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MAXIMIZING CREDIT ACCRUAL AND HIGH SCHOOL COMPLETION FOR STUDENTS 
EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS 

This NCHE brief 

• Provides information pertaining to the 
academic support for and success of students 
experiencing homelessness, 

• Addresses barriers that students experiencing 
homelessness may face in obtaining academic 
credit, and 

• Includes interventions and supports available 
under Title I, Part A. 

INTRODUCTION 
High school completion can be particularly 
challenging for students experiencing homelessness. 
Students experiencing homelessness encounter risk 
factors that prevent them from completing high 
school. These factors include a higher likelihood of 
being held back in one or more grades, chronic 
absence, course failure, and higher rates of 
disciplinary action (Atwell et al., 2023). Additionally, 
students experiencing homelessness for a prolonged 
period are at even greater risk with regard to these 
factors (Ingram et al., 2017). Fortunately, Subtitle VII-B 
of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
(Section 721 et seq.; hereinafter referred to as the 
McKinney-Vento Act) and Title I, Part A of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) are 
designed to help children and youth experiencing 
homelessness (CYEH) overcome barriers by 
providing educational opportunities and supports. 

 

THE MCKINNEY-VENTO HOMELESS 
ASSISTANCE ACT 

DEFINITION OF HOMELESS 
(Section 725(2)) 

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; 

 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 
for the purposes of this subtitle because the 
children are living in circumstances described 
in clauses (i) through (iii). 
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Each state calculates an adjusted cohort graduation rate (ACGR) based on the number of students who earn 
a high school diploma or a state-defined alternate high school diploma within four years of starting ninth 
grade. The national ACGR for students experiencing homelessness in school year (SY) 2022–23 was 69%, 
while the national average ACGR for all students in the same SY was 87%. This difference demonstrates that 
students experiencing homelessness have lower graduation rates than their housed peers (NCHE, 2026). 
Such data highlights an opportunity to support more students experiencing homelessness in achieving high 
school completion. 

MCKINNEY-VENTO REQUIREMENTS TO SUPPORT CYEH 
The McKinney-Vento Act contains several provisions that can reduce dropout rates by helping CYEH remain 
in school and stay on track. First, the law requires that CYEH who move must be immediately enrolled at 
either the school of origin 

1 or the local attendance area school, based on the student’s best interest 
(McKinney-Vento Act section 722(g)(3)(B)). An LEA is required to presume that keeping a CYEH in the 
school of origin is in their best interest, unless remaining in the school of origin is contrary to the request of 
the parents, guardians, or unaccompanied youth (McKinney-Vento Act section 722(g)(3)(B)(i)).  

In addition to preventing CYEH from dropping out of school, the enrollment provisions in the McKinney-
Vento Act are critical, as high mobility and seat-time policies often cause CYEH to lose valuable classroom 
time necessary to earn credits. 

When the benefit of staying in the school of origin is less clear, the liaison or their appointee should meet 
with CYEH to discuss factors that directly affect their chances of academic success. For example, the impact 
of mobility on a student’s ability to accrue credits for graduation should be considered. If a work-based 
learning or alternative education program is not available at the student's original school but is offered at 
the local attendance area school, transferring the student may be justified. These programs, which allow 
students to earn income or recover academic credits, can be a valid reason to transfer. Opportunities for 
flexible or alternative schedules that enable students to work, bridge 
programs, or other dual credit programs should also be considered to 
ensure students are enrolled in the school in which they are most likely to 
earn credits for graduation.  

If, after conducting a best interest determination, the LEA does not believe 
it is in the best interest of the CYEH to attend the school of origin or the 
requested school, the LEA must provide a written explanation of the 
reasons for the determination (McKinney-Vento section 722(g)(3)(B)(iii)). It is 
also critical to keep students and their families engaged in the educational 
process while the LEA is making the best interest determination. 

 
1 The McKinney-Vento Act defines school of origin as “the school that a child or youth attended when permanently 
housed or the school in which the child or youth was last enrolled, including a preschool” (McKinney-Vento Act section 
722(g)(3)(I)). 

MCKINNEY-VENTO 
SUBGRANT FUNDS  

Funds available to LEAs 
through the McKinney-
Vento Act may be used to 
attract, engage, and retain 
CYEH in school (McKinney-
Vento Act section 
723(d)(7)). 

https://nche.ed.gov/school-selection-and-best-interest-determination-brief/
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A robust dispute resolution process can help reduce dropouts and out-
of-class time. The McKinney-Vento Act requires that CYEH be 
immediately enrolled in the school at which enrollment is sought for the 
duration of the dispute (McKinney-Vento Act section 722(g)(3)(E)(i)). This 
way, a CYEH remains in the learning environment while the dispute is 
resolved, making it easier for them to advance academically and 
participate in services such as special education or career and technical 
education. 

DUAL CREDIT 
PROGRAMS  

Dual credit programs are those 
that allow students to earn 
credit for a high school diploma 
or certificate while 
simultaneously earning credit 
for a postsecondary credential. 
Policies and costs vary widely 
from state to state, but 
examples include advanced 
placement courses, early 
college programs, or other 
concurrent enrollment 
programs. See the 50-State 
Comparison: Dual/Concurrent 
Enrollment Policies to locate 
each state’s specific policies. 

CREDIT ACCRUAL BARRIERS AND POLICY 
REQUIREMENTS 
CYEH face a variety of barriers that can make it difficult to attend school 
and stay engaged, impacting their ability to earn the required credits to 
graduate. State educational agencies (SEAs) must include information in 
their state plans for homeless education about procedures employed 
within the state to ensure CYEH can receive credit for full or partial 
coursework completed when students attended previous schools 
(McKinney-Vento Act section 722(g)(1)(F)(ii)). Both SEAs and local 
educational agencies (LEAs) must develop, review, and revise policies to 
remove barriers to the identification, enrollment, and retention of CYEH, including barriers to enrollment 
and retention due to outstanding fees, fines, or absences (McKinney-Vento Act section 722(g)(1)(I)). 

It is important to note that the McKinney-Vento Act defines enrollment as attending classes and 
participating fully in school activities (McKinney-Vento Act section 725(a)). When CYEH attend school 
without the ability to earn credits, their full participation is effectively denied. Without the opportunity to 
earn credits, CYEH may lose motivation to attend school. 

SUPPORTS AND INTERVENTIONS UNDER TITLE I, PART A 
Several changes to Title I, Part A of the ESEA can directly benefit students experiencing homelessness in 
reference to credit accrual and dropout prevention. Schools with a low-income student enrollment of at 
least 40% can use funds for schoolwide programs, including credit recovery programs,2 to best serve the 
needs of students and improve academic achievement. 

  

 
2 Section 1114(a)(1)(B) of Title I under the ESEA permits schools with less than 40% poverty to implement schoolwide 
programs if the school receives a waiver from the SEA to implement such programs. 

https://nche.ed.gov/dispute-resolution/
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-dual-concurrent-enrollment-policies/
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-dual-concurrent-enrollment-policies/
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-dual-concurrent-enrollment-policies/


 
 

 

 

MAXIMIZING CREDIT ACCRUAL AND HIGH SCHOOL COMPLETION FOR STUDENTS 
  EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS 4 

LEA TITLE I, PART A PLANS 

LEA plans under Title I of the ESEA must be designed in coordination with other laws, including the 
McKinney-Vento Act and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

Requirements for LEA Title I plans provide homeless liaisons with the 
opportunity to engage in conversations with district leadership, Title I 
directors, families, unaccompanied homeless youth, and other 
stakeholders about the challenges CYEH face across all areas of 
education, particularly barriers to credit accrual. LEA Title I plans 
(Elementary and Secondary Education Act section 1112(b)) must 
include 

• information on how the LEA will identify and monitor the progress 
of those students who are most at risk; 

• the services the LEA will provide to students experiencing 
homelessness through the use of a set-aside of Title I, Part A funds; 

• strategies the LEA will use to effectively engage parents and 
families; 

• strategies the LEA will use to facilitate effective transitions from 
middle school to high school; and from high school to 
postsecondary education, including, if applicable, the use of early 
college high schools, dual opportunities or concurrent enrollment, 
or career counseling that identifies students’ interests and skills; 

• strategies the LEA will use to reduce the overuse of discipline practices that remove students from the 
classroom; and 

• how the LEA will support, if determined appropriate, programs that coordinate and integrate academic 
and career and technical education content through coordinated instructional strategies that may 
incorporate experiential and work-based learning opportunities. 

Additional guidance for approaching Title I set-aside activities can be found in the NCHE on-demand 
webinar, Title I, Part A Reservation of Funds for Students Experiencing Homelessness, and the NCHE brief, 
Serving Students Experiencing Homelessness Under Title I, Part A. 

GEAR UP AND UPWARD 
BOUND  

Both the McKinney-Vento Act 
and Title I of the ESEA require 
coordination with other 
programs to improve students’ 
educational outcomes 
(McKinney-Vento Act section 
722(g)(1)(5); Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act section 
1112(b)(1)(D)(6)). 

Two additional federal programs 
that focus on preparing students 
for higher education by providing 
extra supports through middle 
and high school are GEAR UP and 
Upward Bound. 

DATA REQUIREMENTS AND OPPORTUNITIES 
States are required through the ESEA to include information about students experiencing homelessness on 
their state report cards, including the use of an ACGR (see the discussion of ACGR on page 1). These data 
requirements provide liaisons and state coordinators with the opportunity to identify and reduce factors 
that prevent students experiencing homelessness from graduating. Liaisons, state coordinators, and Title I 
program administrators can use Title I plan requirements, previously available data, and newly emerging 
data to structure activities that ensure students experiencing homelessness stay on track for graduation. 
NCHE also provides one-on-one support to state coordinators to help them understand data and create 
data visualizations for their respective programs. 

https://nche.ed.gov/title-i-pre-recorded-webinar/
https://nche.ed.gov/serving-students-experiencing-homelessness-under-title-i-part-a/?highlight=title%20I%20
https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-special-populations/grants-economically-disadvantaged-students/gaining-early-awareness-and-readiness-undergraduate-programs-gear
https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-higher-education/federal-trio-programs/upward-bound-program-84047a
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State report cards must also include information on the performance of students experiencing 
homelessness on statewide assessments and for other outcomes, such as chronic absenteeism. Data on 
various outcomes for students experiencing homelessness are summarized in NCHE’s Education of 
Children and Youth Experiencing Homelessness in the United States: Data Summary for School Years  
2021–22 to 2023–24. To access the source data for NCHE’s annual data report, visit ED Data Express. 

PROMISING PRACTICES AND OTHER RESOURCES 
The NCHE Credit Accrual Tip Sheet: SEA and LEA Strategies for Addressing Credit Accrual for Students 
Experiencing Homelessness offers additional strategies for SEAs and LEAs to address credit accrual and 
recovery for CYEH. At the SEA level, convening stakeholder groups to understand challenges and review 
policies can help to identify and remove barriers in credit accrual for CYEH at both the state and local levels. 
SEAs should also adopt clear policies for awarding both partial and full credits and providing targeted 
training on these policies to LEAs. Data also plays a vital role in identifying LEAs that may need additional 
support to improve their credit-awarding practices. To improve practices, it is also important to involve 
parents, guardians, and CYEH in evaluating SEA and LEA-level graduation requirements and in decision-
making. 

At the LEA level, educators should become familiar with state-level policies to create options for partial 
credit transfers and for awarding credits based on demonstrated competencies. Data also plays a crucial 
role in determining what information an LEA needs to gather about the credits a student has accumulated, 
which includes reviewing previous coursework and developing portfolios to demonstrate learning. LEAs 
can also aid in credit accrual by enrolling CYEH in courses they have partially completed (to allow for full 
completion) and through non-traditional options, such as online learning and independent study. 

PARTNER RESOURCES  

View SchoolHouse Connection’s State Laws to Increase High School Graduation for Students 
Experiencing Homelessness for a summary of existing state laws. 

View SchoolHouse Connection’s What it Takes to Graduate: Credit Accrual and Recovery for Students 
Experiencing Homelessness, which spotlights the Anchorage School District’s efforts to get students to 
graduation. 

https://nche.ed.gov/education-of-children-and-youth-experiencing-homelessness-in-the-united-states-data-summary-for-school-years-2021-22-to-2023-24/
https://nche.ed.gov/education-of-children-and-youth-experiencing-homelessness-in-the-united-states-data-summary-for-school-years-2021-22-to-2023-24/
https://nche.ed.gov/education-of-children-and-youth-experiencing-homelessness-in-the-united-states-data-summary-for-school-years-2021-22-to-2023-24/
https://eddataexpress.ed.gov/download
https://nche.ed.gov/nche-credit-accrual-tip-sheet-sea-and-lea-strategies-for-addressing-credit-accrual-for-students-experiencing-homelessness/
https://nche.ed.gov/nche-credit-accrual-tip-sheet-sea-and-lea-strategies-for-addressing-credit-accrual-for-students-experiencing-homelessness/
https://schoolhouseconnection.org/article/state-laws-to-increase-high-school-graduation-for-students-experiencing-homelessness
https://schoolhouseconnection.org/article/state-laws-to-increase-high-school-graduation-for-students-experiencing-homelessness
https://schoolhouseconnection.org/article/what-it-takes-to-graduate-credit-accrual-and-recovery-for-students-experiencing-homelessness
https://schoolhouseconnection.org/article/what-it-takes-to-graduate-credit-accrual-and-recovery-for-students-experiencing-homelessness
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This brief was developed by 

The National Center for Homeless Education 

305-306-8495 | NCHE.helpline@safalpartners.com | http://nche.ed.gov  

May 2026 

The National Center for Homeless Education (NCHE) is the technical assistance (TA) center for the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Education for Homeless Children and Youths (EHCY) Program. NCHE provides 
training and TA to state coordinators, local liaisons, community partners, parents, students, and other 
stakeholders to support the education of children and youth experiencing homelessness. NCHE is 
managed by Team Safal: Safal Partners and Pearl Strategies. 

This publication was created in whole or in part with funding from the U.S. Department of Education under 
contract number GS10F090CA. The views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the 
position or policies of the U.S. Department of Education. Additionally, any mention of trade names, 
commercial products, or organizations does not imply endorsement by the federal government. 

Every state is required to have a state coordinator for 
homeless education, and every school district is 
required to have a local homeless education liaison. 
These individuals oversee the implementation of the 
McKinney-Vento Act. To find out who your state 
coordinator is, visit the NCHE website. 

For more information on issues related to the education of children and youth 
experiencing homelessness, contact the NCHE helpline at 305-306-8495 or 
NCHE.helpline@safalpartners.com. 

Full Name:   

Position/Title:   

Email:   

Phone Number:   

 

mailto:NCHE.helpline@safalpartners.com
http://nche.ed.gov/
https://nche.ed.gov/contact/
mailto:NCHE.helpline@safalpartners.com

	INTRODUCTION
	McKinney-Vento Requirements to Support CYEH
	Credit Accrual Barriers and Policy Requirements
	Supports and Interventions Under Title I, Part A
	LEA TITLE I, PART A PLANS

	Data Requirements and Opportunities
	Promising Practices and Other Resources
	REFERENCES

	Full Name: 
	PositionTitle: 
	Email: 
	Phone Number: 


