Appendix B: Getting to Graduation
[bookmark: _GoBack]Debunking Myths About Homelessness

Ask a roomful of people to describe a homeless person, and you are likely to get a wide variety of answers, but words like young, preschool, child, or toddler are not likely to be among the descriptions.  Unfortunately, those words accurately describe many homeless persons, with more than 1.3 million homeless students identified by public schools across the country (NCHE, 2013).  Moreover, as many as 42% of children who experience homelessness are under the age of six (National Center for Family Homelessness, 2010).

Many myths swirl around the definition of homelessness and the people who meet it, often making it difficult to accurately identify children who are homeless and link them to needed resources.  This brief is designed to examine common myths and the reasons they are untrue.

MYTH: HOMELESS PEOPLE ARE MOSTLY ADULTS WHO MADE BAD CHOICES.
Nearly [insert number] children from [insert state name] experience homelessness in a single year.  This number has risen for the last [insert number] years, with a [insert number] percent increase in the number of children identified by public schools between the [insert school year] and [insert school year] school years.  [Insert percentage] percent of children identified during the [insert school year] school year were pre-school aged or in first to third grade.


[Insert a bar chart showing the number of homeless students enrolled in your state here. Include three to five years of data.]

MYTH: HOMELESSNESS IS AN URBAN PROBLEM; IT DOESN’T EXIST IN RURAL AREAS.
In [insert year], [insert number] of [state name]’s [insert total number of counties] counties identified homeless students.  Considering that [insert percentage] percent of the state’s population lives in rural communities of 10,000 people or less, this means a significant number of homeless in our state defy this myth.

Despite the common belief that homeless people live on the streets of large cities, the reality is that homeless children and youth live in a variety of places.  A federal law, the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, defines a homeless person as any individual that lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence [42 U.S.C § 11434a].  This can include children living in shelters, cars, parks, bus or train stations, and abandoned buildings.  It can also include children who are sharing housing with others due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason.  Children abandoned in hospitals, or living in hotels, motels, campgrounds, or trailer parks because they have no other adequate living accommodations are all considered homeless under the definition.  In addition, children awaiting foster care placement or staying in substandard housing also fit the definition of homeless under the McKinney-Vento Act.

MYTH: HOMELESS SHELTERS PROVIDE EVERYTHING A HOMELESS PERSON NEEDS TO GET BACK ON THEIR FEET; PEOPLE SHOULD JUST GO TO THE SHELTER IF THEY’RE HOMELESS.
While homeless shelters and housing programs do a great deal to help people experiencing homelessness, they are not an option for everyone.  During [insert year], [state name] had [insert number] shelter beds for homeless families, including adults.  Only [insert number] beds were dedicated for exclusive use by homeless children (reference data from HUD’s AHAR report) but nearly [insert number from schools] children were identified as homeless during the [insert year] school year.  Services provided by housing programs for homeless families vary as well.  For example, while [insert number] of the state’s counties have an emergency shelter, some shelters focus only on survivors of domestic violence or persons with substance abuse issues. Others only provide housing to women or families but will not accept adolescent boys.

MYTH: HOMELESS PEOPLE DON’T HAVE THINGS LIKE CARS OR CELL PHONES.  IF THEY DO, THEY’RE PROBABLY LYING ABOUT THEIR HOUSING SITUATION.
People need a mode of transportation to get to work, and for many people that requires a car.  While buses and other public transportation do provide an option for persons living in the larger cities, rural and suburban areas do not have a public transportation system.  For this reason, many families will make a car or vehicle insurance payment over a mortgage payment, or they may own their car outright and therefore have more limited costs associated with its ownership.  Additionally, if a family just moved to an area to stay with relatives, the license plate on their car may no longer represent where they actually live.

Cell phones are also not an accurate indication of a person’s housing situation.  Staying in contact with potential employers is especially important for homeless persons who are in need of a job.  Homeless families have the same need to be easily reached or to easily reach others in case of an emergency regarding their children; many township trustee offices that provide emergency financial assistance even consider phones to be an essential family expense for this reason.  Furthermore, survivors of domestic violence may be given cell phones free of charge for safety reasons.  

Most homeless families cannot be distinguished from others just by looking at them or their belongings.  They may still have possessions from the time before they lost their homes, or they may have received some of their possessions from organizations or individuals who work with homeless families.  

MYTH:  IF A TEENAGER ISN’T LIVING AT HOME, THEY SHOULD JUST GO HOME AND THEIR PARENTS SHOULD TAKE CARE OF THEM.
Ideally, this would be true.  Unfortunately, going home is not an option for many unaccompanied homeless youth.  The most commonly cited reason for crisis calls received by the National Runaway Safeline (NRS) is family dynamics.  While 30% of callers to the NRS crisis line stated they had run away from home, nearly half said they had been thrown out of their homes, and another 22% said they experienced a combination of being thrown out and leaving on their own.  More than a quarter of the youth had parents who knew where they were at the time they called NRS for help (2014).  Further complicating things, nearly half of youth living on the street and a third of those living in shelters report having ever been pregnant, meaning that some youth may be homeless and parenting young children (NRS, 2014).

MYTH: IF I ADMIT A HOMELESS PERSON INTO MY PROGRAM OR SCHOOL, THEY’LL JUST DROP OUT.
Data from the [SEA name] show that homeless high school seniors come back for an extra year to complete high school graduation requirements, with [insert number] percent more homeless seniors completing the requirements in the additional year than the state average.  Additionally, over a four year period of time, homeless students improved their graduation rate by [insert number] percent.  

It is true, however, that homeless students of all ages experience challenges to getting an education. Laws and programs like the McKinney-Vento Act, the Head Start Act, and the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) provide supports for students experiencing homelessness that make it possible for them to participate in their education, even without stable housing.  For example, an early intervention specialist may arrange to provide services at the homeless shelter, meeting the needs of the family and IDEA’s requirement to provide services in the natural environment.

MYTH: PEOPLE WHO ARE HOMELESS JUST TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THE SYSTEM.
Homeless families in particular are often desperate to avoid homelessness with their children.  Sometimes they are even referred to as the invisible homeless due to the steps parents and caregivers take to avoid living in places that make it obvious they are homeless, such as on the streets or even in shelters.  Many live in fear that their children will be taken away from them due to their homelessness, even when they are providing quality care for their children.  Rates of homelessness and unemployment in the United States during the Great Recession and its aftermath can only be rivaled by three other times in U.S. history: the Civil War, the Great Depression, and the economic downturn of the 1980s.  Rising costs for housing, high unemployment rates and stagnating salaries, high healthcare and daycare costs, and natural disasters all impact a family’s ability to maintain regular housing.

MYTH: HOMELESSNESS WILL NEVER HAPPEN TO ME.
Almost half of Americans reported they have a hard time meeting monthly financial obligations and only slightly over half of Americans say they have a rainy day fund to support them during times of economic shock (Lusardi, 2010).  While it may be easy to think that it is only those with low incomes who fall into the category of financially fragile, 47% of persons surveyed from a middle income group indicated they had difficulty making ends meet (Lusardi, 2010). The causes of homelessness also include things beyond human control, with 144 natural disasters since 1980 that totaled $1 billion or more in damages to communities (National Weather Service, n.d.)  As a result of these factors and more, homelessness can happen to anyone at any time.  

MYTH: I CAN’T DO ANYTHING TO IMPACT HOMELESSNESS; THIS ISSUE IS BIGGER THAN ME.
While no one individual can end homelessness on a global scale, you can make a large impact on the life of an individual in your community.  Volunteering at an agency that serves homeless students, sharing information about homelessness with early childhood programs and public schools, reading to or tutoring children experiencing homelessness, or serving as your agency’s liaison for homeless families are all examples of ways to impact people and your entire community.  

For more information on homelessness and education, please visit the website of the National Center for Homeless Education at http://center.serve.org/nche/.

[Insert additional information about your SEA website or liaison contact information.]
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