EDUCATING STUDENTS RENDERED HOMELESS BY HURRICANE KATRINA:  SCHOOL SYSTEM RESPONSIBILITIES AND STUDENT RIGHTS

Hurricane Katrina has left thousands of children homeless.  As a result, many of these children are living in the state of Georgia in shelters or with relatives.  Under the McKinney Vento Act, these children must be immediately enrolled in the school system where these children are temporarily residing.  The Act defines “homeless children and youth” as individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence.  The term includes children and youth who: (1) are sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason (sometimes referred to as doubled-up); (2) are living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to lack of alternative adequate accommodations; (3) are living in emergency or transitional shelters; (4) are abandoned in hospitals; (5) are awaiting foster care placement; (6) have a primary nighttime residence that is a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for human beings; or (7) are living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings.  Migratory children often qualify as homeless because they are living in the circumstances described above.  

Under the McKinney Vento Act, every school district must have a designated liaison for homeless children and youth to help ensure that homeless children enroll, and have a full opportunity to succeed, in the schools of the district.  The district liaison should be working with these children to get them enrolled immediately pursuant to the requirements of the Act.    

Key provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act include the following:

· Local school officials must ensure that homeless children and youth are immediately enrolled in school, even if the child or youth lacks the records normally required for enrollment (such as previous academic records, medical records, proof of residency, or other documentation).

· The district’s homeless liaison must immediately assist in obtaining immunizations or immunization or medical records for those students who do not have them.  Students must be enrolled in school in the interim.  In Georgia, O.C.G.A. Section 20-2-771 allows school officials to grant a 30 calendar day waiver of the immunization certification requirement for a justified reason.  The waiver may be extended from the date of first admittance or attendance for up to 90 calendar days, provided documentation is on file at the school or facility from the local health department or a physician specifying that an immunization sequence has been started.  
· The district’s homeless liaison must help to coordinate transportation services for homeless children and youth.  

· A district may not educate homeless children and youth in settings in which they are segregated from non-homeless students, but must mainstream them into the regular school environment. 

· States and districts must provide homeless children and youth with access to all programs and services available to other students.
If you need further information or have questions regarding the education of children and youth experiencing homelessness, please contact David Davidson at Phone:  404-657-7555; Email: ddavidso@doe.k12.ga.us or Julie Lewis at Phone: 404-656-4689; Email jlewis@doe.k12.ga.us.    

