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Chairman Sablan, Ranking Member Owens, and distinguished members of the Subcommittee, thank you
for the opportunity to testifyat this important hearing. Itis truly an honor to be here and | commend
you all for your focus on this critical educational issue.

| come before you today to share my research and what we know about the educational implications of
homelessness, housing instability, and foster care among children in the United States. Data from my
work in Michigan, New York City, and nationally corroborates a growing body of evidence that shows
housing instability to have negative educational, developmental, and health consequences for
children.123:456 Without needed supports provided through schools and in partnership with community
based organizations, these impacts can be long-lasting with repercussions that continue into adulthood.”
| amalso here today to share with you information on the impact the pandemic has had on homeless
children and to talkabout opportunities that funding through the American Rescue Planbrings to
address these challenges.

Before | begin to discuss the data, | want to be clear that when | talk about homelessness, | am referring
to children who are homeless as defined by Federal Education Law under the McKinney-Vento Act.
Under this definition all children and youths who “lacka fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime
residence” are homeless. This includes children and youth who, due to loss of housing or economic
hardship are living doubled-up in another person’s house, in hotels, motels, trailer parks, camping
grounds, emergency or transitional shelters or any place not meant for human habitation (such as cars,
public spaces, or abandoned buildings).8 This definition of homelessness is broader than the definition
used by the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which governs access toshelterand
housing programs. While | am not here today to debate definitions, | want to be clear about the
definition thatis being used sothat the implications of the data that|sharein my testimonytoday are
fully understood. While children who are homeless and children in foster care face many similar
challenges such as housing instability, experiences of trauma, and educational setbacks, it is important



to note that these two groups are fundamentally different and are impacted by separate laws, systems,
and resources.

Background: Young Children Face the Greatest Risk of Homelessnessand Housing Instability

Homelessness is anissue impacting rural, suburban, and urban communities in every state.® Young
children face the greatest risk, with infants being the most likely to age group to stayin an emergency
shelter.’®Roughly 1in 16 — or 1.4 million - children under the age of 6 years were estimatedto be
homeless in SY 2017-18. Only 9% of these children, were enrolled in Head Start, Early Head Start, or
programs funded with McKinney-Vento sub-grants.!?

In K-12 schools an additional 1.4 million homeless children were identified. This is the equivalent of 3%
of the total K-12 student population. The vast majority (77%) of these children were living doubled up in
another person’s house. Nineteen percent (19%) of homeless students had a disability, and 16% were
Englishlanguage learners.'? While information on the race and ethnicity of homeless students is not yet
universally available in the data reported to the Department of Education, * findings from the Youth
Behavioral Risk Factor Survey show that Black, Hispanic, and Native Americanstudents facea
disproportionate risk of homelessness.13

In regards tochildren in foster care as of September, 2018 there were an estimated 437,283 children in
foster care. These children were in different types of placements with 46% in nonrelative foster family
homes, 32% in relative foster family homes, 6% in institutions, 5% on trial home visits, 4% in group
homes, 4% in pre-adoptive homes, 2% in supervised independent living. One percent had run away from
the foster care system.* Younger children faced greater risk of entering foster care with the median age
of children in 2018 being 6.1 years. Like children who experienced homelessness, a disproportionate
burden of foster care fell on communities of color and families with low-incomes.

Why Homelessnessand Housing Instability Are Issues of Educational Concern

Homelessness and housing instability are associated with significant educational challenges across age

groups.
CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM RATE HOMELESS STUDENTS VS.ALL OTHER
AVAILABLE SUBGROUPS IN MICHIGAN, SCHOOL YEAR 2016-17
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In early childhood, children who experience
homelessness are more likely to display social emotional
delays. This impact has been shown to persist into
elementary school with early child homelessness
associated with lower rates of academic achievement.

0%

Similar to their younger peers, children who experience
homelessness during their K-12 education experience
significantly worse educational outcomes than their
housed peers regardless of income. In Michigan, and New
York City where | have conducted much of my research,
we found homeless students to be chronically absent at
rates more than two times higher their housed peers.1>16

All Students 16%

* Beginningin SY 2020-21 the Department of Education will require all school districts to submit data on the racial
and ethnic background of students identified as homeless.



We found these same disparities to exist in grade level
proficiency rates, disciplinaryactionrisk, and graduationand
dropout rates, with homeless students struggling more than
their housed peers.17:18 While children in foster care face
different structural challenges than their homeless peers,
entering foster care is a form of housing instability, and K-12
children in foster care face educational setbacks similar to
those of their homeless peers. Further, a strong intersection
exists between homelessness and the risk of entering foster
care. Children who were homeless the year prior had 14
times the risk of entering foster care compared to their peers
who were not homeless during that same year.

Homelessness and poverty alone are not reasons that a child
should be removed from their family. More information on
why homeless children have a greater risk of entering foster
care and whether economic and housing supports could
prevent removal from their families is needed.

Of even greater educational concern for this committee is

that the educational setbacks homeless students experience
persist even after stable housing is found. My analysis of both
Michiganand New York City educational data shows this to be
true across educational indicators. Third through eighth grade
students who were formerly homeless had almost the same
grade level proficiency rates in Englishand mathas their
currently homeless peers. Formerly homeless students faced
disciplinary action at rates slightly higher than their currently
homeless peers and like their peers who experienced
homelessness during high school, one quarter (24%) of
students who experienced homelessness in middle school
dropped out. Not only did 1 in 4 students who had experienced
homelessness at any point during middle or high school drop
out of school, these students accounted for 20% of all students
who dropped out of high school in the state.

While housing is critical, housing alone does not close the
educational gap faced by students who have experienced
homelessness. Without the needed school supports,
homelessness and housing instability have lasting educational

Disciplinary Action by Economic and
Housing Status
Percent of Students Suspendead or Expslled

All Michigan Schools
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Black 10% 18% 27% 24%
White 3% 8% 14% 13%
Hispasnic 4% 8% 15% 12%
Aszen 1% 3% 7% 3%
Other Race/ 5% 10% 16% 12%
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M ol
or High School

Homeless
During Hig/
School

On average, dose to 1in 10 (9%) of Michigan students in the class of 2018 dropped out of
school.

Students who experienced homelessness bad dropout rates that were eight times those of their
aheays boused, not economically disadvantaged peers (24% ws 3%). Thiswas true for both
students who experienced homelessness during high schoal and students who were not
bomelessness in high school but had experienced homelessness during middle school

Students who had experienced homelessness at some point during middle oc high school
accounted for 1 out of every 5 (20%) students who dropped out of the class of 2018, By
comparison they only made up 7% of all students in the class of 2018.

impacts on children. No national estimate for the number of children who have experienced
homelessness at any point during their K-12 education exists, but for perspective, | can share with you
data on this from Michigan. In school year 2017-18, roughly 2% of all students were identified as
experiencing homelessness during the school calendar year. An analysis conducted by Poverty Solutions
found that roughly 1 in 10 students experienced homelessness by the time they graduated or left high
school — this was five times the annual rate. This risk was even greater for Black and Hispanic students,
with 15.7% and 13.6%, respectively, experiencing homelessness at some point during their K-12 years. It



is reasonable to assume that this patternis not isolated to the state of Michigan and that experiencing
homelessness as a child is a much more common thanany of us here today would like to believe. The
immediate and lasting educational repercussions faced by homeless students means that meeting the
needs of these students must be a part of our larger educational plan if we are going to see all students
in our country’s education system succeed.

| wantto be clearthat we are not just talking about numbers — we are talking about children. Brittney
was homeless when she was 10 years old. She was a straight A student, somehow managing her school
work while living in her family’s car with her mother. Like so many other children who are unstably
housed, just getting to school was a challenge. She was frequently late and missed more days than the
school attendance policy allowed. As a result, she was suspended from school for 150 days. At that time,
there was no one to advocate for her, no one to help connect her to the school transportation supports
she had aright to under McKinney-Vento law, and no one to work with her school to remove the
suspension.

This did not have to be the case for Brittney, but she was not identified as homeless by her school and as
a result not only did she not receive the educational supports he needed, she was denied her
educational rights under McKinney-Vento law.

Thelmpact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Brittney’s story highlights one of the greatest challenges that the COVID-19 pandemic has created for
homeless students. When children are not identified by their schools as homeless, they are denied their
legal rights to immediate enrollment in school, transportation support to and from school, and
accommodations that remove barriers at school which prevent them from fully participating in all school
activities. As schools had to close in order to prevent the spread of the coronavirus, the number of
students identified as homeless dramatically declined.

In the fall of 2020, | partnered with School House Connection to analyze responses to a survey sent out
to their national network of school homelessness liaisons. The purpose of this survey was to better
understandthe impact that COVID-19 was having on students experiencing homelessness. The most
striking finding was that at the same point in time that liaisons were reporting greater needin their
communities the number of homeless students identified decreased by 28% in comparisonto the prior
year. This equates to 420,000 fewer students who were homeless being identified by theirs schools. Lack
of identification places all of these students at greater risk for experiences like the one described by
Brittney.

Another key finding of the surveywas that although school districts were allowed to use COVID relief
funds provided by the CARES Act to support homeless student outreach and support, only 18% of
liaisons reported that this was happening. This highlights the criticalimportance of targeted educational
funding for homeless students — particularly during times of crisis. The good news is that the American
Rescue Plan recognized this problem and has provided $800 million dollars in targeted funds to meet
the educational needs of homeless children. Additionally, while the one billion dollars allocated for Head
Startin the American Rescue Plan is not specifically targeted towards homeless children, opportunity
exists toleverage these funds.



What Now?

The longer a student who is homeless goes unidentified by their school the more challenges that child
faces and the more likely it becomes for them to struggle academically and socially at school. As we
move forward it is critical that the money in the American Rescue Plan set aside for homeless students
be used to support robust identification practices at schools. The pandemic has led thousands of
children who are homeless to slip through the cracks. We must find and support them.

A complete list of ways that the $800 million set aside for homeless students can be used in each of your
states toimprove identification and support for homeless students can be found on the School House
Connection website.?® A few of these that | would like to highlight include:
o Increasing homelessness liaison capacity — particularly in the 75% of Local Education
Agencies (LEAs) that currently do not have a McKinney-Vento sub-grants;
o Supporting transportation solutions to help homeless children get to school;
o Providing service and housing navigators to help families connect all of the strands of
the American Rescue Plan;
o Supporting early education and college transitions;
o Ensuring access tosummer supplemental programs; and
o Bridging structural gaps that would otherwise prevent families from accessing the
supports they need. An example of this type of allowable use under the supplemental
funding stream would be liaisons paying for a family to stay a few nights at a hotel in
order to enable that family to meet the HUD homelessness definition and access other
American Rescue Plan supports.

In conclusion, as we plan now for how we improve school identification and supports for children who
are homeless, it is also critical that we look towards the future, beyond COVID. Under-identification of
homelessness among children, while less extreme, existed prior to the pandemic and children will
continue to need the supports that schools can provide in order to prevent both the immediate and
long-term negative educational impacts highlighted in my testimony. For this reason, robust funding for
the McKinney-Vento programis needed as an ongoing part of our nation’s educational strategy.

Thank you again for inviting me to this hearing and | look forward to answering your questions.
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