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Webinar Objectives

Explore key federal definitions of homelessness, 
including eligibility criteria and role groups authorized 
to determine eligibility

Share how relevant school and community partners can 
apply knowledge of federal definitions of homelessness 
in their daily work (“use cases”)

Provide links to more information on topics covered 
throughout the presentation



Federal Definitions of Homelessness

• Multiple definitions of homelessness exist across U.S. federal 
statutes, including those used by programs administered by 
the

o U.S. Department of Education (ED),

o U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), and

o U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).



Federal Definitions of Homelessness

• Understanding federal definitions of homelessness is essential 
for educators and community partners who serve children, 
youth, and families experiencing homelessness, as these 
definitions determine eligibility for various programs and 
services. 

• While these definitions share common elements, they also 
contain important distinctions that impact who can receive 
specific types of assistance.



Federal Definitions of Homelessness

U.S. Department of Education Definition



• The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (McKinney-Vento Act) 
authorizes assistance for people experiencing homelessness, including 
housing interventions and supportive services. 

• Subtitle VII-B of the McKinney-Vento Act is known as the act’s education 
subtitle as it establishes educational rights and supports for children and 
youth experiencing homelessness (CYEH). 

• Subtitle VII-B also establishes the definition of homelessness used by U.S. 
public schools, often referred to as the “education definition.” 

• Learn more about CYEH, including the impact of homelessness on 
education and their educational rights, by downloading NCHE’s Children 
and Youth Experiencing Homelessness: An Introduction to the Issues brief.

The McKinney-Vento Act

https://nche.ed.gov/legislation/mckinney-vento/
https://nche.ed.gov/legislation/mckinney-vento/
https://nche.ed.gov/legislation/mckinney-vento/
https://nche.ed.gov/legislation/mckinney-vento/
https://nche.ed.gov/legislation/mckinney-vento/
https://nche.ed.gov/legislation/mckinney-vento/
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/introduction.pdf
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/introduction.pdf


ED Definition of Homelessness

According to Section 725(2) of the McKinney-Vento Act, the term 
"homeless children and youths"—

A. means individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate 
nighttime residence; and

B. includes—
i. children and youths who are sharing the housing of other persons 

due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; are 
living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to the 
lack of alternative adequate accommodations; are living in 
emergency or transitional shelters; or are abandoned in hospitals;



ED Definition of Homelessness

ii. children and youths who 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;

iii. children and youths who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, 
abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, 
or similar settings; and

iv. migratory children who qualify as homeless because the children 
are living in circumstances described in clauses (i) through (iii).

• Learn more about the education definition of homelessness in 
the NCHE Determining Eligibility for McKinney-Vento Rights 
and Services issue brief.

https://nche.ed.gov/determining-eligibility-for-mckinney-vento-rights-and-services/
https://nche.ed.gov/determining-eligibility-for-mckinney-vento-rights-and-services/
https://nche.ed.gov/determining-eligibility-for-mckinney-vento-rights-and-services/
https://nche.ed.gov/determining-eligibility-for-mckinney-vento-rights-and-services/


ED Definition of Unaccompanied Youth

• Subtitle VII-B of the McKinney-Vento Act 
defines unaccompanied youth as a 
homeless child or youth, according to 
the education definition as just shared, 
who is not in the physical custody of a 
parent or guardian (McKinney-Vento Act 
section 725(6)).

• Learn more about identifying 
unaccompanied youth and addressing 
their educational and related needs on 
the NCHE Unaccompanied Homeless 
Youth webpage, including the 
Information for School-Age Youth poster.

https://nche.ed.gov/unaccompanied-youth/
https://nche.ed.gov/unaccompanied-youth/
https://nche.ed.gov/education-rights-poster-youth/
https://nche.ed.gov/education-rights-poster-youth/
https://nche.ed.gov/education-rights-poster-youth/


Age, Eligibility, and Prioritization

Age

• There are no age-
specific criteria 
established in the 
McKinney-Vento Act, 
including for 
unaccompanied youth. 

• Check with your State 
Coordinator for 
Homeless Education to 
learn more about your 
state’s age criteria for 
public education

Eligibility

• Services provided 
depend on the unique 
circumstances and 
needs of each child or 
youth.

• U.S. public schools 
must serve all CYEH 
under the McKinney-
Vento Act’s education 
subtitle.

Prioritization

• If a child or youth 
meets the homeless 
education definition, 
they are eligible to 
receive all rights and 
services established 
under the Act.

• Applies to CYEH within 
the state’s age range 
for public Pre-K 
through 12th grade.

https://nche.ed.gov/data/
https://nche.ed.gov/data/
https://nche.ed.gov/data/
https://nche.ed.gov/data/


Who Determines Eligibility?

• Under Subtitle VII-B of the McKinney-Vento Act, all 
local educational agencies (LEAs, often referred to 
as school districts) must designate an appropriate 
staff person to serve as the local homeless 
education liaison (local liaison) and carry out the 
duties of the local liaison as established in statute 
(McKinney-Vento Act section 722(g)(1)(J)(ii)). 

• The local liaison is statutorily responsible for 
ensuring the identification of CYEH, which may be 
done through outreach and coordination activities 
with other entities and agencies (McKinney-Vento 
Act section 722(g)(6)(A)(i)). 

• Learn more about local liaison duties by 
downloading NCHE’s Local Homeless Education 
Liaisons: Understanding Their Role issue brief.

https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/OY-4-Q3-Draft-Brief-Revision_local-liaisons-understanding-their-role_final.pdf
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/OY-4-Q3-Draft-Brief-Revision_local-liaisons-understanding-their-role_final.pdf


Education Definition Usage

The education definition of homelessness is used by U.S. public schools 
and the following additional federal programs per their authorizing statutes 
or regulations:

• The Child Care Development and Block Grant Act (CCDBG) (Note: The CCDBG Act 
definition of homelessness is included in CCDBG regulations at 45 C.F.R. § 98.2.) 

• The Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act 

• The Higher Education Act of 1965

• The Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007 

• The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

• The Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act of 2006, as amended 

• The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) 



Let’s Check In

MichaelThe Garcia Family



Federal Definitions of Homelessness

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
Definition



HUD Definition of Homelessness

• The McKinney-Vento Act authorizes assistance for people experiencing 
homelessness, including housing interventions and supportive services.

• HUD administers multiple federal homeless response programs, each of 
which provides particular service interventions.

• Learn more about the types of services provided by federal homeless 
response programs by visiting HUD’s CoC Program Eligibility 
Requirements and ESG Requirements webpages.

• Title I of the McKinney-Vento Act establishes the definition of homeless 
used by key federal homeless response programs, often referred to as the 
“HUD definition.”

McKinney-Vento Act section 103(a-b) and 24 Code of Federal Regulations § 578.3

https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/programs/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/coc/coc-program-eligibility-requirements/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/coc/coc-program-eligibility-requirements/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/esg/esg-requirements/
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/CFR-2022-title24-vol3/CFR-2022-title24-vol3-sec578-3
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/CFR-2022-title24-vol3/CFR-2022-title24-vol3-sec578-3
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/CFR-2022-title24-vol3/CFR-2022-title24-vol3-sec578-3


The full text of the HUD definition of homelessness includes 
important details beyond what is summarized in this 

presentation.

Download NCHE’s Understanding and Navigating Federal 
Definitions of Homelessness issue brief to view the full text of the 

HUD definition of homelessness. 

Resource 
Spotlight



HUD’s Four Homelessness Categories

1: Literally Homeless

Individuals or families who lack a fixed, regular, 
and adequate nighttime residence, including 
people staying in places not designed for 
human habitation, in a homeless shelter, or in a 
motel or hotel if paid for by government or 
charity

3: Homeless Under Other Federal Statutes

Unaccompanied youth or families who are 
defined as homeless under other federal laws, 
have experienced 60+ days without 
permanent housing, have moved at least twice 
within the last 60 days, and are expected to 
continue experiencing housing instability due 
to various risk factors

2: Imminent Risk of Homelessness

Individuals or families who will lose their 
primary nighttime residence within 14 days, 
have no subsequent residence identified, and 
lack the resources or support networks to 
obtain other permanent housing

4: Fleeing/Attempting to Flee Domestic Violence

Individuals or families who are experiencing 
trauma or danger, or are fleeing or attempting 
to flee, domestic violence, dating violence, 
sexual assault, stalking, or other dangerous or 
traumatic conditions in their current housing 
and lack the resources to obtain other 
permanent housing

McKinney-Vento Act section 103(a-b) and 24 Code of Federal Regulations § 578.3

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-10570/pdf/COMPS-10570.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/CFR-2022-title24-vol3/CFR-2022-title24-vol3-sec578-3
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/CFR-2022-title24-vol3/CFR-2022-title24-vol3-sec578-3
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/CFR-2022-title24-vol3/CFR-2022-title24-vol3-sec578-3


Age, Eligibility, and Prioritization

Age

• Most HUD-funded 
programs serve 
people of all ages.

• Youth programs focus 
on people under age 
25 and must follow 
relevant state 
guidelines. 

Eligibility

• Due to high demand, 
HUD-funded programs 
prioritize people for 
services based on an 
assessment of 
vulnerability and need.

• Coordinated entry 
systems are used to 
standardize access to 
local housing and 
services.

Prioritization

• A person must meet 
category 1, 2, or 4 of 
the HUD definition of 
homeless. 

• Youth-serving projects 
use age eligibility 
criteria while 
permanent supportive 
housing requires at 
least one household 
member to have a 
disabling condition.

Check with local homeless response partners regarding program-specific age, eligibility, and prioritization criteria.

https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/coord-entry.pdf
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/coord-entry.pdf
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/coord-entry.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/coc-esg-virtual-binders/coc-program-components/permanent-housing/permanent-supportive-housing/
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/coc-esg-virtual-binders/coc-program-components/permanent-housing/permanent-supportive-housing/


Who Determines Eligibility?

• Eligibility determinations for HUD-funded homeless response assistance 
typically are made by coordinated entry system staff, case managers, and 
other project personnel.

• The education subtitle of the McKinney-Vento Act authorizes trained local 
liaisons to determine if a child or youth meets the HUD definition of 
homelessness, with no further action needed by HUD for this 
determination (McKinney-Vento Act section 722(g)(6)(D)).

• Local homeless response projects maintain authority to determine if a 
child, youth, or adult meets project-specific eligibility and prioritization 
criteria.

• Learn more about this local liaison authority in Questions L-4 and L-5 of 
the U.S. Department of Education’s Education for Homeless Children and 
Youths Program Non-Regulatory Guidance.

https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2020/07/160240ehcyguidanceupdated082718.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2020/07/160240ehcyguidanceupdated082718.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2020/07/160240ehcyguidanceupdated082718.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2020/07/160240ehcyguidanceupdated082718.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2020/07/160240ehcyguidanceupdated082718.pdf


HUD Definition Usage

• The HUD definition of homeless is used by HUD homeless assistance 
programs, including the Continuum of Care (CoC) program and the 
Emergency Solutions Grant (ESG) program.

• The HUD definition of homeless is also used by the U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs’ (VA) homeless programs.

• HUD must approve the use of CoC program funds to serve people 
experiencing homelessness under category 3 of its definition. People 
who qualify as homeless under category 3 may be served by the ESG 
program if they meet the required eligibility criteria for certain ESG 
program components.

• See HUD’s Category 3: Homeless Under Other Federal Statutes webpage 
for more information.

https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/coc/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/esg/
https://www.va.gov/homeless/
https://www.va.gov/homeless/
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/coc-esg-virtual-binders/coc-esg-homeless-eligibility/four-categories/category-3/


Let’s Check In

MichaelThe Garcia Family



Federal Definitions of Homelessness

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Definition



RHYA Definition of Homelessness

The Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) authorizes community-
based projects to provide temporary shelter and wraparound services 
to youth who have run away or are experiencing homelessness. 
According to the RHYA section 387(3), the term “homeless youth” 
means an individual—

A. Who is—
i. less than 21 years of age, or, in the case of a youth seeking shelter in a 

[Basic Center Program], less than 18 years of age, or is less than a higher 
maximum age if the state where the center is located has an applicable 
state or local law (including a regulation) that permits such higher maximum 
age in compliance with licensure requirements for child-and youth-serving 
facilities; and

https://nche.ed.gov/legislation/runaway-youth/


RHYA Definition of Homelessness

ii. for the purposes of a [Transitional Living Program], 
not less than 16 years of age and either—

I. less than 22 years of age; or

II. not less than 22 years of age, as of the expiration of 
the maximum period of stay permitted under the 
RHYA if such individual commences such stay before 
reaching 22 years of age;

B. For whom it is not possible to live in a safe 
environment with a relative; and

C. Who has no other safe alternative living 
arrangement.



Other Definitions

• According to RHYA section 387(4), the term "runaway,” means an 
individual who is less than 18 years of age and who absents himself or 
herself from home or a place of legal residence without the permission of 
a parent or legal guardian.

• According to RHYA section 387(6), the term "street youth" means an 
individual who—

A. is:

i. a runaway youth; or

ii. indefinitely or intermittently a homeless youth.

B. spends a significant amount of time on the street or in other areas that 
increase the risk to such youth for sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, 
prostitution, or drug abuse.



Other Definitions

• According to RHYA section 387(8), the term “youth at risk of 
separation from the family" means an individual who—

A. is less than 18 years of age; and

 i.     has a history of running away from the family of such individual;

ii. whose parent, guardian, or custodian is not willing to provide for the 
basic needs of such individual; or

iii. is at risk of entering the child welfare system or juvenile justice system 
as a result of the lack of services available to the family to meet such 
needs.



Age, Eligibility, and Prioritization

Age

• Age criteria for RHYA 
programs vary by 
program type and state.

• Consider general criteria 
for the Street Outreach 
Program, Basic Center 
Program, Transitional 
Living Program, and 
Maternity Group Home 
Program, but check with 
local program providers 
for more detail.

Eligibility

• RHYA and HHS do not 
mandate specific 
prioritization guidelines 
for RHYA program 
services.

• RHYA programs are 
encouraged to serve all 
youth in crisis but may 
prioritize youth based on 
safety concerns, 
vulnerability, and risk of 
exploitation or abuse 
when approaching 
capacity.

Prioritization

• RHYA program eligibility 
is determined by the 
statutory definition(s) of 
the categories of youth 
served by each RHYA 
program type and 
related age criteria.



Who Determines Eligibility?

• The RHYA does not mandate specific role groups who must 
determine who meets the RHYA definition of homeless or 
other relevant statutory terms; rather, each RHYA-funded 
program establishes its own policies and practices based on 
statutory requirements.

• Eligibility determinations typically are made by outreach 
workers, program intake staff, and case managers, with 
programs encouraged to serve all young people requesting 
assistance who meet program-specific eligibility criteria.



Definitions Usage

The Street Outreach 
Program (SOP)

• The SOP works with 
homeless, runaway, 
and street youth 
aged 21 and under 
to help them find 
stable housing and 
services.

• The SOP uses the 
RHYA definitions of 
homeless youth, 
runaway youth, and 
street youth.

The Basic Center 
Program (BCP)

• The TLP provides 
long-term 
residential services 
to homeless youth 
aged 16 up to 22. 

• The TLP uses the 
RHYA definition of 
homeless youth.

The Transitional Living 
Program (TLP)

• The BCP helps create 
and strengthen 
community-based 
programs that meet 
the needs of runaway 
and homeless youth 
under 18 years old. 

• The BCP uses the 
RHYA definitions of 
homeless youth, 
runaway youth, and 
youth at risk of 
separation from the 
family.

Maternity Group 
Home Program (MGH)

• The MGH supports 
transitional living 
arrangements for 
pregnant or 
parenting homeless 
youth aged 16 up 
to 22 as well as 
their dependent 
children.

• The MGH Program 
uses the RHYA 
definition of 
homeless youth.

https://acf.gov/fysb/programs/runaway-homeless-youth/programs/street-outreach
https://acf.gov/fysb/programs/runaway-homeless-youth/programs/street-outreach
https://acf.gov/fysb/programs/basic-center-program
https://acf.gov/fysb/programs/basic-center-program
https://acf.gov/fysb/programs/runaway-homeless-youth/programs/transitional-living
https://acf.gov/fysb/programs/runaway-homeless-youth/programs/transitional-living
https://acf.gov/fysb/fact-sheet/maternity-group-homes
https://acf.gov/fysb/fact-sheet/maternity-group-homes


Let’s Check In

MichaelThe Garcia Family



How has navigating the 
varying definitions of 

homelessness influenced your 
work as you support children, 

youth, and families 
experiencing homelessness?



Applying Knowledge of Federal 
Definitions of Homelessness

“Use Cases”



Use Cases for Schools

Educators—including local liaisons, school social workers, and 
systems/services navigators—who understand the HUD and HHS 
definitions of homelessness and related programs will be better 
equipped to

• make appropriate referrals to cross-system partners who provide services 
not available in school settings,

• help youth and families understand and navigate complex eligibility 
requirements across systems and programs,

• advocate effectively for access to housing and supportive services for 
youth and families in need,

https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Systems-Navigators-to-Support-HCY.pdf


Use Cases for Schools

• assess and document eligibility for HUD-funded programs for youth and 
families who meet the HUD definition of homelessness, and

• participate more effectively in coordinated community responses to 
homelessness.



Use Cases for Community Partners

Community partners—including outreach and intake personnel, case 
managers, and systems/services navigators—who understand the education 
definition of homelessness will be better positioned to

• identify and refer children and youth to the local liaison for educational 
and other school-based supports,

• understand the role of education in preventing and ending youth and 
family homelessness,

https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Systems-Navigators-to-Support-HCY.pdf


Use Cases for Community Partners

• collaborate with schools to support educational access and success as 
part of comprehensive housing and service plans for families and youth, 
and

• participate more effectively in coordinated community responses to 
homelessness.



Are there additional strategies 
or best practices you use when 
understanding and navigating 
different federal definitions of 
homelessness? Do other “use 

cases” come to mind?



Collaboration is Key!

Collaborations between schools and 
community organizations bring together 

partners that approach homelessness work 
from different angles, including using a 

different definition of homelessness and 
focusing on a particular area of need.

While these differences may create challenges, 
they can be navigated successfully with 

intentionality and good will, benefitting the 
partners and the children, youth, and families 

they serve. 



NCHE 
Helpline

Operational hours: 9:00 AM to 5:30 PM 

ET, Monday through Friday

Phone line: +1 305-306-8495

Dedicated email address: 

NCHE.helpline@safalpartners.com



Thank you!
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