Children Experiencing Homelessness

DEFINITION

Children experiencing homelessness is
the number of children in preschool
through grade 12 who are identified as
homeless by public school personnel
because they meet the federal
McKinney-Vento definition of
homelessness, which includes any child
who does not have a “fixed, regular, and
adequate nighttime residence,”
including children doubled up with
families due to financial hardship.

SIGNIFICANCE

In the United States, 1.4 million
school-age children experience
homelessness each year, meaning that
one in 41 school-age children are
homeless. The rate is even higher for
young children under age six -- one in
18.! Black children and families are
more likely to experience homelessness
than other racial and ethnic groups.?

For many families living in deep
poverty, episodes of homelessness are
part of a cycle of housing instability that
often includes living in housing that is
unaffordable and/or unsafe, doubling up
with families or friends, and being evicted.
For these families, the shortage of housing
that is affordable to them is the primary
reason they become homeless. However,
family violence is another major factor.
More than 80% of women with
children who experience homelessness

have experienced domestic violence.?

Lack of stable housing is often
a precipitating factor for a family’s
involvement in the child welfare system,
and unstable or inadequate housing can
delay family reunification. Addressing
families’ housing needs can reduce child
neglect and abuse and help families stay
together.*’

Children experiencing homelessness
have higher rates of acute and chronic
health problems than low-income
children who have homes. Compared to
their peers, homeless children have four
times as many respiratory infections, twice
as many ear infections, and five times as
many gastrointestinal problems. They are
also at higher risk of abuse and exposure
to violence. This trauma can lead to an
increase in developmental delays and
emotional stress. When homeless children
are exposed to multiple traumatic events,
they may have increased levels of anxiety,
poor impulse control, or difficulty
developing trusting relationship.5”*

In 2022, 280 families with 559
children stayed at an emergency
homeless shelter, domestic violence
shelter, or transitional housing facility in
Rhode Island. Children made up almost
one fifth (18%) of the 3,075 people
who used emergency homeless shelters,
domestic violence shelters, and
transitional housing in 2022. One-third
(32%) of these children were under age
five. As of January 20, 2023, there were
176 families with 357 children in the
shelter queue awaiting shelter.’
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Children in Emergency Shelters, Domestic Violence Shelters,
and Transitional Housing Facilities by Age, 2022
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Source: Rhode Island Coalition to End Homelessness, 2022.

LLESS

Supporting Homeless Children in Schools

# Family residential instability and homelessness contribute to poor educational outcomes
for children. Homeless children are more likely to change schools, be chronically absent
from school, and have lower academic achievement than children who have housing."

@ The federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (McKinney-Vento Act) requires that
states identify homeless children, allow them to enroll in school even if they lack required
documents, allow them to stay in their “home school,” provide transportation when
needed, and provide access to all services and programs that the child is eligible for,
including preschool, before- and after-school care, school meals, and services for

Multilingual Learners/English Learners."

@ The McKinney-Vento Act defines a child as homeless if he or she does not have a “fixed,
regular and adequate night-time residence.”” During the 2021-2022 school year, Rhode
Island public school personnel identified 1,461 children as homeless. Of these children,
66% (971) lived with other families (“doubled up”), 16% (238) lived in shelters, 15%
(226) lived in hotels or motels, and 2% (26) were unsheltered.”

# The number of students identified as homeless is likely a severe undercount. Nationally,
an estimated 300,000 students entitled to services are unidentified because there is little
national or state enforcement of laws requiring identification of these students and
inadequate funding to support schools’ efforts."
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Table 9. Homeless Children Identified by Public Schools,
Rhode Island, 2021-2022 School Year
SCHOOL TOTAL # OF CHILDREN IDENTIFIED AS
DISTRICT ENROLLMENT HOMELESS BY PUBLIC SCHOOL PERSONNEL
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provisions for homeless students, East Providence 5,053 58 residence.” This includes children who are living
guarantees school stability for studcnts Exeter-West Greenwich 1,572 « leth other families ("doubled up"), in shelters, living
in hotels or motels, and unsheltered.
starting in preschool, and requires schools Foster 221 0 o - e A .
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2022 was 64% for homeless students and S(?uth Kingstown 2,608 21 of the state, and state totals
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