
housing can be found in every neighborhood in this city, but like other subgroups of students in our 
school system, we see a concentration of students in temporary housing in some schools and not others.  
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SOURCE: IBO analysis of Department of Education data, 2013-2014 
NOTES: Based on 1,669 schools; does not include students in alternative education programs (District 79), special education schools and 
programs (District 75), and charter schools. Schools ranked in ascending order by percentage of their enrollment identified in shelters or 
doubled-up housing. 
 

Lastly, schools do not receive additional resources to provide academic, counseling, or social supports 
for students who are without stable housing. Schools are asked to set aside $100 of their Title I 
allocation for every child they identify as being in temporary housing. Principals, teachers, guidance 
counselors, social workers, parent coordinators, and other staff across the 12 schools that participated 
in the qualitative component of our study underscored that $100 could not be stretched beyond a 
school uniform, sweatshirt, or backpack.  
 
From school years 2010-2011 through 2013-2014, while the population of students in temporary 
housing increased by 25 percent there was no increase in state dollars to support mandated services 
and programs. For each of these four years, the education department’s Office of Students in Temporary 
Housing received $8.3 million in Attendance Improvement Dropout Prevention funds; 68 percent ($5.6 
million) was used to cover the salaries of roughly 115 family assistants ($5.6million)—educational 
liaisons between homeless shelters and schools. The remaining funds covered the salaries of the eight 
borough directors (content experts), two borough-based managers, four central staff, and programming 
expenses.  
 
Additional federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance grant funds are available to facilitate the 
enrollment, attendance, and success for students living in temporary housing. For the last grant cycle 
from July 1, 2013-June 30, 2016 the Department of Education received close to $4 million, about $1.5 
million on average for each of these three years, with most of the money going to programming.   

Families who participated in focus groups we conducted verified that they were without many basic 
resources (transportation, clothing, space for homework) that better-housed families can more readily 
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provide to support their child’s education. While families attested to the many teachers and school staff 
who had personally provided items such as coats or food, supports for counseling, tutoring, after-school 
programming, child care, job training, and affordable housing were far beyond their reach.  
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to testify, and I welcome your questions. 
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Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today about the DOE’s support for students 
in temporary housing.   My name is Michelle Frank and I am the Assistant Director at the 
NYS-TEACHS, the Technical and Education Assistance Center for Homeless Students, at 
Advocates for Children of New York (AFC). For more than 40 years, Advocates for Children 
has worked to promote access to the best education New York can provide for all students, 
especially students of color and students from low-income backgrounds. As a project of AFC, 
NYS-TEACHS has worked closely with the NYC DOE and related city agencies on homeless 
education issues for the past ten years. We handle between 2000 and 3000 cases each year 
regarding the educational needs of students in temporary housing in New York. 

 
Last year, the NYC DOE reported to the State Education Department that they had identified 
86,694 students in temporary housing at all grade levels, including 51,287 students in grades 
K-6 in temporary housing.1   School stability, and the right to continued enrollment in the 
school of origin, has been a central focus of the federal law to protect students in temporary 
housing since the McKinney-Vento Act was first enacted in 1987 through today, because 
experts recognize stability as a key protective factor in academic and social-emotional 
outcomes for children in temporary housing. 

 
The NYC DOE’s new initiative to provide yellow bus service for K-6 students in shelters is a 
tremendous step forward in helping young students in temporary housing maintain school 
stability.  A yellow bus ensures that parents of K-6 students in shelters will no longer need to 
choose between accompanying their children to their original schools or making it to work or 
looking for permanent housing. Because of this landmark change, children will no longer 
forfeit their right to remain in their original school when public transit presents a hardship, 
such as when a parent has a disability that makes public transit a barrier, or when two or more 
siblings need to be accompanied on public transit at the same time to different locations. In 
short, with the yellow busing initiative, NYC DOE has the potential to solve one of its most 
intractable transportation problems for many families in shelters. 

 
The new bus program must be appropriately funded, must be appropriately staffed, and must 
be memorialized in written policy to ensure its success and continuation.  We recommend 

 
 

 

1 This data covers the 2014-15 school year, the most recent school year for which data is publicly 
available. 



 

that this year’s budget include funding to pay for the increased bus routes, and for any 
additional bus routes needed to serve all students in grades K-6 in DHS and HRA shelters 
who need busing, to increase the number of staff members needed to arrange these buses, and 
to expand the policy so that it applies to children attending prekindergarten programs. 

 
To help implement the new busing program, funding to meet staffing needs is crucial. 
Families with school-aged children need information about their educational rights at the 
point of intake into the shelter system, and they need help setting up bus service. 

 
Currently, the DOE has only one staff member stationed at the Department of Homeless 
Services’ intake office, PATH, to work with families entering DHS shelter. On any given 
night, over 11,500 families, with over 23,000 children, receive shelter from DHS.2   Last 
Thursday, for instance, DHS reported that 122 new families with children passed through 
PATH’s doors.  Although there are plans to add a second DOE staff person at PATH, it is not 
possible for one, or even two, staff members to have informative conversations about 
education and bus service options with over 120 families in crisis each day.  Additional 
funding is needed so that DOE staff can be placed at PATH to (1) let families know about 
their school options, including the right for their children to stay at their original schools, (2) 
provide information about transportation options for families, (3) notify the proper point 
people of students’ changes of address, and (4) process new busing requests for families with 
children in grades K-6. 

 
Outside of the PATH intake center, the DOE relies on Students in Temporary Housing (STH) 
Content Experts and Family Assistants to provide support services to families in temporary 
housing.  When fully staffed, there are 117 Family Assistants to serve all school-aged 
students in shelter in the city. Many of these individuals are incredibly dedicated, but their 
caseloads have skyrocketed over the years. The Family Assistants frequently serve students 
in multiple shelter locations, making it difficult for families to connect in person with the staff 
member assigned to help them. As for the rest of the over 86,500 students in temporary 
housing who live outside the DHS shelter system, including students in domestic violence 
shelters and those in unstable doubled up arrangements, there are 10 STH Content Experts 
citywide to serve them. 

 
Additional funding is needed to increase the DOE’s Students in Temporary Housing Program 
staff, not only to support the provision of bus service, but also so that the DOE can enrich the 
programing and service provision that they are able to deliver. 

 
Similarly, funding is needed for the DHS and HRA shelter systems to hire and train staff who 
can serve as education liaisons, to communicate with the DOE and with families in shelter 
about their children’s educational needs. 

 
 
 

 

2 These data are drawn from the NYC Department of Homeless Services Daily Report, available online 
at http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dhs/downloads/pdf/dailyreport.pdf. These figures do not include 
families placed in NYC’s domestic violence shelters coordinated through HRA. 



 

In addition to funding for increased staffing, there is a deep need for coordinated data 
systems. To operationalize an initiative on the scale of the new busing program, data from 
CARES, the data system used by DHS, and ATS, the data system used by the DOE, need to 
be integrated so that these systems can talk with each other. When data systems don’t match, 
we see delays in processing bus requests, missed school for children, and difficulty ensuring 
that families are receiving the follow up that they need. Improved data systems will also 
make it easier for city agencies to coordinate on attendance initiatives and support improved 
academic outcomes for students in shelters. 

 
While much work remains, the new initiative to provide yellow bus service is a tremendous 
step forward and we appreciate the progress that has already been made. 

 
In addition, we want to note another important area of progress. We commend this 
administration for the interagency collaboration that they undertook last year to increase 
prekindergarten enrollment among children living in temporary housing.  We are pleased that 
60% of the four year olds living in shelter enrolled in prekindergarten this school year. We 
encourage continued partnership to ensure that all children in temporary housing have an 
opportunity to participate in early childhood education programs. 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today. I am happy to answer any questions 
you may have. 
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My name is Keren Farkas and I am the Director of Brooklyn Defender Services’ (BDS) 

Education Unit. BDS provides innovative, multi-disciplinary, and client-centered criminal 

defense, family defense, immigration, civil legal services, social work support and advocacy to 

more than 40,000 indigent Brooklyn residents every year. I thank the New York City Council on 

Education and General Welfare for the opportunity to submit testimony.   

 

BDS is fortunate to have the support of the City Council, as well as other elected officials and 

the Office of Court Administration, to supplement the services we provide as the public defense 

office in Brooklyn.  We have developed a model of specialization to best represent certain types 

of clients, including adolescents.  Through specialized units of the office, we provide extensive 

wrap-around services that meet the needs of these traditionally under-served clients in a 

comprehensive way. This includes helping young people and their families navigate the public 

education bureaucracy during and after contact with the criminal justice and family court system. 

 

BDS’ Education Unit provides legal representation and informal advocacy to our school-age 

clients. We work with young people impacted by the criminal justice and child welfare systems.  

As a legal and social work team, we work to improve our client’s access to education, and a 

significant portion of our advocacy relates to school discipline, special education, reentry and 

alternative pathways to graduation.  
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Our multi-disciplinary staff has witnessed first-hand the trauma and instability often experienced 

by young people in temporary housing. The transition to temporary housing is characteristically 

stressful and problematic.   Too often, families are removed from their familiar neighborhood 

and communities. They are placed in shelters or other temporary living arrangements in 

boroughs and neighborhoods hours from their accustomed surroundings. Further, shelter 

conditions can be unclean and lacking. School-age children experience particular hardships.  

After placement in temporary housing, their once local and zoned school is only accessible by 

long and unsustainable commutes. They are faced with the unfair choice between either an 

unfamiliar nearby school or remaining in their home school but enduring a long, potentially 

impossible, commute. Meaningful school stability, through a transfer to a shelter close to the 

child’s home school or school bus transportation, is often only available when a family is 

working with an advocate. Further, regardless of school choice, these students may experience 

emotional distress that may manifest in educational or behavioral difficulties, requiring 

thoughtful and targeted interventions by school staff. Without increased attention, these students 

are more susceptible to absenteeism, school disengagement and poor academic performance.  

Brooklyn Defender Services believes that improved collaboration between the relevant city 

agencies, namely Department of Education (DOE), Department of Homeless Services (DHS) and 

Human Resources Administration (HRA), is essential to positively impact the educational 

stability of students in temporary housing.   While each agency has its own dedicated staff to 

consider McKinney-Vento Act compliance, there is an opportunity to better effectuate the 

interdependent responsibilities.  

The remainder of my testimony will briefly highlight two critical pathways towards increasing 

school stability for students who are Homeless or in Temporary Housing:  

1. Enhanced Coordination to Place Families Near Home Schools  
 

Increased attention must be given to ensure families are placed in their home borough, 

near children’s schools, upon initial admission to Prevention Assistance and Temporary 

Housing (PATH).  Regularly, our clients contact us after applying to PATH to notify us 

that they were placed in an unfamiliar borough. Despite informing the staff at PATH that 

their child’s school is in Brooklyn, they receive a placement in Queens or Manhattan. 

Among other things, they are worried about how their child will get to school the next 

day. Where a student has an Individualized Education Program and receives specialized 

services, this experience can be particularly distressing.  Even if school transportation is 

offered, our clients question whether an hour long bus ride is appropriate for their young 

child. While considering school options, students face days or weeks of tardiness and 

absences, only compounding the problems they endure.   

 

DHS and DOE, along with other relevant agencies, must create a more seamless path 

towards ensuring families can reside in a shelter close to their children’s school. 

Although well-meaning, PATH/DHS staff and education liaisons can be discouraging 

and unhelpful towards effectuating transfers or school transportation.  Parents often do 

not feel they have any option but to transfer their child to the local school, compromising 

their school stability.  Through advocacy, BDS can often assist families transfer to 

shelters near their children’s school. We are hopeful that DHS can create an easier and 

more transparent process where families can be initially placed or transferred to shelters 

so children can remain in their original schools.   
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2. Accessible and Practical School Transportation to Maintain School Stability  

 

Accessible transportation is a crucial tool towards securing school stability for students in 

temporary housing. BDS is encouraged by DOE’s efforts to identify bus routes for 

students in temporary housing to travel to their home schools. However, eligible students 

remain without school bus transportation. While DOE maintains that a MetroCard 

satisfies the McKinney-Vento Act’s transportation responsibility, it is often deficient. In 

New York City, where transportation can involve multiple transfers in all forms of 

weather, MetroCard’s often only offer impractical and unsustainable options, especially 

for younger children. Without feasible transportation options, parents often feel their only 

choice is to transfer their child to the nearby school, disrupting school stability. DHS and 

DOE, along with other relevant agencies, must create a quicker and more transparent 

process to secure yellow bus travel for students. While education liaisons typically do 

help parents apply for transportation, the timeline is often unpredictable. Additionally, 

parents are not kept informed of the process and potential options.  The agencies should 

work together to create a transparent policy, including a timeline, to ensure eligible 

families receive sustainable transportation options so students can remain in their home 

schools.  

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to submit testimony today. I would be happy to answer any 

questions you may have.  

 




















