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MATERIALS & ACTIVITIES

Chapter 1: Increasing Awareness about Students
Experiencing Homelessness
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OVERHEAD

All Children Have
Basic Needs

“Schools can’t ignore POVERTY.…
If basic needs are not met, learning
cannot take place, no matter how
hungry children are for knowledge.”

From: Posnick-Goodwin, S.
“Schools Can’t Ignore Poverty,”
California Educator, May 1999.
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All Homeless Children
Share Two Things

1. They lack a
permanent residence.

2. They live in
extreme poverty.
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Who Is a Homeless Student?

� A school-age child who lacks a fixed, regular,
and adequate nighttime residence; or

� A school-age child who has a primary
nighttime residence that is any of the
following:

• a shelter

• temporary institutional residence

•makeshift arrangements in someone else’s
home

•a place not designed for human
accommodations

Adapted from the McKinney-Vento Act
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According to the
McKinney-Vento Act

“The Education of Homeless Children and
Youth program is to ensure that all
homeless children and youth have equal
access to the same free, appropriate public
education, including preschool education,
provided to other children and youth.”
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Rights

Homeless children and youth have the following rights:

� Free and appropriate public education

� Services comparable to those offered to non-homeless
children and youth

� Choice to remain in their school of origin or transfer to
a school in their current attendance area

� Enrollment in school despite the lack of a permanent
address or the lack of school records

� Access to educationally related support services funded
by district Title I funds

� Transportation to school and to school programs

� Advocacy from a school district liaison to ensure that
rights are upheld
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Health and Well-Being

Homeless children are more likely than other children to
experience the following:

� Suffer from chronic illnesses, live in unhealthy or
unsafe environments, receive delayed treatment for
injuries and illnesses, lack preventive and routine
medical care, and experience chronic hunger.

� Develop serious emotional problems; experience
somatic and stress disorders; and express intense fear
and frustration through anger, self-blame, indifference,
regression, and hopelessness.

� Live in chronic and extreme poverty, worry about their
parents, witness and experience family violence, and
enter the foster care system.

� Acquire developmental delays and learning disorders,
not attend school, experience academic problems,
repeat a grade, and be suspended for poor attendance
and behavioral issues.
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How Homelessness Happens to Families

Some reasons families become homeless:

� Lack of affordable housing

� Eviction

� Fleeing domestic violence

� Experiencing a natural disaster

� Substance abuse

� Divorce

� Accidental death of parent

� Physical or mental illness

� Unemployment, underemployment, seasonal work
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How Homelessness Happens to Youth

Some reasons youth become unattached to families and
subsequently become homeless:

� Resisting family rules

� Being gay or lesbian

� Being pregnant

� Fleeing family substance abuse

� Being thrown out of the family home

� Fleeing family sexual, physical, or mental abuse
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Where Homeless Children Sleep

Places where children may be forced to sleep because they
lack a home:

� Homeless shelters

� Domestic violence shelters

� Hotels and motels

� Under bridges or overpasses

� Churches

� Cars

� On the streets

� Transitional housing

� Campgrounds and parks

� “Doubled up” with friends or family

� Abandoned or dilapidated buildings
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Signs of Homelessness

The following are signs that a child may be homeless:

Physical Signs

� Chronic hunger, hoarding of food

� Poor grooming and hygiene

� Fatigue and inability to concentrate

� Chronic health problems

Emotional Signs

� Shame, low self-esteem

� Extreme shyness, nervousness, or withdrawal

� Anger, aggression

� Marked change in behavior to include any of the above

� Difficulty establishing relationships and building trust

> over
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Other Signs

� Lack of clean clothes and school supplies

� Frequent absence, tardiness, change of schools

� Consistently unprepared: no homework, books, papers
requiring signature

� Talk about staying with grandparents, other relatives,
friends, or in a motel

� Talk about taking care of parents or siblings

Associated Risky Behaviors

� Involvement with drugs or alcohol

� Promiscuity

Copyright (c) 2001 WestEd. Permission to post on http://www.state.ia.us/educate/ecese/is/homeless/curriculum.html is granted by WestEd.
Iowa teachers are encouraged to use these materials. No further permission to reproduce them should be inferred.



Imagine the Possibilities 21

Experiencing Homelessness

Conditions homeless children are more likely than other
children to experience:

� Chronic illness

� Serious emotional problems

� Extreme and chronic poverty

� Difficulty trusting people

� Chaotic family lives

� No place to do homework

� Fear of abandonment, need to feel secure

� Difficulties adjusting to a new school

� Being teased or shunned by other students

� Feeling ashamed of where they live

� Moving again, soon

� No school records

� Developmental delays and learning disorders
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Things to Ask Yourself (and Others)
 If You Suspect a Child Is Homeless

� Is the child sent to school in the same outfit for more
than two days?

� Does the child refrain from making reference to
his/her bedroom at home?

� Does the child have a history of irregular school
attendance?

� Does the child talk excessively about food?

� Has the child changed schools often in the last school year?

� Does the child consistently fail to complete homework?

� Does the child excessively fantasize about growing up,
becoming rich, and/or helping others?

� Is the child familiar with age-inappropriate subjects?

� Has the child ever mentioned that parents use alcohol or
other drugs?

� Has the child ever mentioned living with another family
or in a motel or shelter?

� Does the child exhibit any unusual behavior?
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Questions for School Personnel

� How many children at your school reside in homeless
family shelters, domestic violence shelters, hotels or
motels, cars, local parks, or garages?

� What are the names of the shelters in your attendance
area that send children to you? What are the names of the
shelter directors?

� How can you assist a family to enroll in your school if
they’ve lost the child’s birth certificate or immunization
records and don’t remember the name of the child’s last
school?

� How does your school reach out to homeless parents to
include them in school programs and services?

� What is the average length of stay at your school for
children experiencing homelessness?

� How do you track homeless students when they leave
your school?

� What kind of training do staff members receive about the
special needs of homeless children?
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