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EDUCATIONAL POLICY AND REFORM
FOR HOMELESS STUDENTS
An Overview

LYNNETTE MAWHINNEY-RHOADS

GERALD STAHLER
Temple University

This article provides an overview of educational reform efforts that have been targeted toward
assisting homeless students. The authors first review some of the difficulties and barriers that
confront homeless children in terms of school access and academic success. The authors then
examine four different types of educational reforms for homeless students—mainstreamed
schools, supplemental supports, transitional schools (separate schools), and modified compre-
hensive schools—in relation to the existing barriers for homeless students. Using a case study
approach, the authors briefly describe the first modified comprehensive school in the nation and
the programs that are being implemented at the school. This article concludes that school reforms
for homeless children need to be tailored to the specific context of the community and not be
based on national one-size-fits-all reform policy. Recommendations are provided to assist in
the planning of educational programs to enhance the academic success of the homeless student.

Keywords: homeless students; school reform; educational barriers

During the past 20 years, there has been an increasing recognition among
policy makers at all levels of government that homelessness is an important
national problem that affects thousands of individuals throughout America
(Wright, Rubin, & Devine, 1998). A recent trend that has had particular
impact on U.S. educational systems is the increase in homelessness among
women and children (Williams, 2003). Historically, men have been the domi-
nant gender among the homeless, but in the past 20 years, there has been an
increase in the proportion of homeless families including single mothers
with children (Wright et al., 1998). Although there is considerable debate
among researchers as to why this subpopulation of the homeless has grown,
some of the explanations include dwindling public services for homeless
women and families, the crack epidemic, the rising rate of teen pregnancies,
the high divorce rate, and the lack of household formations (Flohr, 1998).
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One of the major consequences of this trend is that homeless children
are particularly at risk for poor educational outcomes, which can have life-
long consequences for their future livelihood and economic independence.
If school systems do not provide special educational interventions to
address the particular educational barriers that these children face, then it is
likely that these children will stay marginalized in the lowest economic
rung of society.

The purpose of this article is to discuss the problem of educational barriers
for homeless children, the recent public policies that affect these barriers, and
the major trends in educational reform policies that are currently being used to
address these barriers. One particularly innovative educational program that
may serve as a model for school systems nationwide will also be described. It
is not our purpose to provide an exhaustive analysis of policy or the history
of educational policy regarding the homeless but rather to provide a broad
overview with recommendations for further research and policy discussion.

BACKGROUND

Before any discussion on educational reforms for the homeless can
be discussed, the current context of homelessness needs to be framed. The
following section explains the various definitions of homelessness in the
United States and some current trends concerning the homeless.

HOW IS HOMELESSNESS DEFINED?

There is no standard or uniform definition of homelessness that has been
agreed on by researchers and policy makers (Stronge, 1993a). The concept and
definition of homelessness has been the subject of debate for years. One of
the consequences of defining homeless in narrow or restrictive terms is that
individuals may not be classified as homeless if they move in and out of a
homeless state, even if they are residentially unstable. Therefore, these indi-
viduals may not be entitled to special services that target the homeless. In
addition, in our experience, many homeless individuals do not refer to them-
selves as homeless if they have a roof over their head, even if it is a temporary
situation. Although many of these individuals may be chronically homeless,
a far greater number of people cycle in and out of homelessness (Sosin,
Piliavin, & Westerfelt, 1990). Therefore, the term residential instability
may better characterize those who are homeless. However, given the need
for specific criteria in the definition of homelessness for the application of
educational resources, it may be preferable to employ a definition that is
both more inclusive and more specific than residentially unstable.
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The definition provided by the Stewart B. McKinney Homeless Assistance
Act, the first major federal initiative to address the problem of homeless-
ness in America, may be most appropriate. The education subtitle of the
McKinney-Vento Act, a later iteration of the McKinney Act, includes a
rather comprehensive definition of homelessness and was established to pro-
tect the rights of students in public schools (Sandham, 2000). According to
the statute, the term homeless child and youth means

(A) individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence . . .
and (B) includes: (i) children and youth who are sharing the housing of other
persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason . . .;
are living in emergency or transitional shelters; are abandoned in hospitals;
or are awaiting foster care placement; (ii) children and youth who have a pri-
mary nighttime residence that is a private or public place not designed for or
ordinarily used as a regular sleeping accommodation for human beings . . .;
(iii) children and youth who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, aban-
doned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings,
and (iv) migratory children . . . who qualify as homeless for the purposes of
this subtitle because the children are living in circumstances described in
clauses (i) through (iii). (McKinney-Vento Act, 2002, Section 725)

THE CHANGING FACE OF THE HOMELESS

Adopting this broad definition of homelessness, it becomes evident that
the face of the homeless has evolved over time. In America, the Great
Depression left millions of people in a state of poverty. It was estimated that
one in four people were unemployed during this point in history (Wright,
1989). President Roosevelt’s New Deal and World War II helped relieve
these dire times through welfare reform and by providing the jobs that were
so desperately needed (Stronge, 1992). For the next three to four decades,
the homeless population was smaller and less visible because of a stable
economy. The most visible homeless were older alcoholic White men, often
concentrated in skid row areas of major cities (Wright, 1989).

In the 1970s and 1980s, families became a more prevalent group among the
homeless. One reason for the increase was the considerable decline in the
real purchasing power of public assistance (i.e., food stamps and disabilities
support), which caused additional economic hardships for former recipients
(Tower & White, 1989).

Today, a significant proportion of the homeless population is comprised
of minority, single-mother households with multiple children. According
to Burt, U.S. Interagency Council on the Homeless, and Urban Institute
(1999), 23% of the homeless are children younger than 18 with a parent,
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42% of whom are younger than 5 years of age (Burt et al., 1999). In addition,
there is an overrepresentation of African Americans, with 40% comprising the
homeless population—in comparison to the 11% representation within the gen-
eral population. Egan (2002) reports that between 900,000 and 1.4 million
children in America are homeless for a time in a given year. Thus, children
are the fastest growing segment within the United States homeless population
(Attles, 1997).

In times of economic prosperity, homelessness has been a problem invis-
ible to the majority. However, there are indications that the number of home-
less is growing rapidly, particularly in large cities. For example, Egan (2002)
reports that in New York City

an average of nearly 32,000 people slept in shelters each night last month, up
by 23% from a year ago—the largest 1-year increase since the city started keep-
ing records in the 1970’s, and possibly since the Great Depression. (p. 34)

Unfortunately, as the homeless population increases, more children have
unstable living situations. These children are facing barriers to receiving an
education.

EDUCATIONAL BARRIERS OF HOMELESS CHILDREN

In recent decades, the homeless families have had to surmount a variety
of obstacles for their children to receive an education, including barriers to
accessing education and to achieving success once homeless students are in
school. Residency requirements, medical records, and transportation com-
monly impede school access. Socioemotional issues that result from stigma,
an unstable living situation, and the high likelihood of inconsistent attendance
are serious impediments to academic success. The following explains how
these barriers restrict access to schools and encourage socioemotional issues.

RESIDENCY

School districts usually require that students show proof of residency
to attend a school. This is the most apparent barrier. When families are cur-
rently homeless, it is extremely difficult to prove residency (Foscarinis &
McCarthy, 2000; Stronge & Helm, 1991). Many school districts do not con-
sider living out of a car or in a temporary shelter outside of district lines to
be an appropriate proof of residency. What occurs is that the issue of resi-
dency can block some students from attending certain schools or maintaining
their status in their current school.
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GUARDIANSHIP

According to the law in every state, any student can be admitted to a
school district with a parent or guardian. However, access can be denied to
a child who lacks a parent or legal guardian. Homeless children often reside
with a family member who is not a legal guardian, so in these cases, children
may be rejected from enrolling in school. A child who is a runaway and
thus has no legal guardian available, may also be denied access. Some
states, such as California, allow the child to be admitted while the school
district tracks down the parent or guardian (Newman, 1999; Stronge &
Helm, 1991), but most states have not adopted this policy.

MEDICAL RECORDS

Proof of vaccination is often required before enrollment. Homeless
children and families, who are often transient and carry minimal belong-
ings, frequently lose medical records. Additionally, many children in home-
less families do not receive adequate access to health care professionals and
therefore will not have required vaccinations. Lack of medical records or
lack of access to medical care (and therefore not receiving required vacci-
nations) results in schools denying a student access to education (Stronge,
2000).

TRANSPORTATION

If homeless families are able to transcend the first three barriers and
students achieve access to school, there are additional barriers to attain aca-
demic success (Stronge, 2000). Limitations on transportation to school can
be especially problematic. Because homeless families are so often transient,
a homeless child attending school and residing in a temporary shelter
within a given school district might move 30 days later to another shelter
outside the district boundaries. Although the student is still allowed to
attend the school, the buses do not run outside the district. The student now
has no transportation to school, which greatly hinders his or her ability to
attend school and succeed academically. Inconsistent attendance or missing
large amounts of instruction usually affect the student’s grades and may
prevent him or her from being promoted to the next grade.

Guardianship, medical records, and transportation can collectively create
a barrier for access to a school. Other barriers that can affect homeless
students’ academic achievement concern socioemotional issues.
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SOCIOEMOTIONAL ISSUES

The circumstances of homelessness have serious social and emotional
effects on children, which can impede academic achievement. It is common
for homeless children’s self-esteem to be affected by their situation. Tower
and White (1989) explain that those who have “difficulty with their peers,
who are isolated and perceive themselves to be different, who have feelings
of failure and little sense of stability will not feel good about themselves”
(p- 31; see also Boxill, 1990; Downer, 2001). Lack of peer acceptance,
emotional instability, poor self-concept, and shame can hinder academic
performance and success (Rafferty, 1999; Stronge, 1993a). Homeless children
reportedly show greater noncompliant or aggressive behaviors (Boxill, 1990)
as well as shorter attention spans and more sleep disturbances (Downer,
2001) than nonhomeless children.

In recognition that homeless children face barriers to educational access
and success that are different from children in more stable housing situa-
tions, the federal government has enacted several policy and reform efforts,
often in response to legal challenges in the courts.

REFORM POLICY AND PROGRAMS

Prior to the federal government developing policies for homeless children’s
education, some parents tried to confront the school systems themselves in
court. During the mid- and late 1980s, the parents frequently challenged the
residency barrier through litigation. In such cases as Richards v. Board of
Education in the Union Free School District in 1985, Mason v. Board of
Education in the Freeport Union School District in 1987, and Delgado v.
Freeport Public School District in 1988, homeless mothers fought for
school admittance for their children (Helm, 1993; Stronge, 1993b). In the
Richards, Mason, and Delgado cases, mothers were fighting for their
children to be readmitted to the school attended prior to becoming home-
less. Because these cases preceded the McKinney Act, the jury opinions
and the rulings varied. In the Richards case, the argument was upheld, and
the student was able to attend the previous school. The reasoning behind
this decision was the fact that “residence of homeless children was to be
determined on a case-by-case basis” and the Commissioner of Education
felt that Ms. Richards’s actions to try to remain in the community deemed
it legal to keep her child’s school in the district (Helm, 1993, p. 327).

On the other hand, the Mason and Delgado cases turned out very differ-
ently. In the Mason case, the court did not side with the mother of four
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children. The court determined that where the student lives currently (in
this case, the children were in shelters) is where the children should be sent
to school and not at the previous school district (Helm, 1993). Similarly, the
Delgado case was not deemed justified because it was felt that Ms. Delgado
did not have a connection to her previous community (Helm, 1993).

Following this past case, estimates made to Congress suggested that more
than 50% of the homeless student population was not attending school
(Indiana Department of Education, 2002; National Coalition for the Homeless,
1999). This alarming statistic helped provide the impetus for the Stewart B.
McKinney Education of Homeless Children and Youth Act, passed in 1987.

The McKinney Act was the first federal act to provide homeless children
with rights to an equal education to that of children in permanent housing
and the first major federal initiative to focus on the elimination of educa-
tional barriers for homeless children (Butler, 1994). It concentrated on
“ensuring the enrollment, attendance, and success of homeless children and
youth in school” (Indiana Department of Education, 2002, p. 1). In 1990,
the act was amended to increase funding grants to educational agencies and
to address other barriers (Epps, 1998; Helm, 1993; National Coalition for
the Homeless, 1999). The 1990 McKinney Homeless Assistance Act specif-
ically asked states to relax residency requirements, increase interagency
cooperation, and specify that homeless children need to be mainstreamed
into schools (Helm, 1993; Rafferty, 1999).

In 2002, the McKinney Act was reauthorized and renamed the McKinney-
Vento Homeless Assistance Act. As with many policies during this year, the
McKinney-Vento Act was placed under the larger No Child Left Behind
Act. Part of the reauthorization movement focused on one particular reform
effort to eliminate separate schools that cater only to homeless students.
The reauthorization specified an elimination of separate schools because
of their segregated nature. Although the McKinney-Vento Act (2002) does
provide some funding for these schools, it prohibits any type of segregation
of homeless students. Furthermore, the act specifically called for an evalu-
ation of separate and modified comprehensive school reforms in San
Joaquin and San Diego Counties in California and Maricopa County in
Arizona (McKinney-Vento Act, 2002). The Secretary of Education and the
State Coordinator for Education of Homeless Children and Youths in each
state must conduct this evaluation to determine if such schools are aiding
homeless students or just segregating them.

Throughout the many years of litigation and policy development for home-
less children, educational reform efforts have been established not only at the
federal level but also at the state and local district levels. Although the types
of reform efforts vary greatly across different levels, they may be categorized
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TABLE 1

Outline of Homeless Education Reform

Reform Effort

Description

Goal

Mainstreamed

Incorporates homeless children
into existing school contexts

Lessen or eliminate
educational barriers

Enhance academic success
of the homeless child through
supplemental services
Provide immediate services
to homeless students

Supplemental support Services beyond school hours

Exclusive schools for homeless
students, usually one-room
schools housed in a shelter

Modified comprehensive Exclusive schools for homeless

students with mainstreamed

and supplemental support
frameworks

Transitional

Attend mainstreamed schools
once achieve permanent
residence

into four general types of approach. Three of these are mainstreamed
schools, supplemental support systems, and transitional schools (Table 1;
Stronge, 1993a). A fourth category might also be considered—modified
comprehensive schools. Although these latter schools are sometimes placed
in the transitional schools category, they are actually sufficiently different
from transitional schools and to be considered a separate designation in
terms of the comprehensiveness of services provided and program design.

MAINSTREAMED SCHOOLS

The McKinney-Vento Act is based on the policy position that considers
mainstreamed schools the preferred educational reform. Such schools
incorporate homeless children into existing school contexts. The main
underlying policy assumption is that the only difference between homeless
and domiciled children is their lack of permanent housing (Stronge, 1993a).
Most mainstreamed schools have altered their policies to lower or eliminate
barriers for homeless children to gain access to schools (National Coalition
for the Homeless, 2002).

Two additional educational values also underlie this policy: socialization
and stability. Mainstreamed schools, it is assumed, promote student socializa-
tion; children will presumably develop and hone their social skills if they are
in a mainstreamed school. The National Coalition for the Homeless (2002),
a strong supporter of this reform effort, affirms that a diverse school popula-
tion in a mainstreamed environment “play[s] a key role in the socialization
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process that helps prepare children to function in society as adults” (p. 3).
The socialization philosophy posits that mainstreamed schools give more of
a natural social environment for child development. The underlying stability
assumption suggests that even when a homeless child’s living arrangements
change, the school environment stays the same, thus creating an important
stable environment. Having a daily routine and seeing the same faces in the
classroom will provide a sense of calm in the child’s chaotic lifestyle
(National Coalition for the Homeless, 2002).

When mainstreamed schools adapt their programs to accommodate
homeless students, a second category of reform efforts occurs, which includes
extended support services.

SUPPLEMENTAL SUPPORT SERVICES

Supplemental support services are specifically targeted at homeless
children and deliver services beyond school hours (Stronge, 1993b). Support
services reforms are intended to promote the child’s academic success and
physical and emotional well-being. Although many school districts offer
supplemental support services for a variety of students, this particular
reform effort is directed at the homeless child. The design of supplemental
support services is based on the concept of after-school programs directly
targeting the special needs of homeless students.

Supportive services can be academically based and thus aim to foster
academic success by providing tutoring, study areas, or school supplies
(Belcher & DiBlasio, 1990; DaCosta Nunez, 1996; National Coalition for
the Homeless, 2002; Stronge, 1993b). Another supportive service, counsel-
ing, is aimed at promoting emotional well-being. Counseling may be
offered to both child and parent (National Coalition for the Homeless,
2002; Stronge, 1993b). These services deal with any type of socioemotional
issue that may obstruct the child’s academic success.

Tucker (2000) explains that academic and counseling services, along
with other, related supplemental services reforms, share a philosophy of
“building bridges of understanding, developing new perspectives, illuminating
new options, providing new resources, and stretching existing resources”
(p- 229). A third reform effort, which takes some of these values into account,
has implemented the reform in an alternative way.

TRANSITIONAL SCHOOLS

Transitional schools are also called separate schools in the McKinney-
Vento Act. In this reform effort, mainly established by shelters, the student
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body is made up exclusively of homeless students. The school is commonly
in one room with mixed age groups and abilities. Transitional schools aim
to provide a temporary education that will help the children transition into
a mainstreamed school. The underlying philosophy is to provide an education
without any barriers (Lively & Kleine, 1996), and these reform efforts are
guided by the idea of immediacy of service and temporary placement
(Stronge, 1992, 1993b).

Transitional schools are usually physically attached to a shelter, which
gives immediate educational services while eliminating the transportation
and residency barriers. Because guardianship and medical records are not
issues at the shelter, two additional barriers are eliminated. This type of
model is predicated on the idea that no matter what the quality of the
services, homeless children are at least receiving some form of an educa-
tion. Even if they do not attend a transitional school for the entire year, they
will have fewer educational gaps resulting from frequent absenteeism.

Although all three reforms have benefits and advantages for homeless
children and families, each approach addresses only some of the barriers.
A more comprehensive approach may benefit this population to a greater
extent than any single reform. Perhaps the most promising recent reform
effort is one that incorporates the mainstreamed schools, supplemental sup-
portive services, and transitional schools into one comprehensive approach—
modified comprehensive schools.

MODIFIED COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOLS

Modified comprehensive schools are usually categorized with transitional
schools, but they properly constitute a unique reform effort that goes beyond the
transitional school. As educational institutions targeted at homeless children,
modified comprehensive schools are similar to transitional schools, but they
are not housed at a shelter nor are they one-room schools. They do, however,
follow the framework of a mainstreamed school with one grade per classroom.

This new reform effort also incorporates the idea of supplemental sup-
portive services. Mentoring, academic services, counseling, food, and med-
ical supplies are commonly offered. Modified comprehensive schools are
structured like mainstreamed schools to supposedly smooth the transition.
After the families seek permanent residence, the children are expected to
attend the mainstreamed schools.

The main philosophy behind modified comprehensive schools is the
immediate removal of barriers and the lack of stigmatization. Modified
comprehensive schools function as transitional schools by theoretically
removing all of the typical barriers that homeless children face in obtaining
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access to schools. Problems with medical records, guardianship, and residency
are not supposed to prevent a homeless child’s admission to the schools
(Woods, 1997; Woods & Harrison, 1994). The transportation barrier is
eliminated by using outreach services to bus the students to school from
their temporary residence. Thus, these schools seem to be comprehensive
in nature, and incorporate the advantages of all three types of reform efforts.

Modified comprehensive schools are designed with the purpose of elimi-
nating virtually all of the barriers. On the other hand, there is controversy
about isolating homeless students in schools separate from nonhomeless
children. The school isolates the students from the mainstreamed popula-
tion. Some argue that this isolation is the strength of the school because it
makes children feel unashamed because everyone is in the same situation.
Although others state that the segregation is unhealthy for homeless children
because it is segregating them from the rest of the population, a step back-
wards to separate but equal.

To understand the debate behind the new reform of modified comprehensive
schools, it is important to understand how the schools function. The Thomas
J. Pappas School in Maricopa County, Arizona, is a leading example of this
educational service model—one that is both comprehensive and innovative
and therefore warrants additional discussion. The Pappas School serves 750
homeless children from kindergarten through 12th grade (Fonda, 2000).
Three sites comprise the school; two are located in Phoenix and the third in
Tempe (Janofsky, 2000).

In 1988, Sandra E. Dowling founded the original school (Woods &
Harrison, 1994), which expanded into the three sites. The first site is an
alternative high school that has incorporated a program for pregnant teen
mothers. The second site, also a high school, focuses on dealing with
students who have an addiction using a 12-step recovery program. The third
site, a grade school, is the main site (Woods, 1997). The mission of the
Thomas J. Pappas School (2002), “to develop within all students the lead-
ership qualities necessary to fulfill their roles as responsible citizens of a
changing world” (p. 1), is demonstrated through the school’s design and
programs. In March 2002, the lead author conducted a site visit of the main
school, examined school materials and documents, made observations, and
informally interviewed staff and teachers. The following briefly summarizes
and describes some of the important elements of the school program.

THE CLASSROOMS

Each classroom has 25 to 30 students per class, a number that fluctuates
frequently. A student’s average stay in the school is approximately 3 to
5 months.
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THE MEDICAL CLINIC

The school has a full-functioning medical clinic on the premises, with
nurses who assist the children and are responsible for its general function-
ing. Ten certified doctors from the community volunteer time and services.
Screenings, exams, and vaccinations can be conducted on-site. A mobile den-
tist also comes occasionally. If other services are required, the on-site out-
reach program coordinates them.

FOOD PROGRAM

All the food is provided through the Phoenix School District. Breakfast and
lunch are given to all students; even those who arrive late are allowed to eat
breakfast before going to class. Students are required to eat all the food provided
to ensure that they are receiving two nutritious meals.

DONATION ROOMS

Three rooms are each designated for specific types of donations: toys,
clothes, and food. The toy room houses gifts from the local community,
including toys, games, and other items for students of various ages. Once a
month, the school celebrates student birthdays for that month. During the
birthday parties, the students receive a gift of their choice from the toy room.
Aside from the toy room, there is also a clothing room. The community
donates new clothing and handmade quilted blankets and bedding, often in
massive amounts. Students are allowed to pick additional clothing as
needed. A full-time staff person keeps the clothing room in order. Last,
there is the food room. If a student’s family is in great need of food or other
essentials at home, he or she may request a box of food from the outreach
program, and the family can usually obtain the supplies the same day.

Donations take a great deal of staff time to collect, store, and distribute.
One Saturday a month, the Make-a-Difference Program, a nonprofit service
organization, comes to assist staff members in making up food boxes. The
supplemental assistance is especially needed during November and December
when donations increase because of holidays and tax deductions.

BUSING SERVICES

The school is administratively within the Maricopa County School
District, with children bused in from all over the Phoenix area. A branch of
the Outreach Program handles the extensive busing services. All children are
given free transportation to the school. Unlike most school districts, there
are few bureaucratic delays in accommodating fast-changing student needs.
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Because homeless children move frequently, their busing needs likewise
change. For example, during the lead author’s visit to the program, a mother
with two children in the school moved. The next day the student requested
a change and was dropped off at the new stop at the end of that same day
to the new location. The Outreach Program may process 20 to 40 changes
daily, out of 700 to 800 students bused in 7 to 9 buses, each covering about
300 miles daily.

Many reasons for student absenteeism arise because of homelessness,
but transportation does not appear to be one of the factors because of the
flexible and responsive busing services. However, in the event that a child
is absent for more than 3 days, a teacher puts in a request to the Outreach
Program to identify the reasons for the absence. Outreach staff then conduct
a home visit to evaluate the child’s current status.

PSYCHOLOGICAL PROGRAMS

Homeless children experience many hardships, and many have suffered
through domestic violence, parental drug or alcohol abuse, or emotional
trauma. The Pappas School provides psychological services, with two full-
time school psychologists offering regular services. Students can receive
one-on-one counseling or group therapy. Members of Nanna’s Children, a
local service program, also volunteer their time, working with students using
play therapy.

SUPPLEMENTAL SUPPORT SERVICES

The 21st Century Community Learning Center is a national grant-funded
nonprofit organization that provides supplemental support services Monday
through Thursday, from 3 p.m. to 5 p.m., consisting of tutoring, arts and crafts,
and other programs. The Pappas School also has a volunteer mentor program.
Each student is paired with a volunteer, who usually spends two 1-hour ses-
sions with the student every month. The mentor may eat lunch or spend indi-
vidual time with the student, as scheduled with teachers, but may not take
him or her off the premises (Woods, 1997).

DISCUSSION

We have described some of the difficulties homeless children face in
obtaining access to schools and to succeeding in schools. We have also
reviewed briefly some of the governmental responses to this problem and
have described four types of reform efforts. A critical question concerning
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these reform efforts is their effectiveness, including their cost effectiveness.
We have suggested that the modified comprehensive approach, as embod-
ied by the Thomas Pappas school with its substantial mix of services and
flexible design, appears to be an innovative approach to addressing so many
of the needs and overcoming so many of the barriers to providing high qual-
ity education for homeless children. But there are also many questions that
have not been answered about this type of program. Does this type of edu-
cational model make a measurable difference in the lives of children and
families, and does it actually lead to better educational outcomes? Are the
expenses associated with a comprehensive approach cost efficient and cost
effective? Can this the type of program be replicated in other school dis-
tricts with a large need for homeless services?

The policy emanating from the McKinney Act and the majority of
national homeless education groups (e.g., the National Coalition for the
Homeless) largely support mainstreamed schools reform. The mainstream-
ing effort is appealing because it does not treat the homeless child as an out-
sider or outcast, as it aims to incorporate the child into normal schools.
Mainstreamed schools make up the majority of U.S. public schools, so sup-
porters feel that this normality should be appropriate for the homeless child.
On the other hand, most mainstreamed schools neglect the additional assis-
tance that a homeless child usually needs, even when mixed in with other
students. In school districts where supplemental services are provided to
appropriately address the homeless child’s specific needs, they are gener-
ally limited and not offered in all schools.

Transitional schools contribute to homeless children’s success by encour-
aging education to continue even in times of acute hardship. Having a school
connected to a shelter should encourage students to continue their education
while reducing absenteeism, but a one-room, mixed-grade, mixed-ability
school often provides limited support for socialization and limited academic
services and resources. However, some argue that this type of school is a
step backward, reverting to antique forms of education. Modified compre-
hensive schools have converted the older, transitional school idea into a new
reform.

Modified comprehensive schools appear to be particularly appropriate
because of the attention they provide to homeless children’s needs. By incor-
porating elements from the other three reforms, supporters argue the com-
prehensiveness directly aims at the barriers; if those barriers are quickly
eliminated, the homeless student will be educationally sound when trans-
ferred to a mainstreamed school. Yet the question of constitutionality
remains; for some argue that segregating a homeless child from main-
streamed schools does more harm than good.
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There is a grievous need for research to inform decisions about reform.
Thus far, no formal research has been conducted on these reform efforts. As
mentioned before, the 2002 reauthorization of the McKinney-Vento Act
(2002) specifically required an evaluation of modified comprehensive
schools in Maricopa County, Arizona; San Diego County, California;
Orange County, California; and San Joaquin County, California. These four
counties were picked because each has a large number of modified com-
prehensive schools, including the Pappas School discussed earlier, which is
comprised on three schools in the district. The evaluations will address the
effectiveness of these schools. Although the act ensures evaluation of mod-
ified comprehensive schools, the other types of reform efforts also need
assessment. The lack of research and evaluation may be an intrinsic flaw in
the act. Encouraging the evaluation of one reform in turn neglects the
others, and the resulting one-sided view may impede further educational
improvements. Homeless families and educators are left to ask: Are any of
the reform efforts effective? To what degree are they effective? Are the
barriers and issues hindering student access and success being overcome?
Although all four efforts are well developed, current support for reforms is
largely based on speculation in the absence of any empirical evidence of
efficacy and effectiveness. For educators, policy makers, and homeless
families, further research is vitally needed to determine how well all reform
efforts have met homeless children’s needs and what service mix is effective
or should be modified.

When analyzing reforms, it is also important that researchers and evalu-
ators keep in mind the characteristics of specific localities, as different areas
may have different needs. One locality may require a mainstreamed school
and another, a transitional school. In essence, locally based models that are
tailored to the unique local context, not one-size-fits-all state or national
reforms, are what will ensure homeless students access and success.
Locally based reforms can also stop the cycle of mass production in educa-
tional reform. Each homeless student is an individual with differing needs.
Locally based reform can reintroduce the human element into homeless
education services. On the other hand, reform efforts in the United States
are moving away from locally based reform efforts and focusing more on a
nationally based reform. For example, in 2002, President George W. Bush
signed the No Child Left Behind reform legislation that applies to the
nation as a whole. This reform is based on the idea of schools, administra-
tors, and teachers being held more accountable to the government, taxpay-
ers, parents, and students. Smaller locally based reform efforts that would
benefit homeless students are becoming more unlikely because of the
emphasis being placed on national policies concerning public education.
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It is imperative that researchers analyze and incorporate the successful
segments of each reform. The ideal reform may very well be a compilation
of elements of each type. Finding the right formula to ensure access and
success may require policy makers to become more flexible.

In conducting research and policy reform analysis, policy makers,
researchers, and evaluators should try to avoid quick fixes and ideology in
favor of examining objectively what most benefits the targets of educational
reform—that is, they should be examining what best meets the myriad of
needs of homeless children and what policies and institutional arrange-
ments best surmount the barriers to access and success in schools for this
population of students.

In addition to conducting further research and evaluation on the effec-
tiveness of the current approaches to best providing educational services
to homeless students, there are three steps that may enhance homeless
children’s access to and success in schools using a locally based model of
reform: conducting local forums, formulating guidelines for local reforms
based on these forums, and evaluating and monitoring these efforts.

CREATE FORUMS IN THE LOCAL AREA

Effective reform depends on the locality. School districts (ideally fueled
with current research) should hold open forums for local homeless families,
which will provide an opportunity to hear parents’ and students’ perspectives
and assist school administration in choosing reforms based on community
needs. The forums should be held in an accessible location, ensuring that
the majority of homeless families can express their opinions. We certainly
recognize that issues can arise with gaining parental assistance. For example,
transportation, child care, and other immediate needs may make it harder
for all parents to participate at a forum. These issues and others that limit
involvement for the general homeless population within the school area
should be taken into consideration when planning a forum.

DEVELOP GUIDELINES FOR SCHOOL REFORM

The open forum and the collective efforts of the community and school
administration will generate helpful information and guidance. A committee
of school administration officials and homeless students’ families should
create guidelines for specific, local reform. These guidelines would consist
of procedures and strategies to assist local schools in understanding and
implementing appropriate policies, and thereby help assure that homeless
student access and success can be symbiotic with overall school goals.
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EVALUATE, MONITOR, AND MODIFY EFFORTS

It is essential to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of reform efforts
and then modify the program according to how well the program is work-
ing. Administrators often view evaluation as a luxury when considering
allocation of scarce funds. However, assessing program implementation,
examining whether reforms are meeting homeless children’s needs, and
evaluating the impact of reforms on school access and success are activities
critical to informing policy and management decisions. Continuing evalua-
tion, so essential to keeping reform viable and aiding in ensuring quality,
should be a constant in this type of educational program, for which success
has rarely been assessed or validated. School administration and politicians
must also allow sufficient time for implementation and critical evaluation.

CONCLUSION

There is a massive amount of fragmentation in reform approaches and a
lack of communication among policy makers, school districts, and homeless
families. The reform efforts we have described represent a beginning for chang-
ing the current unfortunate status of homeless children’s education. Research
is one of the tools that will help to bridge the communication gap, assess effec-
tiveness, and provide future guidance to ensure homeless children’s effective
education through the application of locally based educational reforms.
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