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Who is Homeless?
Key Provisions
•

The term homeless is broadly defined by the McKinney-Vento Act’s Education for Homeless
Children and Youth Program.

•

Preschool children, migrant children, and youth whose parents will not permit them to live
at home or who have run away form home (even if their parents are willing to have them
return home) may be identified as homeless.

Homelessness is a lack of permanent housing resulting from extreme poverty. Two trends are
largely responsible for the rise in homelessness over the past 15—20 years: a growing shortage
of affordable rental housing and a simultaneous increase in poverty. There is an increasing gap
between income and housing costs for low-income individuals. A minimum wage worker cannot
afford the fair-market rent for housing in any jurisdiction in the United States. To afford the
national median fair market rent for a two-bedroom rental unit, a minimum wage worker would
need to work 97 hours per week.
Yet, despite the obvious need, the supply of affordable housing has dwindled. By 1995, the
number of low-income renters in America outstripped the number of low-cost rental units by
5.4 million units. The lack of affordable housing has resulted in an increase in the number of
employed people who become homeless. A survey of 30 U.S. cities found that almost one in four
homeless persons is employed.
The changing character of homelessness means that children and youth in homeless situations
often do not fit society’s stereotypical images. Only 33% of students experiencing homelessness
live in shelters. Most students share housing with friends or relatives or stay in motels or other
temporary facilities. Yet, these children and youth may not immediately be considered home
less and are sometimes denied the protections and services of the McKinney-Vento Act. There
fore, the Act now contains a specific definition of homelessness that includes a broad array of
inadequate living situations. This definition can help educators and families understand who is
entitled to the Act’s protections.
The issue brief entitled Identifying Students in Homeless Situations found in Appendix C provides
strategies to locate and serve children and youth living in a variety, of homeless situations. Con
sult other issue briefs in this series for legal provisions and implementation strategies to ensure
children and youth in homeless situations can choose their school, enroll in school immediately,
access transportation services, have disputes resolved quickly and access Title I and other edu
cational services.
Note: All definitions are contained in McKinney-Vento Act sec. 725(2); 42 U.S.C. 11435(2).
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