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The Challenges
When a natural or manmade disaster strikes a community, the profound impact on all of its citizens can be overwhelming and can create an urgent need for a variety of comprehensive support systems.  When a Federally-declared disaster occurs, it is important to know which closed schools were in disaster-declared areas, and whether displaced and homeless students were residing in declared areas when the disaster occurred. Relief agencies are typically focused on providing emergency assistance, including food, clothing, shelter, and safety.  However, in the wake of a disaster, relief agencies do not always recognize the benefits of the school setting for children of displaced families as a top priority.    The safety and stability of the school setting may provide a calming environment for these students, assisting them in moving forward after experiencing the trauma of a disaster.
Unfortunately, the challenges that schools face in their efforts to provide the much-needed safety and stability are numerous, often driven by circumstances outside of the control of school district personnel to address or alleviate.  While Federal relief funding can at times be made available to states and local educational agencies (LEAs), there may be LEAs receiving large numbers of displaced students due to disaster who may not have the capacity to identify, enroll, and serve McKinney-Vento eligible students. Physical damage to infrastructures may have destroyed internal technology capacity to access needed student data.  School transportation departments may be unprepared for large numbers of displaced children and youth. Families already identified as homeless may have moved to temporary housing outside of the school district, or roads may be obstructed such that transportation to the school of origin may no longer be possible.  In some cases, schools may be destroyed, or damaged to the degree that the infrastructure cannot support a normal school experience.  Additionally, LEA and/or school staff members may have experienced their own trauma or losses, leading to reduced personnel supports in the school setting. 
During a disaster, and in its immediate aftermath, displaced families may experience any number of difficulties, including serious injuries, loss of loved ones, loss of belongings, anxiety, and fear of separation.  They may be traumatized by the event to the extent that they do not recognize the potential safety and stability that schools may be able to provide them.  Many displaced families may have never considered that they could become homeless and may be unaware of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (McKinney-Vento) and the services that may be available to them. Families may not realize that they meet the McKinney-Vento definition of eligibility.  Furthermore, some scenarios of temporary housing are complex; eligibility determinations may become difficult as families sometimes stay in hotels while their homes are being rebuilt.  Due to the impact on the school district itself, LEAs may refrain from providing services for an extended time period after a disaster even though families are still in temporary housing. 
 	Another set of challenges relates to the pressing need for immediate collaboration and coordinated community activity during a disaster.  Relationships between LEAs and community-based relief agencies may not be strong enough to support the sharing of needed information.  Even in school districts with active interagency networks, a disaster can interrupt or even completely disable the communication infrastructure needed for the sharing of critical information and the coordination of response activity.  A basic barrier may be the lack of reciprocal knowledge and understanding of agency roles, responsibilities, and services or resources provided.  LEAs may not be familiar with emergency management agencies (EMAs) and resources they provide; EMA staff may not be familiar with McKinney-Vento rights.   Unfortunately, a lack of mutual knowledge between LEAs and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and other relief agency resources may limit swift and effective communication between schools and relief agency staff.  Additionally, EMAs may not prioritize educational continuity, and/or they may not be able to meet with homeless education staff while addressing the basic needs of families during and immediately after a disaster.
Further challenges may result from ongoing capacity issues unrelated to a disaster.  For example, the local homeless education liaison (local liaison) may be new to the position and lack a full understanding of McKinney-Vento requirements, or the local liaison may have insufficient time assigned to McKinney-Vento responsibilities, limiting time available for effective collaboration with community partners and relief agency staff.  In some cases, LEA administrators may not have adequate knowledge or understanding of McKinney-Vento, which may result in confusion about what services and supports are allowed and what is required by the McKinney-Vento Act.  

The Goals
This document was initially developed by a work group of State Coordinators with first-hand experience in dealing with disasters and informed by subsequent disaster response work of State Coordinators related to hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria as well as the 2017 California wildfires. It provides State Coordinators with information and resources to assist in developing a statewide disaster response plan specific to supporting educational continuity for children and youth displaced by disasters, and to support local liaisons in developing an effective response to the educational needs of children and youth in their school communities when a disaster strikes.  To optimize services and supports, State Coordinators are encouraged to develop a comprehensive plan, along with specific tools and processes, to guide local liaisons and other stakeholders in each community.  The plan should be developed collaboratively with representatives from key groups, including other state educational agency (SEA) programs (e.g., student services, school health, and school transportation), state agencies, local liaisons, school principals, and district administrators, as well as state and community-based relief agencies that serve homeless families.  
With a view toward continuity in the education of students impacted by a disaster, the following goals are suggested for use in the development of an effective disaster response plan:

Goal 1 - Children and youth made homeless by a disaster are able to return as soon as possible 		  to the normalcy afforded by stable schooling.
A. Families and youth made homeless by a disaster are made aware of and            understand their educational rights.
B. Local school districts are prepared to address both the academic and the 	                              trauma needs of children and youth impacted by a disaster.
Goal 2 - Local school districts are prepared to collaborate with other agencies to implement 	  	  McKinney-Vento Act services for children and youth impacted by disasters.
A. Local liaisons have the information and resources they need to ensure appropriate connections and linkages with key agencies in support of educational stability for children and youth made homeless by a disaster.
B. School districts are prepared to play a role in linking families and youth made homeless by a disaster with community services.
C. Emergency management agencies support educational continuity for children and youth made homeless due to a disaster.
Goal 3 - State agencies, SEAs, and LEAs have mechanisms in place to share appropriate data so that children and youth made homeless by a disaster are appropriately coded, counted, and provided with immediate supports.
Goal 4 - Legislators, granting agencies, and other funders understand the need to provide 	 	  financial support for the educational needs of children and youth made homeless 	 	  by a disaster.

State Coordinators may use these goals in discussions with key stakeholders and partners to help develop a comprehensive statewide approach to enable local communities to plan for continuity in the education of students impacted by disaster. Appendix A – Goals and Strategies for State-Level Support for McKinney-Vento Services for Students Displaced by Disasters, provides a detailed description of potential challenges relative to each of the preceding four goals, along with suggested strategies, activities, and possible practices for consideration during the planning process.  Strong collaboration between school personnel and relief agency staff is imperative to ensure that the educational needs of displaced children and youth are considered essential in planning for disaster relief, and in assessing needs in the immediate aftermath of a disaster.   

Recommendations
The following recommendations are offered here to guide discussion and advance planning as State Coordinators work to prepare for a disaster in their school communities.   Please note that these recommendations are in addition to, and in support of, the Strategies/Activities/ Practices section of Appendix A.
1. Be prepared to provide quick training, critical information, and support to key role groups.
· Establish a work group of local liaisons to engage in local planning; develop guidance and tools for distribution to all liaisons so that all LEAs are prepared in the event a disaster strikes.
· Ensure that schools are following the provisions of McKinney-Vento by reminding the local liaisons to work with schools regarding the enrollment of students made homeless due to a disaster. 
· Explore ways that McKinney-Vento state level activity funds may be provided to LEAs to enroll and serve children and youth made homeless by a disaster. 
· Ensure students made homeless by a disaster are coded in database systems as McKinney-Vento eligible and flagged as students made homeless by the specific disaster. 
· Centralize communication, making sure that all key organizations are part of the communication plan.
· Recruit and train volunteers to assist with enrolling large numbers of students made homeless by the disaster.
· Use Appendix A of this document to guide discussions with key groups.
· Bookmark the disaster page from the NCHE website at https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/dis_prep.php for quick access to sample tools, documents, and other materials to support planning for a disaster response for SEAs and LEAs, as well as ED’s Readiness and Emergency Management for Schools (REMS) Technical Assistance Center at www.rems.ed.gov. 
· Include the topic of disaster planning as part of all liaison training events.
· Include information for parents in district’s parent handbook to let them know of resources available to them in the event of a disaster.
2. Build an interagency network for the purposes of sharing information and resources in planning for collaborative response to disaster.
· The State Coordinator should be part of the advance planning team at the state level.  If not already connected, reach out to leaders in statewide relief agencies to build important relationships. 
· Connect with the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and other disaster relief agencies with state and local presence.
· Identify available mental health resources and provide liaisons with lists of agencies and contacts.
· Identify and communicate with other state-level educational program partners (e.g., student services, school health, school transportation, etc.) and other state agencies; make sure they are aware of the McKinney-Vento Act, the supports that are available in schools, and the importance of school stability for students made homeless by a disaster.
· Ask other state leaders whether a disaster task force with focus on children has been developed. If so, join the task force; if not, begin discussions with others about establishing one.
· Ensure that a communication protocol or system is in place so that in the event of a disaster, state leaders can quickly and collaboratively determine the scope of the problem, such as number of families impacted, number of schools destroyed, infrastructure damage, and facilities needed for temporary relocation.  
· Network with State Coordinators in states impacted by disasters to learn about their preparations, procedures, and lessons learned.
· Identify or establish a webpage for purposes of immediate communications among key individuals, groups, agencies, organizations; update website often.
· Develop an interactive map with hot links to available resources as part of a disaster webpage for your state. 

Examples of Promising Practices
State, local, and national groups have developed a variety of strategies in response to disaster and its aftermath.  A critical element common to the strategies and promising practices is that of effective communication and collaborative planning.  The development and maintenance of community partnerships are at the core of any effective response to disaster in a school community.   It should be noted that one of the most important elements of strong disaster response is the existence of a robust McKinney-Vento program of services and supports already in place prior to the onset of a disaster.

State Examples
McKinney-Vento State Coordinators in a number of states have experienced and helped LEAs address the devastating effects of both manmade and natural disasters, including hurricanes, tornadoes, floods, and fires.  Examples of natural disaster planning tools and other materials are described here to showcase promising practices and lessons learned through working collaboratively at all levels to provide supports for students made homeless by disaster.  The examples described here, and others, are available for review and downloading from the NCHE disaster webpage (https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/dis_prep.php).
Florida:
The Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) has a number of practices in places for implementation when disasters strike.  Given the frequency of hurricanes and other disasters in the area, the FLDOE is often challenged to respond quickly and effectively to the immediate needs of school-aged children and youth made homeless by disaster.  The McKinney-Vento State Coordinator at FLDOE has collected a variety of materials specifically related to the full implementation of the McKinney-Vento Act in times of disaster for inclusion in this document.  The FLDOE disaster resources, available on the NCHE disaster webpage, contain samples of essential communications between and among key groups, including:
· Sample emails to local liaisons with information about disaster-related data elements needed for accurate coding of homeless students and other items related to McKinney-Vento requirements;
· Timeline and agenda for conference calls;
· The FLDOE Disaster Phone Contact Tree, designating FLDOE phone contacts for all school districts, community colleges, and universities as part of its role in providing outreach and assistance to them during hurricane disasters;
· Sample letters from FLDOE leadership to district school superintendents pertaining to enrollment of students affected by disasters, testing, etc.;
· Directives to LEAs regarding enrollment in private schools; and
· Disaster-related press releases and news updates.

Links to other organizations for information, referral, technical assistance, and potential collaboration are included in the FLDOE disaster resources.  The K-20 Summary of Hurricane Recovery Efforts:  The Department’s Role in Emergency Management and Recovery Efforts, a one-page bulleted list of Response Team activities, provides useful information.
Colorado:
In response to flooding in Colorado in 2013, the Colorado Department of Education (CDE) implemented many of the activities listed above, resulting in the development of valuable tools and processes to address the immediate needs of children and youth impacted by natural disaster.  The State Coordinator took the lead in developing a variety of communications, guidance documents and other tools and processes to strengthen CDE’s response to disaster.    
A one-page memorandum, Expediting Identification for Displaced Students, provided suggestions for quick and effective identification of McKinney-Vento students.  Suggestions included training front-line school staff members who can become “initial identifiers” to help families with completing the necessary forms and expedite identification process.   Initial identifiers used the McKinney-Vento Identification Template to expedite the process.  The development of a CDE regional leadership team, in strong collaboration with the McKinney-Vento program, provided support for connecting families and students with much-needed resources.  Two PowerPoint presentations, Serving Displaced and Homeless Students Under Title IA and Transportation Collaboration Efforts on the Colorado Flood 2013, may be of particular interest to State Coordinators interested in the inclusion of Title IA program support in the advance planning phase of disaster response. CDE developed a set of flood resources, including a McKinney-Vento Q&A. CDE distributed these resources to key stakeholders at SEA and LEA levels, clarifying what services and supports are available through schools.  A one-page document, McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act: Expediting Identification for Displaced Students, offers critical information in a concise format and suggests a number of ideas for quick and effective identification of McKinney-Vento students.  CDE developed a Disaster Distress Helpline and a dedicated webpage providing information on educational resources and state agency links.  As in Florida, a collaborative approach to advance training for key role groups in disaster response was an essential part of the statewide plan in Colorado.  Sample communications from the State Coordinator to local liaisons, superintendents, community agency staff and other key stakeholders are available for review on the NCHE disaster webpage. 

Examples of Local Efforts

Wisconsin:
A sampling of efforts by LEAs to ensure the continuity of education for children and youth made homeless by disaster includes a guide developed by the Madison Metropolitan School District (MMSD).  This document, A Madison Metropolitan School District: Guide on Enrollment and Service Provision for Students Displaced by Hurricane Katrina, details plans for MMSD response to the needs of displaced students who might seek to attend school in this district after Hurricane Katrina. The guide, posted on the NCHE disaster webpage, covers issues such as immediate enrollment, free and reduced lunch, and post-trauma intervention services.  Also included is guidance specific to special education, English as a Second Language (ESL), and bilingual education students. 

Kansas:
Frequent tornadoes in Kansas have required local homeless liaisons and other program administrators to think creatively in addressing the educational needs of students impacted by disaster.  With support from the State Coordinator, many districts assign a new local liaison to address the needs of students displaced by the disaster.  For example, when one small town suffered from a tornado, but the rest of the LEA did not, the LEA assigned homeless liaison duties to the principal in that small town.  The district made this decision because the principal was in a better position to know about the displaced families and their needs than LEA level staff.
Following the occurrence of three tornadoes in rapid succession in Greensburg, Kansas, in 2007, over 95% of the students became homeless.  LEA administrators were able to get permission from the state to end the school year officially at the time of the tornado. Similarly, other LEAs were able to grant certain students who they could not reasonably transport, the option to end the school year at the time the disaster struck, if the family and school agreed.
In the preparation for a disaster, Kansas LEAs are encouraged to establish a small group at the district level to receive and disseminate all state level communications. This ensures consistency in all outgoing communications to all involved, including the local liaison, any temporary liaisons designated because of disaster, the food and nutrition director, the transportation director, the Federal programs director, the superintendent, etc.  Relief agencies are encouraged to refer questions regarding education to the local liaison to ensure accuracy of information.

Federal Information and Resources
During times of disaster, whether a natural or man-made event, a series of responses take place through coordinated efforts of local, state, and Federal Government agencies.  These emergency responses include implementation of established procedures relative to communication protocols, organizational structures, terminology, and key resources to engage appropriate agencies in effective response at all levels of government. Section 401 of the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act requires that all requests for a declaration by the President that a major disaster has occurred be made by the Governor of the affected State.  This request from the Governor is made through the regional FEMA office, and is followed by a preliminary damage assessment (PDA) conducted by state and Federal officials.  Once a declaration has been made that a major disaster or emergency exists, an array of Federal programs may be activated to assist in state and local response and recovery efforts.  
State Coordinators are encouraged to be attuned to the process of declaration of disaster, and in the unfortunate event of a major disaster, to be poised to communicate with the appropriate regional FEMA office regarding educational and related needs of children and youth made homeless by the disaster and ensure that such needs are included in the preliminary damage assessment.  FEMA’s Guide to the Disaster Declaration Process and Federal Disaster Assistance can be viewed at http://www.fema.gov/pdf/rrr/dec_proc.pdf.  This document also includes contact information for FEMA’s ten regional offices.
Federal response to several disasters, including Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria and the 2017 California wildfires, has included a series of efforts announced by the U.S. Department of Education (ED) to assist state and local governments in addressing the needs of children and youth made homeless by these disastrous events.  State Coordinators are urged to remain alert to any guidance from ED in the event of disaster declaration that may address potential waivers of statutory requirements or any relevant changes to legislation, policies, rules and regulations.
Interagency Collaboration
Interagency collaboration has been the hallmark of several efforts for disaster response at the Federal level.  The Children’s Working Group (CWG) was established in 2009 to provide leadership in FEMA’s efforts to form partnerships with Federal and non-governmental agencies to ensure that the needs of children are integrated into all disaster planning, preparedness, response and recovery efforts initiated at the Federal level.  Key focus areas of the CWG include:
· Supporting state and local efforts in evacuation, tracking, and reunification of families;
· Addressing the needs of children with disabilities during disasters;
· Support for case management and crisis counseling for children and families through the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services;
· Increasing public awareness efforts to educate youth and families about emergency preparedness;
· Restoration and reimbursement of child care facilities;
· Integrating needs of children into planning and sheltering guidance, emergency management grants, and overall emergency planning; and
· Improving coordination across the Federal government and with state, local, tribal and territorial partners in support of children’s disaster related needs.
The Federal Administration for Children and Families (ACF) Office of Human Services Emergency Preparedness and Response (OHSEPR) developed a model, Children and Youth Task Force in Disasters, to support state and local partners in building capacity to respond effectively to various types of disasters that may strike a community.  The model is based on lessons learned from four case studies following devastating natural disasters: The Joplin Child Care Task Force, The Hurricane Isaac Children’s Needs Task Force, The Superstorm Sandy New Jersey State-led Task Force, and The Superstorm Sandy New York Children’s Task Force.  Based on these four examples, the model offers guidelines for the development of a state-driven process to assist state and local planners in creating a community task force that they can tailor to individual communities and to specific disasters.  The model offers recommendations for states and local communities interested in launching their own task forces in efforts to coordinate an effective planning process for addressing the needs of children and youth during emergency preparedness, response and recovery, including starting in the preparedness phase to forge partnerships with local, state, and Federal agencies prior to disaster striking the community.  Strong partnerships require that the aforementioned agencies work together to share a common assessment of community needs and to develop an integrated strategy to address those needs. 
The model offers a comprehensive list of potential partners, representing Federal, state, and local agencies. The deliberate and strategic inclusion of school personnel who understand McKinney-Vento would certainly optimize outcomes for children and youth impacted by disaster.  The full document, Children and Youth Task Force in Disasters: Guidelines for Development, is available at https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ohsepr/resource/children-and-youth-task-force-in-disasters.
ED’s Readiness and Emergency Management for Schools (REMS) Technical Assistance Center (http://rems.ed.gov) is a key source of information and resources on K-12 school emergency management and planning. The Federal Guide for Developing High-Quality Emergency Operations Plans can be found there. Schools can use the Guide to create new emergency operations plans (EOPs), as well as to revise and update existing plans and align their emergency planning practices with those at the national, state, and local levels. The Guide provides schools with:
· The principles of school emergency management planning;
· A process for developing, implementing, and continually refining a school EOP with community partners (e.g., first responders and emergency management personnel) at the school building level;
· A discussion of the form, function, and content of school EOPs;
· Additional information on the critical operational functions and courses of action developed to carry them out that schools should address in developing a comprehensive, high-quality school EOP; and
· Additional information on the courses of action unique to particular threats and hazards. 

The REMS TA Center provides further information about school emergency management through publications, webinars, training, and other resources. State Coordinators are urged to support local liaisons in building the relationships with local emergency management staff needed to increase their knowledge of the McKinney-Vento Act and their understanding of the importance of educational stability in helping them to meet their goals.
For more information on promising practices, and available resources, see Appendix B – Annotated List of Available Resources for State Coordinators and Local Liaisons.  State Coordinators are encouraged to review these materials, along with sample documents and other tools on the NCHE website.

Conclusion
Disasters are unpredictable and devastating, each with its own unique set of challenges and impacts on children, youth, and families. The question is not if a disaster will occur in a community, but when will a disaster occur.  States and communities must be prepared to respond quickly and efficiently.  Schools fulfill a critical role in ensuring safety, routine, and healing from trauma for children and youth who have been displaced by a disaster. State- and local-level McKinney-Vento programs are instrumental in identifying impacted children and youth and reconnecting them to school as quickly as possible. 
To facilitate this quick response, State Coordinators should incorporate disaster preparedness in their work plans by; 
· Familiarizing themselves with all provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act to ensure that the requirements for implementation can be communicated clearly in disaster situations (particularly in regard to determining eligibility for McKinney-Vento services, school selection, and transportation), 
· Familiarizing themselves with Federal disaster resources and processes, 
· Joining state emergency management and disaster response teams, 
· Developing a process for using McKinney-Vento state-level activity funds to support the educational needs of children and youth displaced by disasters, and 
· Including disaster preparedness in their liaison trainings.
By taking these preliminary steps, State Coordinators and local liaisons will be well-positioned to be proactive and efficient in the event that a disaster occurs.
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