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Abstract 

For the purposes of this study, three school districts in Minnesota were studied; the St. 

Cloud District, the Duluth School District, and a third district in the southern part of the state to 

be called the Southern Minnesota District.  The study sought to discover the role that the 

homeless liaisons play in their respective district, to identify the resources and training used by 

liaisons for educators, to compare and contrast the information for content; to discover how it is 

presented to the educators, and what training is available to teachers and administrators to assist 

homeless students.    
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CHAPTER ONE- Introduction 

“When you’re homeless, the only thing you have are endless days.”- Valencia McMurray 

Since 10th grade, Valencia McMurray has been on her own.  Her mother had moved south 

to help her grandmother, and she never knew her father.  Struggling to pay her way, Valencia 

began “couch-hopping” and missing a lot of school.  As hard as she tried to hide her 

circumstances from her friends, it did not get by her Advanced Placement History teacher Mr. 

Heegard.  When asked, Valencia denied needing help, but Heegard was not fooled; he convinced 

McMurray to speak to the school social worker who soon found a space at an emergency shelter 

for teens.    

In June 2009, McMurray graduated from North High School in Minneapolis and received 

a four-year scholarship.  For most students, a scholarship means being able to go to college, for 

McMurray, it also meant she knew where she was going to live for the next four years.     

For Heegard, noticing the signs of homelessness was no accident.  In the Minneapolis 

Public Schools, homeless liaison Elizabeth Hinz trains teachers, staff and even custodians to be 

alert to the signs of homelessness to ensure that the children get the help available to them, which 

increases their chances for academic success (McMurray, 2009).  Many homeless students 

languish in school, often dropping out before graduation.  Valencia McMurray’s story is a 

success in part because the staff at the school had been taught what to look for.    

The National Center on Family Homelessness found that the graduation rate for homeless 

students was less than 25% in 2010.  Identifying the homeless students early and getting them 

the support they need is the key to helping these students succeed in school.  Few students self-

identify as homeless (Larson and Meehan, 2009), so unless the educators are able to identify and 

assist them, there may be a significant number of homeless students who are not receiving 

assistance.   
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Examples from other states give reason to be concerned about overlooking homeless 

students.  A 2011 educational guide from the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction 

in Olympia, Washington written by Dr. Jennifer Wu estimated that there are over 27,000 

students in the state who experience homelessness. Yet, local districts recently reported less than 

7,700 homeless students are attending school.  State officials believe that most are attending 

school but are not identified as homeless, thereby missing out on support services available to 

them. 

The McKinney Vento Act funds data collection on homeless students to identify their 

prevalence and their progress through school.  But, the grants are limited and data collection 

becomes less of a priority in many districts when other services such as transportation are under-

funded too.   This fundamental tension between expending funds to study the issue and raise 

awareness versus expending funds for direct student services is a never ending cycle: if students 

are not recognized as homeless, they do not get the help they need; but, raising awareness to 

identify more homeless students means the limited funding has to meet a greater number of 

student’s needs.  Obviously, the ideal is enough funding for both, and no one advocates 

deliberately avoiding identifying homeless students. By de-emphasizing data collection, 

awareness efforts and training, students falling through the cracks are almost inevitable.    

Good data is critical for liaisons, educators, and state and federal leaders to justify 

broader measures such as mandatory training for all educators.  Minnesota collects data from 

school districts around the state, but not all districts file the report annually.  The data collected 

includes homeless student counts, test scores, transportation, etc.   The data is also used to create 

a model for predicting the number of homeless students in the state, much like Washington does.  

However, a 2009 study by the Center for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare at the University of 
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Minnesota by Anita Larson and Danielle Meehan titled ‘Homeless and Highly Mobile Students” 

found that models used to estimate the homeless student population in Minnesota was not fully 

capturing this vulnerable population, and recommended a more in-depth evaluation of both the 

model and interventions with homeless students to ensure more accurate data for future models.   

The most significant finding by Larson and Meehan was that attendance rates for 

homeless students were much worse than other students.  But, after students were identified by 

the district as homeless, their attendance rate improved, in part because of the intervention and 

support they received from the district.  The study further noted that the homeless student 

population peaked at ninth grade; the authors speculate that these vulnerable students are 

dropping out.  Raising awareness among liaisons and educators about these predictive factors 

may increase their ability to identify and assist the student population at risk for homelessness. 

The homeless student liaisons interviewed for this study reported higher numbers of 

identified homeless students after educators received training on the issue, but many districts do 

not have a liaison that offers regular training, in part because the role of the homeless student 

liaison varies widely from district to district.  Some districts have dedicated liaisons whose only 

job is to assist the homeless students; others have assigned a teacher or faculty member to serve 

in that capacity in addition to their other duties.  The liaison’s access to the teachers varies, as 

does the format of the information they provide to the teachers; some was created by the liaison, 

others were gleaned from websites and nonprofit agencies. One liaison did not have any 

materials to provide to the teachers.   

For the purposes of this study, three school districts in Minnesota were studied; the St. 

Cloud District, the Duluth School District, and a third district in the southern part of the state to 
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be called the “Southern Minnesota District”1.  The study sought to discover the role that the 

homeless liaisons play in their respective district, to identify the resources and training used by 

liaisons for educators, to compare and contrast the information for content; to discover how it is 

presented to the educators, and what training is available to teachers and administrators to assist 

homeless students.    

Each district in this study had a dedicated homeless student liaison, although two were 

part-time, and all districts are geographically separate from the Minneapolis metro area.  In 

addition, the districts have similar student demographics, including population, percent of 

minority students, and the percentage of identified homeless students in the district according to 

data from the State of Minnesota and the Minnesota Department of Education. 

 

  

                                                           
1The liaison in the third district requested to remain anonymous due to the sensitivity of some of 
the answers provided in the interview. 
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Definitions 

Homeless Student 

“Homeless Student”, defined by the McKinney-Vento Act is a student who lacks a “fixed, 

regular and adequate nighttime residence” and includes those who are sharing housing with other 

persons (known as “doubling up”), in hotels and motels, trailer parks, public transportation 

facilities such as bus and train stations, vehicles, or other public places not normally used for 

housing.  For the purpose of this study, the definition of homeless student will include 

accompanied youth (those that are accompanied by a parent or guardian) and unaccompanied 

youth, who may be runaways, left home voluntarily, or involuntarily.    

McKinney Vento Act 

“McKinney Vento Act” The McKinney-Vento Act (2002) originated as the Stewart B. 

McKinney Homeless Assistance Act in 1987.  In 2001, it was reauthorized as the McKinney-

Vento Homeless Education Assistance Improvement Act (2002) in conjunction with the No 

Child Left Behind Act.  The United States Department of Education Policy Section 721 reads: 

(1) Each State educational agency shall ensure that each child of a homeless individual and each 

homeless youth has equal access to the same free, appropriate public education, including a 

public preschool education, as provided to other children and youths. 

(2) In any State that has a compulsory residency requirement as a component of the State's 

compulsory school attendance laws or other laws, regulations, practices, or policies that may act 

as a barrier to the enrollment, attendance, or success in school of homeless children and youths, 

the State will review and undertake steps to revise such laws, regulations, practices, or policies to 

ensure that homeless children and youths are afforded the same free, appropriate public 

education as provided to other children and youths. 
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(3) Homelessness alone is not sufficient reason to separate students from the mainstream school 

environment. 

(4) Homeless children and youths should have access to the education and other services that 

such children and youths need to ensure that such children and youths have an opportunity to 

meet the same challenging State student academic achievement standards to which all students 

are held. 

The McKinney Vento act also requires specific funding for homeless students to provide 

transportation services, education services, and meals within the school.  The McKinney Vento 

Act can be viewed in its entirety on U.S Department of Education website. 
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CHAPTER TWO- Literature Review 

“Young people, age 21 and younger, are the most likely to be homeless.” -Wilder Research  

 Homelessness is a world-wide issue, and in the U.S., there are numerous empirical 

studies on the impacts of homelessness, effective interventions, and resources for the homeless, 

but there is very little information on the training that is provided to advocates and liaisons in 

their effort to serve the homeless community.  When advocates and liaisons are well trained, 

their efforts are more efficient and the homeless community is better served.   

 Furthermore, even if an advocate or liaison possesses all of the knowledge and training 

available, intervening on behalf of the homeless population requires an entire team, all of whom 

need to be taught the tools necessary to best support the homeless population according to Emily 

Huemann, Director of Sexual Offense Services in Ramsey County2  (Regents of University of 

Minnesota, 2013). 

Training everyone, from executive administrators, local administrators, educators, to 

support staff and the community is the vital to ensuring that homeless students are fully 

supported.  As administrators and faculty begin to recognize the signs of homelessness, they can 

intervene on behalf of the student sooner, increasing the chances of a successful outcome for the 

student.    

This literature review sought to identify the resources used by liaisons for training and 

raising awareness among administrators and educators, to compare and contrast the information 

for content, and to discover how it is presented to the educators.  Results of the study may serve 

to inform the educator about the need for resources and training regarding the homeless 

population.   

                                                           
2 Homeless teens are often the target of sexual predators who lure them with promises of money 
and shelter. 
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The Minnesota Department of Education website provided statistics on how many 

homeless students were in each district, average test scores, and limited information from older 

studies on possible signs of homeless students.  However, there was not a significant body of 

literature for use by the liaisons to compare and contrast.   

The homeless student liaisons interviewed echoed that finding, noting that there is no 

consistent, reliable body of literature for their use.  One liaison sought out resources on her own 

while another created her own simple posters and brochures to raise awareness among the 

educators. 

Of equal importance for the liaisons is the availability of data to track the number of 

homeless students, the intervention efforts, the outcomes, and the cost for training.  Presently, the 

Minnesota data is limited, but there are examples of simple, cost effective approaches in other 

states that could be used as a model. 

 Historical Overview 

In 1987, the Stewart B. McKinney Vento Homeless Assistance Act was passed to assist 

homeless children in school; in 2001, this act was reestablished in conjunction with the No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB Act).  The NCLB Act reconstructed the framework for a 

bipartisan education reform focusing on a concern that “too many of the neediest children are 

being left behind” despite the efforts of $200 billion spent since the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) (US Department of Education, 2004).  Efforts included 

flexibility in spending for states and local educational agencies, choice for parents and students, 

attention specifically on low-performing schools, and emphasis on reading, especially for early 

childhood ages.  The McKinney-Vento plan requires that homeless students to be given the 
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opportunity to achieve the same academic standards as other students (US Department of 

Education, 2013).   

Raising Awareness to Identify Homeless Students 

Of the 87 counties in Minnesota, 23 report no homeless students according to the 

Minnesota Department of Education.  The Northwest area of the state had the fewest number of 

homeless students reported; out of 42 public schools, only seven students were identified as 

homeless.  Even more troubling is the number of districts in Minnesota that do not report at all.   

Beth Holger-Ambrose, homeless youth services coordinator for the Minnesota 

Department of Human Services Office of Economic Opportunity is troubled by the lack of 

reported homeless students.  She believes that all districts in Minnesota have homeless students, 

but teachers and liaisons need better resources to help them with identification (Regents of 

University of Minnesota, 2011).     

A survey of other states education sites reveals tools for school districts to self-examine 

the level of awareness among administrators and educators, as well as ongoing training tools.   

The Michigan Department of Education along with other states across the country requires 

school districts to complete an annual self-assessment of their compliance with the McKinney 

Vento law3.  Districts that have not reported homeless students or have not have the occasion to 

identify and service homeless students and youths, must still complete the assessment; the U.S. 

Department of Education instructed Michigan districts who consistently report zero homeless 

students that they “very likely need to improve their identification and community collaboration 

to get a more accurate count.”  (Michigan Department of Education, 2011). 

                                                           
3 Examples of the Self-Assessment for Michigan as well as other states can be found in the 
Appendix. 
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The National Center for Homeless Education (NCHE) plays a large role in assisting 

homeless youth every year.  Their website provides resources, including webinars, videos, and 

print materials liaisons may use to raise awareness among educators.  One 13-minute video titled 

“Homeless with Homework: An Introduction to Homeless Education” provides a general 

overview for educators and the needs within the classroom for example.  

Larson and Meehan, (2009) note the difficulties of identifying homeless students, but 

trained educators can pick up on the signals.  Absenteeism is an especially notable behavior; high 

student absenteeism in the two years preceding the identification of homelessness was present in 

virtually all of the homeless students they studied.    

Raising Awareness Among Educators 

Minneapolis Public Schools homeless liaison Elizabeth Hinz says "Some of the other 

clues are kids who are exhausted.  It might be wearing the same clothes a number of days in row 

or looking disheveled. It might be being in the building but not in class, hanging out in locker 

room or just some other quiet corner." (McMurray, 2009).  

Peer problems, poor hygiene, frequent absences, engaging in substance use, 

improper/inappropriate clothing, or incomplete homework are also indicative of homelessness 

(Portland, 2010).  Students with food insecurities may hoard food to the horror of teachers who 

strive for well-mannered students (Tundel, 2008).  Clothing is a particularly poignant sign of 

homelessness.  Although a teacher may not tolerate teasing or mocking a child because of the 

clothes they wear, their bias against that student may still be evident.   

A teacher’s lack of awareness about the legal rights of homeless students can lead to 

discrimination and a poor understanding of a student’s capabilities.  Portland (2010) says that 

teachers must become aware of the signs of homelessness.  Teachers may unknowingly highlight 



11 
 

the plight of a homeless child; a teacher who chastises a child for consistently not having gym 

shoes for example.  The child may be reluctant to ask parents for shoes when food or shelter is a 

higher priority for the family.  Instead of admitting the circumstances, the child may decide to 

endure the punishment sitting out for gym without protest (Tundel, 2008).  This can color a 

teacher’s opinion of the student as defiant or uncaring, much to the detriment of the student.  

Younger students may be extremely protective of possessions such as hats or backpacks, 

and be unwilling to put them away when told to.  Instead of being labeled as defiant, the teacher 

can learn that homeless students often have few personal possessions and are reluctant to have 

them out of sight (Seifert, 2000) and compromises may need to be made.   

Portland (2010) notes that throughout society, homelessness is viewed as a personal 

weakness; it is likely that some teachers share this notion. Teachers may perceive homeless 

children as more difficult, and they may be more reluctant to engage with them, which may make 

a child feel isolated and less motivated to learn.  They may even prefer that homeless children be 

segregated within the school, so they will have less contact with other students (Portland, 2010).   

Teachers can also be taught to recognize misbehavior as a sign of boredom as well.  A 

homeless student may become bored with lesson materials, and not complete assignments 

because it is redundant, especially if the student has switched schools multiple times.  If course 

material is used district wide, and the student has already encountered it in classes at other 

schools, they may lose interest or act out of boredom (Seifert, 2000). 

Homeless students are three times more likely to be depressed, suffer anxiety or post- 

traumatic stress disorder (Seminole County Families, 2011).  Many require more comprehensive 

interventions; 32% of runaway and homeless youth have attempted suicide at some point in their 

lives (Portland, 2010).  For these youths, school is not only a source of stability, it can become a 
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refuge.  It is often the only place where authorities can observe behaviors that indicate abuse, 

neglect, or other forms of hardship that require further intervention. 

Less than 25% of homeless students successfully graduate from high school (National 

Center on Family Homelessness, 2010).  Once they quit school, homeless teens tend to become 

“invisible” and disconnected; they separate from social networks and lose access to healthcare, 

jobs, even basic provisions to survive on (Son, 2002)4.     

Building Support Teams 

Huemann contends that one person cannot be solely responsible to identify these kids-it 

takes a united effort.  There are many signals, and once the student is identified as homeless, 

several persons united in the effort to get the student out of their situation is the most effective 

intervention.  Holger-Ambrose notes that teachers have a lot of “visual time” with kids, so they 

should be able to pick up on the signals with the right training (Regents of University of 

Minnesota, 2011). 

Support for these students starts with developing well-trained teams comprised of 

teachers, administrators, custodians, and support personnel such as school secretaries and bus 

drivers.  Homeless students may need special accommodations, such as being picked up and 

dropped off the bus at a crisis intervention center for example, and drivers need to exercise 

discretion when asking questions and sharing information with other students.  The support team 

also must make an effort to keep the parent engaged in the student’s school life, and reassure 

them that the student will be protected and supported.   Some parents fear that their child will be 

taken away if the people learn they lost their homes (Tundel, 2008).  The team must continue to 

                                                           
4 Disconnect from social groups also can lead to other survival methods including being lured 
into “survival sex” and prostitution. 82 percent of teens trade sex for money.  1 in every 3 teens 
on the street will be lured into prostitution within 48 hours of leaving home (Reid, 2009) 
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confer with parents to build upon these children’s current strengths and increase protective 

factors (Portland, 2010).  

School liaisons help coordinate services and access to community resources such as 

shelters, medical care, mentoring, tutoring, and available after-school programs (Portland, 2010).    

Teachers may also need to learn to be more flexible and accommodating for homeless 

students. Liaisons can work with teachers to make accommodations for the student, such as 

scheduling tests in the afternoon for students who don’t have reliable transportation in the 

morning.   It saves the student from having to make embarrassing admissions and gives them an 

opportunity to perform better in school.   

Administrators must also learn flexibility and accommodations for these students.  LEAs 

must enroll homeless students immediately even if they do not have required documents 

including school records, immunizations, proof of residency, or birth certificates. Liaisons may 

also help families navigate school requirements such as obtaining records or providing contact 

information for local government entities (National Coalition for the Homeless, 2009).  When 

administrators recognize that a parent may be overwhelmed with concerns over where they are 

going to sleep the next night, they can put their own requests for permission slips and birth 

records in a different perspective (Tundel, 2008).   

 Fostering a sense of connection with the school or community is important for homeless 

students and their parents; indeed, fostering good relationships with teachers and administrators 

is equally important.  Helping a student feel connected to the school gives them a much needed 

sense of belonging that they may not have the opportunity to gain anywhere else.  Having a 

stable, caring adult who believes in a student’s capacity for resilience and ability to overcome 

adversity is one of the most important protective factors for homeless children (Portland, 2010).   
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Data 

Larson and Meehan (2009) noted that data is lacking on outcomes for homeless 

Minnesota youth.   The homeless survey conducted by Wilder Research is only conducted every 

three years, with results published the fourth year.  During the years between 2006 and 2009, 

there was a 25 % increase in homeless people in Minnesota, of which 46% are youth, and it 

continued to increase through the 2012 survey by additional 6%.  These rapid increases can have 

a dramatic impact on resources, and without data to evaluate them, adjustments to resources lag 

behind the trend.   

The Minnesota Department of Education surveys the homeless liaisons annually to track 

homeless student data, via the MN Automated Reporting Student System, used by districts to 

document the student’s homeless status.  The data is verified via a fall annual electronic survey 

of Title 1 directors and school district liaisons. Data collection is automated, but limited to select 

categories.   

Tracking attendance may be a better indicator of a student at risk for homelessness.  

Attendance data is available in real time, and can be used to “flag” at risk students and assist 

educators with identifying homeless students earlier; the potential for an earlier intervention 

could impact the student’s success in school (Larson and Meehan, 2009). 

Conclusion 

Children are often helpless victims in the cycle of poverty and homelessness, and school 

may be the only stable base they have to cling to.  Teachers and administrators play a pivotal role 

in identifying homeless students, and contribute to the child’s success.  Raising awareness, 

removing teacher bias and educating teachers and administrators on the factors that contribute to 

student success are effective and inexpensive; liaisons also help increase the student’s 
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opportunity for success by helping with details such as transportation and schedule coordination.    

Providing education to educators is an economical and necessary first step.   
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CHAPTER THREE- Methodology 

Districts used within this research were chosen based on three factors including region, 

percentage of homeless students, and similar demographics to narrow down the search of 

districts across the state.  As a base point, Duluth Public School District was chose first. 

Region 

The State of Minnesota and Department of Education website contains a summary of all 

of the schools that have identified homeless students during the 2010-2011 school year (the latest 

year that statistics are available). Preliminary research revealed a geographic focus of the 

homeless student population in Minnesota; in the Northwest District of the state, the reported 

homeless student populations are exceptionally low reporting around 17% according to the latest 

survey, compared with 64% of the schools in the Central district, 62% of the Metro district and 

39% of the schools in the Northeast district that includes St. Louis County.  

Percent of homeless students 

After compiling data including student population and homeless student population from 

the State of Minnesota website, the ratio of the number of homeless students to the total student 

population was calculated by district.   

Similar Demographics 

Using the State of Minnesota website, data was compiled to find school districts with 

similar demographics including city population, percent of homeless students within the student 

population, and race. After locating the data of the demographics, three school districts were 

chosen from around the state including Duluth, Saint Cloud, and a Southern Minnesota District. 

An interview was scheduled with each of the liaisons in the three districts identified to 

gain an understanding of their experience raising awareness among educators, what educational 
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materials were available to them, and what was needed to improve their ability to serve the 

homeless student population.  

Research Design 

A mixed method research approach was used for this study.  Due to a lack of data within 

the field on types of training liaisons and educators are given, other forms of data gathering were 

necessary to obtain a large variety of data.  A face to face interview was completed in Duluth; 

however, the other districts including Saint Cloud and Southern Minnesota were telephone 

interviews. All three interviews were recorded for future reference and conducted from 20 

minutes to 60 minutes in length. Follow up information and contact was exchanged through 

email if needed.   One liaison requested more information including brochures and posters to be 

sent through the mail to allow a better understanding of their district. 
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CHAPTER FOUR- Results 

Interviews of homeless liaisons were conducted in three districts across the state to 

discover the differences in training, and raising awareness among administrators and educators to 

compare and contrast the information for content and discover how it is presented to the 

educators.  The findings indicate that there is a natural progression in the evolution of homeless 

student support around the state.  One district just hired a part-time liaison two years ago and is 

in the beginning stages of its efforts, another has a mature program with a full time liaison that is 

continuously evolving to include more community outreach.  When compared to the 

Minneapolis example of a teacher recognizing Valencia McMurray’s homelessness, all of the 

districts surveyed were striving for a similar level of awareness but did not have a lot of 

resources including funding to work with.     

Southern District findings 

The Southern District was in its earliest stages; the homeless student liaison was hired 

two years ago as a part time liaison, and although she was very enthusiastic, she knew she was 

facing a challenge in raising awareness.  The district did not have any information for her to use 

when she arrived; she had to be very proactive to find resources for herself, and sought webinars, 

on-line materials and current laws.  

Her access to the teachers was, and continues to be limited.   Her impression of the 

increase of homeless students is due to an increase of awareness since she has been there.  She 

does not record any statistics on training administrators and educators and was not able to 

definitively link her efforts to a specific change in the number of homeless students identified in 

the district, but she was certain there was a link. 
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The Southern District Liaison’s strongest connections were with the social workers in the 

district; the community does not have a lot of resources to support homeless students, which 

makes her job more complicated.  Currently, there is not a teen shelter available, and the shelters 

that house families are full beyond capacity.  Even if a homeless student is identified, the 

intervention is limited to only what the school can provide. 

She notes that another barrier to raising awareness is imposed by the teacher’s union 

contract, which describes the restrictions and requirements for teacher’s training time and pay.     

The union contract (rightfully) protects the teachers from excessive training requirements, but 

the fall out is that any effort to train the teachers on homeless students has to compete with all of 

the other training priorities for teachers too.   

Raising awareness among the district’s leaders and the community also must be 

addressed according to the liaison, noting that the administration sets the tone for the building; if 

leaders are engaged with the issue, so are the teachers.  Gaining administrator support depends 

on their social engagement on the issue; some do not share the same opinion she does about 

assisting the homeless. She is not certain that raising awareness can change social policy and 

gain more resources in the community, but it would certainly make a difference for the homeless 

students in her district.    

 When asked about mandatory training, the Southern District Liaison said even ten 

minutes would help, but the barriers would have to be addressed first.  She does not have any 

point people in the schools to assist her in identifying homeless students, something that will 

have to be developed in the future.   

She did not receive any training when she was hired, and sought out webinars and 

colleagues to help her gain an understanding of her role as a liaison. There are national meetings 
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for homeless student liaisons, but the cost is often prohibitive.  In the Southern District, 

community resources for homeless students are not available, and the liaison lamented on the 

lack of federal funding for partnered centers and affordable housing.   

Duluth District Findings 

Ms. Deborah Wagner, Families in Transition advocate for the Duluth School District, 

provided anecdotal evidence that the number of homeless student identified in the district rises 

when teachers and administrators receive specialized training to raise awareness of homeless 

students.  In the past five years, the district has devoted a significant amount of resources to 

teach educators and the community about the issue and to assist the homeless student population.   

Wagner noticed a direct increase in the number of identified homeless students as the community 

and educators became more aware of the signs of homelessness, which translated to better 

support for the students. 

She says that raising awareness is crucial-districts not reporting anything do not know 

how to identify kids, and believes that “every district has at least one (homeless student) every 

year.”    

Wagner says there is definitely an increase in the number of identified homeless students 

when educators are taught to recognize the signs of homelessness.  “I attribute that to a couple 

reasons.  I think we are doing a better job of identifying students.  Schools are more aware.  The 

community is more aware.” She noted that during the recent economic downturn, the number of 

homeless students grew because of more awareness of families that were doubled up.     

But, she also noted how difficult it is to conduct district-wide training workshops for 

teachers and administrators, in part because of the time, cost and sheer number of educators 

involved, and to a lesser degree, because of the “one-size fits all” kind of training.  Wagner 
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believes that the training could become more widely available through the use of technology or a 

shorter, more focused training for specific groups such as bus drivers and support staff; it could 

even become building specific.  She would like to see it become accessible through the district 

website so all staff could access it at their convenience and refer back to it as necessary.  It could 

even serve as part of their recurring training requirements. “I think the trainings are important 

because it shows you how to be involved in your community, how you can inform your staff on 

what to watch for and observe, but again it’s one of those things, most teachers are aware if there 

is something amiss with their kids.” 

Because of the sheer number of teachers in the district, Wagner does not work closely 

with the individual teachers, but instead relies on point people in the schools to assist with 

identifying homeless students.  If a teacher has concerns about a student, they call her or contact 

their point person. “They need to know who to contact if they have concerns about a student.  

That is one thing we have been trying to figure out these last couple years; how can we have a 

point person in our buildings?”5  

 When asked about the training she received to become a liaison, Wagner noted that it is 

not required for senior liaisons, only for newly hired ones.  She noted that homeless liaisons try 

to get together once a month in the metro area to share information, strategies and learn from 

each other.   

When asked about what information or data she would like to have, Wagner responded 

that she wanted to track attendance differently and that they lacked good tracking capabilities for 

foster care kids, especially emergency foster care.  If they get pulled out of their homes tonight, 

                                                           
5 There is also a part-time social worker who visits the various buildings in the district on a 
rotating basis, but she addresses a wide range of issues and is not dedicated solely to the 
homeless students. 
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they are homeless. She is often unsure if the foster placement is permanent; the state does not 

have a definition of “permanent placement”, every county gets to determine that.   

Wagner says she supports expanded teacher training to raise awareness and thinks it 

would be nice to do it electronically, and noted that even 15 minutes of training would be 

helpful. 

St. Cloud District Findings 

Of the three districts interviewed, St. Cloud School District had the most resources for 

teachers directly, and seemed to have the most consistent approach to training and raising 

awareness among the educators.  The district liaison Barbara Wagner (no relation to Deborah 

Wagner in Duluth) works part time, and actively works with the teachers in her district to raise 

awareness of homeless students.   She has seen a fluctuation in the number of reported homeless 

students when the grant was withdrawn saying: “The McKinney Vento federal grant had an 

impact.  We received it for a number of years.  For two years in 2010-2011 and 2011-2012, we 

did not get it.  The numbers went down.”    

 In the St. Cloud district, 260 students identified as homeless in the 2011-2012 school 

year when they did not receive funding, and it rose to 321 this year with funding.   Wagner noted 

the district had to provide limited services when the grant was discontinued; transportation 

services continued, but advertising and community outreach suffered.     

When the district received grant funds, Wager says “There was not a lot of focus on 

identifying kids.”   The district hired an assistant to work one on one with teachers, 

administrators and secretaries.  Wagner says they have a lot of contact with teachers.  “We do go 

around to classrooms.  We have teachers and administrators making observations in classrooms 
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and sit with teachers and parents. We are the voice for the parents. We have to be (in contact 

with teachers) or we wouldn’t know how the kids are doing.”   

In high school, the outreach is a little more difficult.  Wagner says that students often 

have 7 or 8 teachers, a different one for each class. “How much can we expect from a teacher 

who sees kids 50 minutes a day?” she asks.  This group of homeless students often needs more 

support with housing and tutoring.   Wagner says they have volunteers that go to the shelters to 

provide more tutoring especially for those kids who are coming to school without their 

homework done.  When the grant was reinstated, the district was able to purchase a few iPads 

that the tutors could bring with them to the shelter to help with homework; they are also looking 

into purchasing some laptops that the students could check out.  Wagner would like to see more 

money allocated towards transportation for the students, as well as actual day to day tutors and 

point people in every school. 

Wagner created her own brochures and posters to help raise awareness among the 

educators, and does a considerable amount of outreach in the community.  She notes that there is 

no recurring training specifically for liaisons or teachers besides the resources she provides.  She 

does participate in the once a month meetings with other liaisons to discuss issues, Q&A, 

networking, and share tips on fixing problems.   

Summary 

The role of the liaison was unique in each district, although they all share the same goal 

of ensuring that every homeless student is served to the greatest of their ability.  None of the 

liaisons reported the use of a district-wide assessment to measure the level of awareness of 

homelessness in their district.  They did not use on-line training tools to assist with raising 
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awareness among administrators and teachers, and there was no standardized state-wide 

information that each liaison provided, tracked and reported on for their training efforts.    

All three of the liaisons interviewed would support mandatory training of all educators in 

Minnesota, saying that any effort to raise awareness among the educators would have a positive 

impact on providing assistance to the homeless students. 

Better attendance tracking and conducting more outreach for high school students were 

areas that the liaisons would like to direct their focus.  Poor attendance was a predictor of 

homeless and is easily tracked in real time, which can give administrators and liaisons some lead 

time to work with a student before they are liable to drop out.  Attendance is already tracked, so 

there is no additional cost burden for the district; the crucial step is ensuring that the data gets to 

the liaison and/or the social worker, so they can intervene on behalf of the student quickly.   
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CHAPTER FIVE- Conclusion 

Homeless students who receive support from the school district are more likely to 

graduate, increasing their chances to become self-reliant.  Dozens of counties in Minnesota, 

particularly in the northwest region of the state, report that they do not have any homeless 

students, but state and national experts say it is likely there are students who are not recognized 

as homeless. Odds are that 75% of those unidentified students will drop out before graduation.    

A well-trained faculty and staff is an efficient, economical way to create an environment in all 

Minnesota schools to identify homeless students and intervene on their behalf for necessary 

services to keep them in school.    

The State of Minnesota requires every school to have a homeless student liaison to 

support students in the challenges they face.  Liaisons in the three districts interviewed for this 

study worked to raise awareness among administrators, educators, support personnel and the 

community.  There were no standardized training materials to assist them with this effort, and 

barriers to educating teachers included the cost, the time it required, limitations on training time 

in union contracts, and a lack of resources to provide them.  The research sought to discover the 

resources used by liaisons for training and raising awareness among administrators and 

educators, to compare and contrast the information for content, and to discover how it is 

presented to the educators.  Results of the study may serve to inform the educator about the need 

for resources and training regarding the homeless population.   

Although there is anecdotal evidence that identification and support of homeless students 

increases when educators receive training on the issue, there were no empirical statistics.  There 

is support among liaisons to improve access to the training through the use of technology.    
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Significant Findings 

It takes a united effort to identify and support homeless students.  Starting at the top (including 

state leaders) and progressing through the education community is a simple way to raise 

awareness and increase the ability for schools to identify homeless students.  Common indicators 

of homelessness can be easily taught to educators; absenteeism is a consistent indicator that is 

available in real time, enabling educators to seek out the student and offer assistance earlier than 

relying on other indicators such as behavioral issues and self-identifying.    

Expanding the use of technology is a relatively simple solution to gain empirical 

evidence; access to training can be tracked by district and by date, and the corresponding 

changes in the number of reported homeless students can also be tracked.  Positive and negative 

changes in the numbers can be examined through further qualitative research to determine what 

factors influenced the change; a disaster or a change in the local economy for example.   

 Homeless liaisons can provide observations on the trends in their district and be 

surveyed to discover how familiar they are with the specialized training and whether they felt 

that the training would be best served as a proactive approach to help homeless students or to 

wait until they have a confirmed population.    

Depending on what the statistics and the qualitative research indicates, the next steps 

might be to examine whether  the requirements to qualify for the grant-funded training should be 

broader, what the outcomes  for the impacted students are, whether there are other pilot programs 

to better assist educators in identifying homeless students, whether those alternative programs 

track results, what the costs are, and whether there are any long-term statistics on the 

effectiveness of the training.  
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 Ultimately, the research should answer whether the specialized training is best applied as 

a proactive approach to serving the needs of the homeless student population, and whether that 

leads to better long-term outcomes for both the district and the students. 

The story of Valencia McMurray, while heartwarming, highlights the need for additional 

data; it is not known whether her story is a common one, thereby giving hope that the cycle of 

homelessness can be more easily broken than previously thought, or whether it is the rare 

exception, giving rise to the need to examine her circumstances closer and try to replicate them 

for other homeless students in Minnesota.  For Valencia, there could be no better legacy.   
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Appendix 

The Sample Forms and Materials section of the NCHE website is a place where 

educators and service providers working with homeless children and youth can share resources 

that have been helpful to them in their work. 

Texas, Michigan, and South Carolina (not Minnesota) along with others have contributed 

pieces of work to be used in other states around the U.S.  Please note: examples listed below are 

only the one section of each assessment.  
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Texas: CAMPUS SELF-ASSESSMENT GUIDE for the EDUCATION OF STUDENTS IN 
HIGHLY MOBILE AND HOMELESS SITUATIONS 
 

CHAPTER I: 
Awareness/Training 
GOAL: Training programs help school personnel become aware of and sensitive to the needs of 
children and youth in homeless situations. 
A. Objective: School personnel are aware of local facilities that serve children and youth in 
homeless situations and the extent to which children and youth in the school's community 
experience homelessness.  
[McKinney-Vento Act §722(g)(6)(A)(i) and (B) and (C)] 
 
 Y   N   N/A 
1. Are school personnel aware of the shelters in their community or attendance zone, including: 
___ ___ ___ a. domestic violence shelters? 
___ ___ ___ b. runaway youth shelters? 
___ ___ ___ c. child protective services shelters? 
___ ___ ___ d. emergency shelters associated with residential facilities? 
___ ___ ___ e. rescue missions and other emergency shelters? 
2. Are school personnel aware of other places in their community or attendance zone where 
people in homeless situations might be living, including: 
___ ___ ___ a. campgrounds? 
___ ___ ___ b. motels/hotels? 
___ ___ ___ c. abandoned buildings? 
___ ___ ___ d. other areas where individuals without homes may live? 
3. Are school personnel aware of the agencies within their community that might provide 
services (other than shelter) to children and youth in homeless situations, 
including: 
___ ___ ___ a. community action agencies? 
___ ___ ___ b. job training programs? 
___ ___ ___ c. food banks? 
___ ___ ___ d. church/civic organizations? 
___ ___ ___ e. counseling providers? 
___ ___ ___ f. community recreation programs? 
___ ___ ___ g. day care providers? 
___ ___ ___ h. community support groups? 
___ ___ ___ i. other service providers?  
 
 
B. Objective: School personnel have received training on the causes of homelessness, the needs 
of children and youth experiencing homelessness, and the ways in which public schools can 
better respond to those needs. 
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Y     N   N/A 
1. Does the school district have a policy that requires on-going training on the special issues and 
needs of children and youth without homes for all professional and classified staff who interact 
with these children and youth including (but not limited to): 
___ ___ ___ a. teachers, aides, student teachers, tutors, and other instructional personnel? 
___ ___ ___ b. principals and other administrative personnel? 
___ ___ ___ c. counselors, nurses, librarians, diagnosticians, social workers, therapists, and other 
professional support personnel? 
___ ___ ___ d. cafeteria workers, bus drivers, custodians, secretaries, clerks, crossing guards, 
and other classified staff? 
___ ___ ___ 2. Does the school district have a written policy or procedure that identifies the 
person(s) responsible for ensuring that all school personnel have staff development oriented 
towards the needs of children and youth in homeless situations? 
3. Have all school board members and school personnel, including all professional and classified 
staff who interact with children, been provided with staff development (minimum 2 hours) that 
includes: 
___ ___ ___ a. definition of homelessness? 
___ ___ ___ b. causes of homelessness? 
___ ___ ___ c. barriers to enrollment confronting children and youth experiencing 
homelessness? 
___ ___ ___ d. barriers to school success confronting children and youth experiencing 
homelessness? 
___ ___ ___ e. requirements of the Stewart B. McKinney Act related to children and youth 
without homes? 
___ ___ ___ f. strategies through which schools can help students in homeless situations achieve 
success? 
___ ___ ___ g. emotional impact of inappropriate or thoughtless comments or actions which 
focus on the child's homelessness as a way of singling out, ignoring, teasing, or disciplining a 
child? 
___ ___ ___ h. potentially life-threatening consequences of revealing information about children 
from battered families? 
___ ___ ___ i. community resources and services available to students without homes? 
___ ___ ___ j. strategies for helping parents and students become aware of and sensitive to 
issues confronting students experiencing homelessness? 
___ ___ ___ 4. Do school personnel have access to materials (brochures, articles, books, 
curriculum materials, video presentations, etc.) that can assist personnel, parents, or students in 
understanding the causes of homelessness, the needs of children and youth experiencing 
homelessness, and the ways in which public schools can better respond to those needs? 
___ ___ ___ 5. Do school personnel (particularly campus administrators, professional support 
personnel, and teachers) utilize available materials in assisting other personnel, parents, and 
students in understanding the causes of homelessness, the needs of children and youth 
experiencing homelessness, and the ways in which public schools can better respond to those 
needs? 
___ ___ ___ 6. Once school personnel have received training, are efforts made to reduce staff 
turnover and maintain trained personnel in schools serving shelter populations?  
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South Carolina Department of Education:  McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Program 
Review 

  Education for Homeless Children and Youth– FEDERAL PROGRAM 

1. Are there barriers in the district that could:  

a. Deny homeless children and youth the 
opportunity to enroll in school? 

Y N N/A Board-approved policies and procedures 

Interviews with school/district personnel b. Impede attendance and “in school” success 
of homeless children and youth? 

Y N N/A 

2. Has the district reviewed and revised policies 
and procedures that could act as barriers to the 
enrollment, attendance and success of homeless 
children? 

Y N N/A 
Documentation includes local school and 
district policies that do not exclude students 
in homeless situations from enrollment and 
services. 

3. Does the district have a policy of admitting 
students regardless of residential status? Y N N/A Board-approved policies and procedural 

guidelines 

3. Has the district informed school personnel, 
local service providers and advocates of the 
office and duties of the local McKinney-Vento 
Liaison? 

Y N N/A 
Documentation can include list of staff 
trainings and attendance; agendas from 
meeting with local service providers. 

4. Does the district have and communicate 
systematically to appropriate personnel: 

 

a. A system of assigning a student number if an 
incoming student does not have a social 
security number? 

Y N N/A 
Written communications and dated 
documentation of dissemination 

 
b. A mechanism for enrolling student pending 

receipt of the required records of 
immunizations? 

Y N N/A 

5. Does the district have procedures in place to 
identify school-aged homeless children and 
youth and determine whether or not they are 
attending and succeeding in school? 

Y N N/A 
Written policies and documentation 

 

6. Does the district maintain a current list of 
homeless children and youth enrolled in the 
schools of the district at the preschool, 
elementary, and secondary levels? 

Y N N/A 
Lists of students 

7. Are homeless children and youth automatically 
provided services under Title I, Part A whether 
or not they live in a Title I school attendance 
area or meet other eligibility requirements? 
(Homeless children and youth may receive 
Title I educational and/or support services in 
non-Title I schools, shelters or other facilities.) 

Y N N/A 

Written procedures 

Records of identification of homeless 
children and youth 

Documentation of services to homeless 
children and youth 

8. Does the district reserve an appropriate amount 
of Title I funds for services to homeless 
children and youth who do not attend Title I 
schools? 
Title I, Part A, Section 1113(c)(3)(A) Y N N/A 

Written procedures 

Minutes/records of planning meetings for 
Title I allocation of funds 

District consolidated application/plan 
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9. Does the LEA conduct on annual needs 
assessment to identify the problems and needs 
of homeless children and youth? (Needs 
assessment may be included in a 
comprehensive needs assessment conducted 
for the LEA or a school.) 

Y N N/A 

Copy of data collection instruments 

Needs assessment compilation of results 

 

10. Does the district conduct or sponsor 
professional development for school/district 
personnel to heighten awareness of the unique 
problems and needs of homeless children and 
youth? 

Y N N/A 

District Professional Development Plan 
Records of professional development 
activities 

11. Does the district ensure that homeless children 
and youth are provided educational services 
needed to allow them to achieve the same 
challenging state content and student 
performance standards as all other students? 

Y N N/A 

Board-approved policies and procedures 

Documentation of planning curriculum and 
instruction 

Disaggregated assessment results for all 
students 
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SCHOOL DISTRICT SELF ASSESSMENT: PART I 
REGULATORY COMPLIANCE OF NON-GRANTEE 

EDUCATION OF HOMELESS CHILDREN AND YOUTH (EHCY) PROGRAM 

LEA NAME:          ISD NAME:         LEA #:  

        Field Service REGION #:    

Authorized Representative/Title:            

Liaison:          

Address:               City:  

     Zip Code:     

E-mail:                              Phone:              

Ext.:       Fax:            

The Michigan Department of Education is responsible for the administration and supervision of all EHCY programs, whether or 
not district receives funds under Subtitle B of Title VII of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act.  The purpose of this 
assessment is to monitor regulatory compliance of educational services to homeless children and youth in the district/service 
area. 

REGULATORY COMPLIANCE 

NCLB (2001) Title X, Part C:  McKinney-Vento                         
Homeless Assistance Act, Title VII, Subtitle B 

Suggested Supporting Documentation 
(Please attach when returning this 

document.) 

 
Comments/Details Compliance 

Status 

Local Homeless Liaison Designation and Duties   YES NO 
1.     The LEA has designated a Local Homeless Liaison 

to assist homeless students, including 
unaccompanied youth, in enrolling, attending, 
participating, and succeeding in school.  

        [Sec. 722 (g)(1)(J)(ii), Sec. 722 (g)(6)(A)] 

• Local Homeless Liaison assignment 
form,  submitted to MDE Homeless 
Education Program office annually 

   

2.     The LEA must inform school personnel, service 
providers, and advocates working with the 
homeless of the duties of the Local Liaison.  [Sec. 
722 (g)(6)(B)] 

• Documentation of materials used to 
inform these groups of Liaison duties 

   

3.     The Local Homeless Liaison ensures that: 
(a)    Children and youth in homeless situations are 

located, identified, and referred by school 
personnel to the Local Liaison.  [Sec. 722 (g)(1)] 

• Documentation of referral and/ 
identification forms used by school 
personnel for homeless 
children/youth 

  

 
 

 

(b)   Homeless students are immediately enrolled in 
and have full and equal opportunity to succeed in 
school.                          [Sec. 722 (g)(3)(C)(i), Sec. 
722 (g)(3)E] 

• Documentation of homeless students 
and the programs in which they 
participate 

   

(c)   Homeless families, children and youth receive all 
educational services for which they are eligible.   
(Head Start, Even Start, referrals to health, mental 
health, dental, etc.)  [Sec. 722 (g)(1)] 

• Documentation of accommodations 
made for homeless students                               

• Documentation of system to benefit 
student and learning environment 

   

Return by April 30, 2009 to: 

Homeless Education Program 

Office of School Improvement 

P.O. Box 30008 
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Training for Teachers and Homeless Students Consent Form 

You are invited to be in a research study that investigates the relationship between the school 
district’s homeless liaisons and the teachers.  This study will also provide information about the 
resources and training that is provided for the teachers to fully understand the homeless student 
population and their needs within the classroom.  You were selected as a possible participant of 
this study because you are the homeless liaison with the ___________school district.  We ask 
that you read this for and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.  
 
This study is being conducted by:  Shelbi Graber, Master Student in the Department of 
Education, University of Minnesota Duluth 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be included in this study, we ask that you participate in an audio recorded one 
hour personal or phone interview.  Additional information may also be obtained through email 
following the initial interview.  

Confidentiality: 

The records of this study will be kept in private. In any sort of report we might publish, we will 
not include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject.  Research records 
will be stored securely and only the researcher will have access to those records.  Tape 
recordings will be reviewed by Shelbi Graber and used for analysis purposes only.  After 
completing the study, audio recordings will be erased.  

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not 
affect your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota Duluth.  If you decide to 
participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting 
those relationships.  

Contacts and Questions:  

The researcher conducting this study is Shelbi Graber.  You may ask any questions you have 
now.  If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at 218-269-8033 or email 
her at grab0134@d.umn.edu.   Lynn Brice will be an academic advisor assisting Shelbi in this 
study.  Lynn can be reached at lbrice@d.umn.edu or 218-726-6815.  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line at 
612-625-1650 or mailed to D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 
55455.  

mailto:grab0134@d.umn.edu
mailto:lbrice@d.umn.edu
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Confirmation Letter: 
The IRB: Human Subjects Committee determined that the referenced study is exempt from 
review under federal guidelines 45 CFR Part 46.101(b) category #2 SURVEYS/INTERVIEWS; 
STANDARDIZED EDUCATIONAL TESTS; OBSERVATION OF PUBLIC BEHAVIOR. 
  
Study Number: 1303E30722 
  
Principal Investigator: Shelbi Graber 
  
Title(s): 
Training for Teachers and Homeless Students 
   
This e-mail confirmation is your official University of Minnesota HRPP notification of 
exemption from full committee review. You will not receive a hard copy or letter. 
  
This secure electronic notification between password protected authentications has been deemed 
by the University of Minnesota to constitute a legal signature. 
  
The study number above is assigned to your research.  That number and the title of your study 
must be used in all communication with the IRB office. 
  
Research that involves observation can be approved under this category without obtaining 
consent. 
  
SURVEY OR INTERVIEW RESEARCH APPROVED AS EXEMPT UNDER THIS 
CATEGORY IS LIMITED TO ADULT SUBJECTS. 
  
This exemption is valid for five years from the date of this correspondence and will be filed 
inactive at that time. You will receive a notification prior to inactivation. If this research will 
extend beyond five years, you must submit a new application to the IRB before the study’s 
expiration date. 
  
Upon receipt of this email, you may begin your research.  If you have questions, please call the 
IRB office at (612) 626-5654. 
  
You may go to the View Completed section of eResearch Central at http://eresearch.umn.edu/ to 
view further details on your study. 
  
The IRB wishes you success with this research. 
  
We have created a short survey that will only take a couple of minutes to complete. The 
questions are basibut will give us guidance on what areas are showing improvement and what 
areas we need to focus on: 
https://umsurvey.umn.edu/index.php?sid=94693&lang=um 
 

tel:%28612%29%20626-5654
http://eresearch.umn.edu/
https://umsurvey.umn.edu/index.php?sid=94693&lang=um



