
 

 The McKinney‐Vento Program (Title X: Homeless Education)  

The McKinney‐Vento Act is a federal law that guarantees all children and youth the right to an equal 
education, regardless of their living situation. Protection under the McKinney‐Vento Act extends to 
those who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate night‐time residence.  
 
Under the McKinney‐Vento Homeless Assistance Act, schools must identify children and youth in 
homeless situations, including those who are unaccompanied, and provide appropriate services.  

Those covered by the law have the right to:  

• Expedited enrollment in the appropriate school  

• Receive free/reduced lunch  

• Attend their school of origin (including the necessary transportation)  

• Receive support from their district's McKinney‐Vento liaison  

Children covered under McKinney‐Vento include those who:  
 
• Share the housing of others due to a loss of housing, economic hardship, or similar reason  
 
• Live in domestic violence, emergency, or transitional shelters  
 
• Live in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to a lack of alternative 
accommodations  
 
• Are awaiting foster care placement  
 
• Live in a public or private place not designed for sleeping  
 
• Live in cars, parks, abandoned buildings, bus or train stations, etc.  

 
To be eligible for McKinney‐Vento Act services, a youth must meet the legal definition of homeless. The 
same definition of homelessness applies to unaccompanied youth as to all children and youth: lacking a 
nighttime residence that is fixed, regular, and adequate. Some common living situations of 
unaccompanied homeless youth include:  
 
Sharing the housing of friends or relatives (sometimes known as “couch‐surfing”)  
In these cases, the student is staying with someone who is not a parent or guardian. The student has no 
legal right to be in that home and can be asked to leave at any time. Often, the youth is sleeping on a 
couch, in a garage, or in another temporary situation. It may not be clear how long the youth will remain 
in the home, but the intention is not for the living situation to be permanent.  
 
Living in an emergency shelter or transitional living program  
Although there is a dire shortage of shelter for youth on their own, some youth are able to find space in 
emergency or transitional shelters. Many emergency shelters require youth to leave after two or three 
weeks, which exacerbates youth’s challenges in attending and remaining in school.  
 
Living in a park, campground, abandoned building, bus station, or other public place  
Unfortunately, many youth are unable to find a place to stay with friends or in a shelter. They are forced 
to sleep in public places, putting themselves at grave risk of violence and illness.  



The homeless liaison, and other school staff, should consider the strategies and indicators below when 
identifying and assisting homeless children and youth.  

• Provide ongoing professional development for school administrators, registrars, secretaries, 
counselors, and teachers on indicators of homelessness, including among unaccompanied 
youth.  

• Identify a homeless coordinator on each school campus to work in collaboration with the school 
division homeless liaison.  

• Avoid the word “homeless” in conversations with youth, as the stigma associated with the word 
may lead youth to insist they are not homeless, although their living situation fits the 
McKinney‐Vento Act’s definition.  

• Respect the youth’s privacy by talking about their living situation in a private space where other 
students and faculty members cannot overhear the conversation.  

• Place posters, flyers, brochures, and other information about the McKinney‐Vento Act in 
schools, in youth‐friendly language.  

• Ask counselors, teachers, school secretaries, social workers, the school nurse, and other staff to 
work together to identify and assist homeless students and their families. For example, a change 
of address, change in attendance patterns, or a health concern might alert district staff to a 
homeless situation.  

 
Homeless children share many of the same “characteristics” of children who live in poverty; it is 
important that staff be careful with assumptions and pre‐judgments when inquiring about a student’s 
living situation and/or conveying the information obtained. 
 

Mobility Indicators  
• lack of school records, including health records  

• “losing” school supplies on a regular basis  

• enrollment after the school year begins  

• multiple school attendance history  

• hesitancy about what address to use  

• confusion about proof of residency in the school  district  

• frequent absences  

• frequent tardiness  

• coming to school without books or homework  

• gaps in academic skills development  

• inability or difficulty in contacting parents  

• avoidance of class field trips  

• avoidance of after‐school programs  
 

Poverty Indicators  
• no school supplies  

• wearing the same clothes to school on consecutive days  

• poor hygiene  

• fatigue (may fall asleep in class)  

• unattended medical needs  

• malnutrition/chronic hunger  

• poor health, skin rashes  

• respiratory problems, asthma  

• poor organization/conceptual skills  

• concern for safety of belongings  

• inappropriate clothing based on weather  
 

Social Behavior Indicators  
• poor self‐esteem  

• short attention span  

• difficulty or avoidance in making friends  

• extreme shyness  

• "old" beyond years  

• developmental delays  

• fear of abandonment  

• difficulty trusting people  

• immediate gratification of needs  

• concern for safety  

• aggression  

• protective of parents  

• clinging behavior  

• anxiety late in the school day  
 
Note:  Some children experiencing homelessness 
may have additional needs based on disability, lack 
of English proficiency, or other factors.  Schools 
must assess and serve these students as required 
by law. 

For information about the McKinney-Vento Act or Homeless Children and Youth help and resources contact your school’s Homeless Liaison or: 
Imperial County Office of Education 

Student Well-Being and Family Resources 
1398 Sperber Road 

El Centro, CA  92243 
(760) 312-6498 

George Miranda, Program Manager  Dan Tewalt, Homeless Liaison 


