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The Bloustein School

The Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy (“Bloustein School”) at Rutgers 
University, located in New Brunswick, New Jersey, strives “to create just, socially inclusive, 
environmentally sustainable, and healthy local, national, and global communities.” The Bloustein 
School’s namesake was a respected constitutional scholar, teacher, and active citizen. Accordingly, 
the Bloustein School promotes improvement of public policy, urban planning, health administration, 
and public informatics by fostering quality discourse and research that produces positive impact 
within communities.
 
The Bloustein School serves both undergraduate and graduate students. In 2019, Planetizen ranked 
its Master of City and Regional Planning program third nationally. U.S. News & World Report ranked 
its Masters of Public Policy (MPP) program among the nation’s top 50 public affairs programs in 2018. 
The MPP program is also accredited by the National Association of Public Administration and Affairs.
 
Most notably, the Bloustein School hosts several nationally-recognized research centers. These 
include the Social Policy Lab, the Alan M. Voorhees Transportation Center, the Environmental 
Analysis and Communications Group, the Rutgers Urban and Civic Informatics Lab, and the recently-
founded New Jersey State Policy Lab. Faculty, staff, and graduate students participate in cutting-
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edge research at these centers and often collaborate with New Jersey nonprofits, governments, and 
private firms to produce innovative models and policies in the fields of neighborhood revitalization, 
public health, workforce development, climate resilience, and more.

The Public Policy Practicum 

Master of Public Policy Candidates must successfully complete a practicum, or capstone project, 
before graduation. Practicums provide students opportunities to work with clients and support major 
projects that address contemporary policy issues. Students complete practicums during their last 
semester of their graduate programs so they can apply the skills and knowledge gained during their 
previous semesters. Practicum clients include public agencies and nonprofit organizations, such as 
Monarch Housing Associates.

In Fall 2021, Monarch presented a proposal to the Bloustein School’s 2022 MPP cohort about 
identifying the needs of students experiencing homelessness in Monmouth, Mercer, Middlesex, 
and Ocean Counties, New Jersey. Monarch’s proposal resonated with the authors of this report, 
who are especially passionate about the equitable distribution of social services and resources to 
vulnerable populations and the use of public policy to make a difference. The partnership between 
the Bloustein School and Monarch reinforces the idea that positive change requires evidence-based 
methodologies and cross-sector collaboration.

Our Partner Organization

Monarch Housing Associates (“Monarch”) is a nonprofit located in Cranbury, New Jersey. Its goal is 
“to expand the supply, accessibility, and variety of affordable, permanent supportive housing” across 
the Garden State. Its three program areas - housing development, ending homelessness, and public 
policy – synergistically create mechanisms that encourage diverse housing outcomes, especially for 
seniors, families, and persons with special needs.
 
Monarch excels in cross-sector collaboration to achieve successful results. Its Housing Development 
Team, for example, possesses 30+ years’ experience working with private developers, housing 
authorities, and social service agencies to create mixed-income, accessible rental housing. Its 
homelessness planning team works with 18 of the 21 counties in New Jersey on homeless system 
planning and program development. Lastly, Monarch’s public policy work focuses on strengthening 
legislative partnerships to create models for change for housing policy at its various stages of 
formation.

Page iii



Acknowledgements

We would like to thank Monarch Housing Associates, particularly Taiisa Kelly and Kasey Vienckowski, 
for the opportunity to collaborate on this complex, pertinent project and Dr. Andrea Hetling, 
Professor of Public Policy at the Bloustein School, for her guidance as our Practicum Advisor.

We would also like to express gratitude to Alan Ferraro and Sally Potter of the Monmouth-Ocean 
Educational Services Commission; Pheobie Thomas, New Jersey State Coordinator for McKinney-
Vento; and Aislinn Brennan, Deputy Chief of Staff for New Jersey State Senator Vin Gopal, for their 
time and insight as homelessness policy professionals in the State of New Jersey.

Additionally, we would like to recognize Sweety Patel of Carteret Township School District, Marilyn 
Crawford of New Brunswick School District, Denise Casper of Neptune Township School District, 
and Joy Forrest of Tom’s River Regional School District for their contributions to this report as school 
district homeless liaisons.  Dr. Patricia Popp of the Commonwealth of Virginia, Sarah Slautterback 
of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, and Nicole Lee-Mwandha of the District of Columbia, 
additionally, served as meaningful subject exports for this report.

Lastly, we would like to show appreciation to Jessica Roman, Research Associate at the Eagleton 
Center for Public Interest Polling and Sean Simone, Ph.D. Director of Research and Evaluation at the 
Heldrich Center for their guidance in developing our survey instrument.

Page iv



Page 1

Homelessness persists in America in every state. 
On a single night in January 2020, 580,466 people 
were identified as experiencing homelessness, 
which is representative of the nation’s yearly count. 
During that same period, New Jersey identified 
13,929 students experiencing homelessness. 
Experiencing homelessness as a child not only 
affects educational outcomes but one’s mental 
and physical health as well. 

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
dictates care for youth experiencing homelessness 
in the United States. It is managed by the U.S. 
Department of Education and administered by 
states and local school districts. This administrative 
structure enables three different levels of 
implementation.

To understand these dynamics, at the request of 
Monarch Housing Associates, graduate students 
at Rutgers University’s Bloustein School of 
Planning and Public Policy conducted an analysis 
of McKinney-Vento’s federal policies, as well as 
its state, county, and local implementation in the 
State of New Jersey. Comparatively, high- and 
low-ranking states per the State Index of Youth 
Homelessness were analyzed to understand policy 
mechanisms that prove successful in addressing 
the needs of children experiencing homelessness. 
From this analysis, policies were identified within 
high-performing states that could be implemented 
in New Jersey and Region III.

Our research process and findings 
prompted six recommendations:

First, we believe that a state- or regional-level 
steering committee that coordinates transportation 
is vital for all school districts attempting to bring 
all their students experiencing homelessness to 
their school of choice.

Second, a state-wide digital product can be 
developed to ensure that services to children and 
families experiencing homelessness are being 
delivered, and ensure students are not falling 
through the cracks. 

Third, there is a distinct need to reform the 
onboarding process for new school district 
homelessness liaisons to ensure that institutional 
knowledge is not lost when employee turnover 
occurs. This turnover reform could take such 
forms as implementing online workshops or 
implementing new training modules. 

Fourth, there is potential in resurrecting the New 
Jersey Interagency Council on Homelessness. 
Created during the Christie administration, it was 
abandoned before any work of substantial nature 
was completed.  

Fifth, a uniform definition of homelessness 
across all departments can immensely help 
converge the efforts towards combating child 
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homelessness. These conflicting definitions have 
policy ramifications that go down to the local 
level. Making the Department of Education, 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, 
and Department of Health and Human Services 
definitions the same will allow funds related to 
homelessness to flow to programs much more 
seamlessly.

Lastly, we recommend that school districts 
strategically integrate the unique needs of 
students experiencing homelessness into their 
wraparound support services in order to help 
students manage adverse effects.

With these six recommendations, we hope to 
build systemic pathways for children experiencing 
homelessness to attain successful educational 
outcomes. We look forward to Monarch Housing 
Associates and the Monmouth-Ocean Educational 
Services Commission incorporating them into 
their larger research project.



During the 2018-19 school year, 13,929 public 
school students in New Jersey experienced 
homelessness.1 2 1,754 resided in shelters, 
1,538 resided in hotels or motels, and 10,595 
were doubled-up in family members’ or friends’ 
residences. 42 students were unsheltered.3

A variety of factors influence a child’s risk for 
homelessness. Evictions can displace entire fam-
ilies and force them to relocate into shelters or 
force them to double-up with family members 
or friends. Affordable housing shortages prevent 
families from settling in permanent, safe environ-
ments.4 Lastly, children and family members can 
become displaced because of negative family dy-
namics like domestic abuse.

Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, ad-
dressing youth homelessness is needed now more 
than ever. The effects of the pandemic on youth 
homelessness and educational attainment are 
substantial. Children living in a shelter, for exam-
ple, are more likely to be exposed to COVID-19, 
and therefore more likely to have their education-
al experience interrupted. Similarly, children with 
unstable housing often do not have access to the 
Internet or quiet learning spaces, which can fur-
ther exacerbate learning obstacles during remote 
learning.

Disrupted education prevents children experienc-
ing homelessness from acquiring the skills they 

need to escape poverty.5 It also delays gradua-
tion, which could prevent future earnings or vo-
cational opportunities. These children are more 
likely, then, to participate in work outside of the 
formal labor market, like “under the table” work, 
or illicit activities like sex work, drug dealing, and 
organized crime. Successful education outcomes 
for children experiencing homelessness, there-
fore, can be seen as a considerable factor in com-
bating cyclical poverty.

Monarch Housing Associates, to this point, works 
to establish identification and support processes 
that address the holistic needs of students experi-
encing homelessness to better enable successful 
engagement in educational opportunities. This 
report intends to inform Monarch’s strategies 
for improving educational outcomes for children 
experiencing homelessness within New Jersey, 
particularly in Monmouth, Ocean, Middlesex and 
Mercer Counties.

This policy practicum began in January and end-
ed in May 2022. Research included a comprehen-
sive literature review, policy review, and interviews 
with government officials, practitioners, and sub-
ject matter experts in New Jersey and across the 
nation. The literature review included reports from 
a variety of sources, including state governments, 
academic research, and research from nonprof-
it and advocacy organizations. In-state interview 
subjects were identified through recommenda-

Background and Research Motivation
Chapter I
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tions from the Monmouth-Ocean Educational 
Services Commission’s Regional Director for McK-
inney-Vento Homelessness Assistance Act, while 
those outside New Jersey were identified from 
True Colors United and the National Homeless-
ness Law Center’s (NHLC) 2021 State Index on 
Homelessness and contacted by a member of the 
practicum team. The interviews were semi-struc-
tured, lasted from 30-minutes to one hour, and 
primarily took place virtually.

As with all research, the findings shared in this 
practicum report are shaped by certain limita-
tions. Specifically, the timing of the project hin-
dered both the collection of comprehensive inter-
view data and the use of post-COVID secondary 
data. Regarding interviews, the findings of this 
practicum were limited by email responsiveness. 
Insights from school district homeless liaisons and 
state coordinators for McKinney-Vento were af-
fected in this manner. Additionally, the findings 
of this practicum report are limited to only a par-
tial understanding of the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Much of the currently available data 
have not been updated to reflect the COVID-19 
pandemic’s effects, including much of the aca-
demic literature and counts of populations expe-
riencing homelessness. 

The following research questions guided our re-
search and map onto our report chapters as fol-
lows:

Chapter II: What does existing literature tell us 
about the unique experiences of children experi-
encing homelessness?
Chapter III: How does the McKinney-Vento Act 
encourage successful educational attainment for 
children experiencing homelessness in New Jer-
sey?
Chapter IV: What are some promising practices 
(policies, programs, initiatives) in other states?
Chapter V: What are the successes and challeng-
es of McKinney-Vento implementation in New 
Jersey’s Region III?
Chapter VI: How can our findings inform future 
survey studies with stakeholders?
Chapter VII: What best practices can be imple-
mented in New Jersey?



Student homelessness in the United States grew 
at an unprecedented rate prior to the statewide 
eviction moratorium implemented to address the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Findings from academic 
and nonprofit literature highlight various poor ac-
ademic and socio-emotional outcomes associat-
ed with student homelessness, underscoring the 
need for effective policy solutions. This section 
will discuss evidence of the negative impacts of 
homelessness, barriers to success for children ex-
periencing homelessness, and some of the ways 
to effectively overcome these barriers by fostering 
the resilience of students experiencing homeless-
ness.

Academic Impacts of Homelessness
Several studies suggest a correlation between 
homelessness and poor academic achievement 

across all metrics. Using various test metrics, ac-
ademic studies found that children experiencing 
homelessness demonstrated poor math, reading 
and spelling skills as compared to their housed 
peers.6 7  Students who experience homelessness 
perform lower on vocabulary and reading tests 
than the average scores for their respective age 
and grade.8 In terms of statistics, evidence from 
research suggests that this population segment is 
four times as likely to score at, or below,  the tenth 
percentile in receptive vocabulary and reading as 
compared to similar age groups.9 Standardized 
testing in math and English language arts yield 
similar associations between homelessness and 
struggles in the classroom.10

Children and Youth Experiencing Homelessness
Chapter II
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Figure 1 (seen on the previous page) succinctly 
captures the effects of poverty and homelessness 
on students’ academic achievement. This disag-
gregated data separates doubled-up students to 
demonstrate the similar outcomes between dou-
bled-up students experiencing homelessness and 
other students experiencing homelessness. This 
chart’s most striking feature is the vast difference 
in math and English language arts scores between 
students not facing economic hardships and all 
other students – which includes doubled-up stu-
dents.11 

Other research demonstrates similar effects in 
standardized testing performance among dou-
bled-up students experiencing homelessness and 
students experiencing homelessness residing in 
shelters. Figure 2, created by the Institute for Chil-
dren, Poverty & Homelessness using data from 
New York City, displays sharp disparities in aca-
demic achievement between those two distinct 
populations of students experiencing homeless-

ness, especially in math.12

In addition to descriptive studies, other studies 
compared achievement of children experiencing 
homelessness with housed children, as well as ex-
amined various characteristics of children and their 
families to explain differences between achieve-
ment scores. Comparing cognitive ability and 
academic achievement between children experi-
encing homelessness and housed children, some 
research shows no association between housing 
status and cognitive ability but a direct associa-
tion of housing status with academic achieve-
ment.13 Controlling for demographic variables, 
children experiencing homelessness in compari-
son to housed children were more likely to score 
below the average grade level in reading, spelling 
and arithmetic. Other research found a link be-
tween residential instability of children experienc-
ing homelessness and low achievement scores 
in math and reading, finding the academic risks 
associated with homelessness chronic, persistent, 
and significant, beyond the risks associated with 

poverty.14 In contrast, 
research on academ-
ic achievement be-
tween children expe-
riencing homelessness 
and low-income fully 
housed children reveal 
that a child staying in 
a shelter is not a pre-
dictor of academic 
achievement beyond 
race, gender and age. 
The only significant 
difference in academic 
achievement is associ-
ated with the number 
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of schools attended in the past year - in other 
words, school mobility.15

Although findings from various studies on home-
lessness are mixed, they do indicate that the cu-
mulative risks to children and youth experiencing 
homelessness in terms of academic achievement 
are much more significant than the risks associated 
with poverty in general. Hence, concerted efforts 
are needed to address the unique academic risks 
faced by children experiencing homelessness.

Mental and Physical Health Risks of 
Homelessness

In addition to poor academic achievement, the 
hardships of homelessness take a particular toll 
on the socio-emotional wellbeing of children. 
According to a report from the California-based 
Learning Policy Institute, “Students and families 
experiencing homelessness are…more likely to 
experience depression, anxiety, or symptoms of 
post-traumatic stress disorder.” Homelessness 
can also alienate children from family and friends, 
cutting them off from those providing social and 
emotional support, creating ripe conditions for 
mental distress.

Furthermore, as poverty remains the strongest 
predictor of homelessness, food insecurity 
remains a prevalent issue, compounding the 
mental unwellness experienced by students 
experiencing homelessness while also creating 
the potential for physical health issues. Given 
the extensive costs associated with healthcare, 
students experiencing homelessness oftentimes 
face a financial barrier to receiving treatment for 
any medical issues emergent from their experience 
with homelessness.16

In terms of mental health, research suggests that 
homeless youth are more likely to experience 
childhood physical and sexual abuse and suffer 
from long-term traumatic experiences.17 Moreover, 
children experiencing homelessness continually 
face major conflicts with their caregivers that 
hamper their healthy social and emotional 
functionality, at times, leading to their decision to 
also leave home. Research also indicates that in 
comparison to housed children, the prevalence rate 
of psychiatric disorders for children experiencing 
homelessness is twice as high.18 A clinical study 
found that more than half of youth experiencing 
homelessness meet the criteria for disruptive 
behavior disorder and almost a quarter meet 
the criteria for mood disorders.19 Compared to 
children experiencing homelessness, only around 
10% of all other children meet the criteria of being 
diagnosed with a psychiatric disorder during their 
K-12 education.20 Such drastic differences in 
mental health statistics between homeless and 
housed children further highlight the need for 
timely policy interventions.

School Instability Factors and Barriers 
to Success for Children Experiencing 
Homelessness

School and home instability associated with 
homelessness presents barriers to future success. 
Research shows that students experiencing 
homelessness are 60% more likely to be chronically 
absent than socioeconomically disadvantaged 
students – a 25% and 15% rate of chronic 
absenteeism, respectively. As displayed in Figure 
3, homelessness among children is also associated 
with repeating grades, lower graduation rates, and 
a lesser chance of pursuing a college education.21
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Although children experiencing homelessness 
understand the importance of attending school, 
they often do not seek extra help to ensure their 
success in school, which further complicates 
the identification and service delivery efforts to 
address their needs.22 Research suggests that 
parents and children may be reluctant to declare 
their homeless status due to stigma and concerns 
about privacy.23 This can further exacerbate the 
plethora of issues that children and their families 
experiencing homelessness already experience.

A high rate of school mobility, or the number 
of different schools attended in the past year, 
is another major factor for academic failure 
in the general population. However, children 
experiencing homelessness experience higher 
rates of school mobility due to their living situation, 

compounding their risk for issues at school. 
Research has found that children experiencing 
homelessness in New York City changed their 
schools as many as three times.24 Children 
experiencing homelessness have higher rates of 
school mobility than their housed peers. High 
school mobility translates into children adapting 
to a new environment and peers more frequently 
than their housed peers. They are also at a risk 
of not building strong bonds with teachers, 
putting them at a potential disadvantage in the 
classroom.25

Beyond social stigma and high rates of school 
mobility, research indicates that students 
experiencing homelessness experience 
additional barriers such as parental absenteeism, 
transportation problems, caregiver instability, 
social disconnectedness, and limited access to 
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food, clothing, and other basic necessities.26 
Moreover, some students suffer from serious 
social-emotional problems because of their life 
experiences. These problems, combined with 
other factors mentioned above, threaten to 
overwhelm children experiencing homelessness, 
posing significant barriers to their overall success. 

Overcoming Barriers: Capitalizing on 
Resilience  

Despite being at a high risk of academic failure 
and mental and physical health problems, 
research shows that children experiencing 
homelessness often demonstrate remarkable 
resilience. Resilience refers to the ability to display 
healthy adaptation during or after experiencing 
a threat or disturbance to one’s well-being.27 To 
date, research identified some internal resilience 
factors in children experiencing homelessness. 
These factors include healthy self-esteem, a 
positive outlook on life, and an internal locus of 
control, that is to say, feeling in control of one’s 
life.28 In addition, strong early literacy skills, good 
self-regulation skills, above-average intelligence 
and high executive functioning skills can 
provide a buffer between children experiencing 
homelessness and adversity.29

In terms of school-based delivery platforms, one 
of the most relevant and malleable resilience 
factors is the opportunity for children to form 
close relationships with competent adults. A 
close relationship with an adult such as a teacher, 
case worker, principal, relative or a mental health 
professional can help a child experiencing 
homeless mitigate feelings of hopelessness, 
abandonment and isolation.30  Forming close 

relationships with competent adults can also 
foster feelings of connectedness in children 
experiencing homelessness, provide mentorship 
opportunities and facilitation for navigating 
school and social services as well as support with 
learning functional skills.31

Although some of the factors mentioned above 
are more malleable than others, all of them have 
important implications in terms of the nature 
and timeliness of effective policy interventions 
to best serve the needs of children experiencing 
homelessness. For example, policies facilitating 
the development of close bonds between students 
experiencing homelessness and caring adults can 
bolster effective school-based service delivery to 
ensure that the needs of students experiencing 
homelessness are fully met. 

To address the educational needs of children 
experiencing homeless, President Ronald Reagan 
signed the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance 
Act into law in 1987. The next section of this report 
will unpack the law, its background and application, 
as well as the barriers to its implementation that 
affect the educational outcomes of children 
experiencing homelessness.
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The primary policy driver surrounding the way 
states, counties, and school districts interact 
with students experiencing homelessness is 
the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
(McKinney-Vento). Federal lawmakers passed 
McKinney-Vento in 1987 to ensure that students 
experiencing homeless receive access to the 
schools in which they are enrolled. 

The most important aspect of McKinney-Vento is 
the ‘bill of rights’ it provides to eligible children 
and youth. The rights are:

1. Immediate school enrollment even when 
records are not present (e.g., immunizations 

records or proof of residence);
2. Remain in the school of origin even if they 

are no longer residing in the area if in the 
student’s best interest;

3. Receive transportation to and from school 
and extracurriculars; and

4. Receive support for academic success.32

Figure 4 (below) summarizes the legislative history 
of the law, showing the growing scope of the 
programs as amendments were passed to address 
gaps in service.33 Additionally, Figure 5 presents 
the funding progression for the law, which stayed 
flat between 2008 and 2015, before averaging 

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act
Chapter III
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close to 10-percent growth per year starting in 
2016.34

McKinney-Vento established the United States 
Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH), an 
office that produces research and policy guidance 
on the federal response to homelessness. It also 
created the Education for Homeless Children and 
Youth (“EHCY”) program. Administered by the 
Department of Education, the program facilitates 
federal funds to states to ensure children and 
youth experiencing homelessness, including 
preschoolers, have equal access to free and 
appropriate public education. 

Conflicting Definitions of Homelessness

The legal definition of homelessness is important 
to understand, as funding for homelessness 

related programs is typically contingent on 
specific clauses within the law. McKinney-Vento is 
a Department of Education (DOE) program, so the 
DOE definition of homelessness is most important 
to understand. Subtitle VII-B of McKinney-Vento 
defines homelessness as:
(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;* 
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(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 (as such term is 
defined in section 1309 of the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act of 1965) 
who qualify as homeless for the purposes 
of this subtitle because the children 
are living in circumstances described in 
clauses (i) through (iii).

While this definition is thorough in its scope, 
inconsistencies and contradictions exist between 
the DOE definition, the Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) definition, and the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) definition. HHS defines youth experiencing 
homelessness through The Runaway and 
Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) as 

less than 21 years of age…for whom it is 
not possible to live in a safe environment 
with a relative and who have no other safe 
alternative living arrangement.35

HUD defines homelessness through four lenses:36 
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1. Literally Homeless
2. Imminent Risk of Homelessness
3. Homeless under other Federal statutes
4. Fleeing/Attempting to Flee Domestic 

Violence

These varied definitions reveal a 
common goal between organizations; 
but it shows a lack of communication 
between agencies, thus creating issues 
for non-governmental organizations 
(NGO) that collaborate within this space. 
Due to these inconsistent definitions, 
approximately 75-percent of children 
and youth experiencing homelessness, 
as defined by the DOE, are not 
eligible for the homeless assistance 
programs administered by HUD.37 38 
The Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) published a September 2021 
report titled ‘Youth Homelessness: HUD 
and HHS Could Enhance Coordination 
to Better Support Communities’ 
discussing these conflicting definitions, 
while also providing recommendations 
to clarify these definitions and clarify 
any issues.39

The DOE plays a critical role in 
supporting children and youth 
experiencing homelessness; however, 
HUD oversees the bulk of federal policies 
and corresponding fund allocation. 
Children and youth who meet the DOE 
definition of homelessness but not the 
HUD definition are ineligible to receive 
assistance from HUD’s Continuum of 

Care (CoC) and Emergency Solutions Grants 
(ESG) programs. Despite the aforementioned 
data clearly pointing to severe academic 
risks associated with students experiencing 
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homelessness, federal funding allocations for the 
Education of Homeless Children and Youth (EHCY) 
Program is marginal relative to other targeted 
homelessness assistance programs. For example, 
in 2021, 591 million dollars was appropriated to 
the American Children and Families (ACF) Head 
Start Program compared to the 107 million dollars 
appropriated to the EHCY Program, as shown in 
Figure 7.40 Moreover, the conflicting definitions 
make it difficult for communities to provide 
comprehensive wraparound support services to 
students experiencing homelessness.  

Proposed Federal Amendments to McKinney-
Vento and Related Programs

While the most recent amendments to McKinney-
Vento were included in the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015, policy makers have 
been actively working to expand and improve 
existing programs. Since 2021, Congress has 
introduced three bills that would expand program 
opportunities within McKinney-Vento.  

In December 2021, Representative Mikie Sherrill 
(D-NJ) introduced the Homeless Children and 
Youth Act of 2021, a bipartisan bill that would 
align the federal definitions of homelessness 
across agencies. The Act amends the definition 
of homelessness used by HUD and other federal 
agencies to align with the more accurate and 
inclusive definition employed by the DOE. If signed 
into law, this would increase eligibility for and 
access to federal programs that support children, 
youth, and families experiencing homelessness.41

In March 2022, Congresswoman Cynthia Axne 

(D-IA) introduced H.R.7196, or the Flexibility in 
Addressing Rural Homelessness Act of 2022.42 
Referred to the House Committee on Financial 
Services, the bill would allow McKinney-Vento 
funds to be used in rural areas for emergency 
lodging, the repair of lodging, and for staff 
training. The bipartisan effort, co-sponsored by 
Congressman Frank Lucas (R-OK), would expand 
benefits from McKinney-Vento programs in rural 
areas. However, without a commiserate raise in 
funding, this legislation could ultimately restrict 
currently operating programs as funds are diverted 
to these new opportunities. 

Lastly, efforts to improve school experiences for 
students experiencing homelessness include 
one proposal that falls beyond the framework of 
McKinney-Vento. McKinney-Vento students are 
categorically eligible to receive free meals under 
the National School Lunch and School Breakfast 
Programs. To expedite enrollment, the program 
application process is waived for McKinney-Vento 
students.43 Enacted in March 2020, the Families 
First Coronavirus Response Act gave the USDA, the 
agency administering the National School Lunch 
and School Breakfast Programs, the authority to 
issue regulation waivers.44 These actions have 
permitted schools to provide free meals for all 
students, regardless of income, for the last two 
years. However, funding for the program is set to 
expire on June 30, 2022. On March 31, Senator 
Debbie Stabenow (D-MI) introduced the Support 
Kids Not Red Tape Act, which would expand the 
free school lunch program through September 
30, 2023.45
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New Jersey State Policy

Taking a closer look at important milestones in 
the history of education policy in the state of 
New Jersey contextualizes the implementation of 
McKinney-Vento at the state level. In 1981, the 
Education Law Center filed a case in the New 
Jersey Superior Court, arguing on behalf of urban 
school districts that the state school funding 
formula, enacted through the Public School 
Education Act of 1975, is inadequate. The case 
went before the New Jersey Supreme Court. After 
nine months of deliberation, the justices ruled that 
the school funding formula was unconstitutional 
under the “thorough and efficient” clause.46 The 
Abbott rulings mandate that School Development 
Authority (SDA) school districts receive a similar 
funding allocation to the wealthiest school system, 
universal 3-4 preschool, fund supplement at-risk 
programs, sufficient school facilities, and reform 
of school curriculum.47

The Education Law Center, 
a policy advocacy group 
and a law firm, found that 
SDA districts over the 
past decade are below 
the average spending per 
student mandated by the 
state constitution. This result 
is largely due to eroding tax-
based income in the SDA 
districts, as well as state policy 
actions.48 In 2010, the state 
legislature passed Governor 
Chris Christie’s 2011 Budget, 
cutting $1.1 billion in state 
aid for schools and modifying 

the School Funding Formula Act of 2008.  In 
the following years, the Christie administration 
kept school funding flat, not keeping pace with 
inflation and eroding the value of the state aid to 
SDA and non-SDA districts. In conjunction, the 
Governor was able to pass a 2% cap on property 
tax increases in 2010, limiting school districts’ 
ability to offset the deficit in state aid.49 During 
this time, the state also did not adequately fund 
the SDA.50 These policies and others resulted in 
the gaps in school funding over the past decade. 

Through the EHCY program, federal aid is 
provided to state educational agencies (SEA) to 
sustain an office for coordination of the education 
of children and youth experiencing homelessness. 
To receive EHCY program funds, each state must 
maintain a federally approved plan that addresses 
issues associated with school enrollment, 
attendance, and success of students experiencing 
homelessness. SEAs are responsible for the state-
wide implementation of and compliance with 
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the McKinney-Vento Act rules and 
regulations. State coordinators gather 
comprehensive data about youth and 
children experiencing homelessness 
including identification methods, 
barriers, and best practices. State 
coordinators are required to review 
and revise policies and practices that 
impede students’ equal access to free 
and appropriate public education.51 
In the 2020-21 school year, the New 
Jersey Department of Education 
counted 2,493 public schools, 686 
operating school districts and 10,542 
students experiencing homelessness 
statewide.52 53

Proposed State Policy 
Amendments 

To address student food insecurity 
throughout the state, the New Jersey 
State Legislature recently introduced 
bill A-2368, the Working Class Families’ 
Anti-Hunger Act. This bill would 
alter existing law by requiring each 
school in the state to offer a school 
lunch program and a school breakfast 
program, regardless of the percentage 
of students at the school who are 
federally eligible. The bill would also 
require each school district to publicize 
the fact that free meals are available to parents 
and students.54

This bill is necessary to ensure low-income 
students and students experiencing homelessness 
receive the meals to which they have a right; 

according to current New Jersey state law, if more 
than 5-percent of the students in a district are 
categorically eligible for free lunch, the district 
must participate in the National School Lunch 
Program. Furthermore, if more than 20-percent of 
the students are categorically eligible for free lunch 
then the district must also participate in the free 
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School Breakfast Program.55 However, more than 
200 public and charter schools in New Jersey that 
have less than 5-percent of students categorically 
eligible choose not to participate in the National 
School Lunch Program.56 These schools effectively 
cut their communities off from the universal free 
lunch program and other pandemic relief related 
programs meant to help struggling families. 

New Jersey County Policy
County governments are not a part of McKinney-

Vento’s administrative structure; rather, LEAs 
operate throughout several counties and can 
apply for McKinney-Vento grants via the NJDOE. 
School districts can then apply for these funds, and 
regional coordinators assist liaisons in dispersing 
them. For McKinney-Vento grant purposes, New 
Jersey is divided into five regions. 

Region I: Bergen, Hunterdon, Passaic, Somerset, 
Sussex, and Warren Counties. 
Region II: Essex, Hudson, Morris, and Union 
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Counties.  
Region III: Mercer, Middlesex, Monmouth, and 
Ocean Counties. 
Region IV: Atlantic, Burlington, Camden, and 
Gloucester Counties. 
Region V: Cape May, Cumberland, and Salem 
Counties.

Figure 10 displays statewide counts of students 
experiencing homelessness by county and regional 
grantee. The Monmouth-Ocean Educational 
Services Commission (MOESC) is Region III’s 
McKinney-Vento LEA.57

New Jersey School District Policy

New Jersey Administrative Code dictates 
McKinney-Vento implementation at the school 
district level, the smallest unit within the Act’s 
administrative structure. For example, a “school 
district liaison” is defined as a staff member in 
a school district who facilitates McKinney-Vento 
services for students experiencing homelessness.58 
Liaisons are responsible for applying for McKinney-
Vento funding from their regional coordinators, 
identifying students experiencing homelessness, 
and providing resources that encourage positive 
educational outcomes for students.

A student’s “school district of residence” refers to 
the school district in which his or her parents or 
guardians resided prior to becoming homeless.59 It 
may not be the school district in which the student 
currently resides. All school districts are required 
to pay for the tuition of students experiencing 
homelessness and provide transportation for 
those children to and from school.60

Lastly, per administrative code, school districts’ 
boards of education are responsible for 
identifying students experiencing homelessness. 
This occurs at both beginning-of-term registration 
and on an as-needed basis. Boards of Education 
also determine if a homeless student should be 
enrolled within that student’s school district of 
residence or another by consulting with their 
parents.61

Now that the McKinney-Vento Assistance 
Act’s complex provisions and implementation 
challenges have been established, this report will 
assess both high- and low-ranking states regarding 
policy that relates to children experiencing 
homelessness.
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Given the differences among states in the 
implementation of McKinney-Vento provisions, 
substantial opportunities exist to explore 
alternative implementation choices and 
homelessness policy mechanisms. We contacted 
state coordinators from several high-performing 
and low-performing states across the country, 
according to the NHLC’s 2021 State Index on 
Youth Homelessness.62 In addition to this index, 
states were selected due to similar geographic 
and population metrics to that of New Jersey.

The State Index on Youth Homelessness’s 
methodology includes three categories: Laws 
and Policies, Systems, and Environment. Laws 
and Policies analyzes the existing legal and policy 
structures in place to combat and safeguard the 
needs of the homeless population by looking 
at aspects such as licensing and funding of 
services and criminal proceedings laws against 
homelessness. Systems examined whether states 
had larger systematic roadmaps to problems 
related to homelessness. This includes whether a 
state has a published plan to end homelessness, 
and whether that plan included children, as well 
as whether there existed a statewide council 
on homelessness. Environment refers to the 
physical, social, or economic factors that influence 
state policy related to children experiencing 
homelessness.

In this chapter, we review four states and 

territories. Washington, DC and Massachusetts 
are included as high-ranking examplesm, while 
Virginia and Pennsylvania are included as low-
ranking examples.

Washington, DC

Washington, DC ranks first in the nation in serving 
children experiencing homelessness according 
to the State Index on Youth Homelessness.63 The 
city comprises 60 school districts serving 6,380 
homeless and unaccompanied youth.64 From 
those 6,858 students facing homelessness as of 
January 2020, 108 of those were unsheltered, 
1,427 were in shelters, 318 were in hotels or 
motels, and 4,746 were doubled-up.65 All located 
within one metropolitan area, that equates to over 
65% of the total New Jersey population of youth 
facing homelessness.

DC has developed a robust data system, the 
Comprehensive Homeless Student Data Qlik 
Sense Application, to serve its student population 
experiencing homelessness.66 In 2014, the DC 
Office of the State Superintendent of Education 
(OSSE) established an agreement with DC’s 
Continuum of Care allowing the city’s Department 
of Human Services Homeless Management 
Information System to upload homeless student 
data received from the District’s service providers 
into OSSE’s State Longitudinal Education Data 
system.67 This monthly data feed is combined 
with daily homeless student demographic and 
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housing status information received from each 
liaison’s student information system, and then 
made available to identified homeless liaisons, 
data managers and Homeless Education Program 
staff in OSSE’s Comprehensive Homeless Student 
Data Qlik Sense Application.68

The data system is part of a collaborative effort 
to ensure students identified as experiencing 
homelessness by service providers and liaisons 
receive quality wraparound educational services. 
Previously, if students and parents did not self-
identify as experiencing homelessness to their 
liaison or school, they would go unidentified 
by the liaison and school, and therefore did not 
receive McKinney-Vento eligible support. This 
application permits homeless liaisons to conduct 
outreach to students and families in a sensitive 
manner and inform them of their educational 
rights and available educational resources.

In 2008 the Washington DC city council passed 
a reform law, The Housing First and Homeless 
Services Reform Amendment Act, that established 
the DC Interagency Council on Homelessness.69 
Similar to Massachusetts, another high-performing 
state according to the State Index on Youth 
Homelessness, a cross-agency council specifically 
dealing with the issues of homelessness has given 
the city council a singular location to constantly 
be exploring how to better serve this vulnerable 
population. 

Massachusetts

Composed of 431 districts serving 25,417 
homeless and unaccompanied youth, 
Massachusetts ranks fifth in serving children 

experiencing homelessness according to the 
State Index on Youth Homelessness.70 This 
ranking can be explained by several factors, 
including prioritizing migrant, military, Native 
American, and overseas students’ access to 
public education. Because there is substantial 
overlap between these populations and those 
facing homelessness, officials are primed to meet 
those students’ needs. This process has, in effect, 
expanded capacity beyond what would otherwise 
be possible. 

Massachusetts has an Interagency Council on 
Housing and Homeless, as well as a steering 
committee that advises the state on McKinney-
Vento implementation. These are the efforts 
that uncovered a meaningful overlap between 
migrant populations in the state and those who 
often experience homelessness, putting the 
Commonwealth on notice. Additionally, work 
done by the council has documented a 12-percent 
overlap between foster care and homelessness.71 
In 2018, the Council launched an action plan 
geared towards supporting unaccompanied 
youth who were experiencing homelessness. The 
goals of this program were varied, but focusing 
on improving identification of those experiencing 
homelessness, and meeting their needs wherever 
they arose.72

 
One of Massachusetts’ primary differentiating 
factors is their willingness to utilize the dispute 
resolution mechanism of McKinney-Vento.73 When 
a dispute arises regarding a students’ status as 
“experiencing homelessness,” the district enrolls 
the child in the school he or she would like to 
attend until the local educational agency liaison 
can investigate the process. While many states 
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pursue between three and five cases per year with 
varying outcomes, Massachusetts pursues three-
dozen cases per year, most often resulting in the 
child’s best interest.74

Virginia

Ranked 36th on the State Index for Youth 
Homelessness, Virginia is similar to New Jersey 
in geography and population.75 It comprises 132 
school districts serving 20,433 youth experiencing 
homelessness. From those 20,433 students, 
185 students were unsheltered, 1,937 were in 
shelters, 3,262 were in hotels/motels, and 15,059 
were doubled up.76 Particular focus is placed on 
the segment that is doubled up as it comprises 
approximately 75-percent of the total population 
experiencing homelessness in the state. The 
administration of the program is handled uniquely 
in Virginia, where the State Department of 
Education along with the College of William and 
Mary run Project HOPE, a LEA.77

Contrary to Washington, DC and Massachusetts, 
Virginia does not currently have an operating 
interagency council related to homelessness. 
However, a bill likely to be signed into law this 
session (HB 717) would convene a workgroup 
through the Department of Social Services 
in order to examine access issues relating to 
housing and health care for unaccompanied 
homeless youth.78 This can prove challenging 
when addressing systemic issues, with no proven 
whole-of-government approach available. 

Pennsylvania

Pennsylvania (PA) ranked 45th on the State Index 
for Youth Homelessness. It neighbors New Jersey 

on NJ’s western border and comprises 500 school 
districts serving 31,822 students experiencing 
homelessness.79 As of January 2020, 526 were 
unsheltered; 7,281 were living in shelters, 2,428 
were living in hotels or motels, and 21,587 were 
doubled up with friends or family.80

In 2012, the Commonwealth established the PA 
Task Force on Homeless Children’s’ Education (PA 
TFHCE) to conduct research on the demographics 
of students experiencing homelessness 
throughout Pennsylvania and their needs.81 Most 
significantly, in a report to the Governor and 
General Assembly (GA), PA TFHCE questioned 
the accuracy of homeless liaisons’ counts of 
students experiencing homelessness.82 The task 
force noted that, from 2011-2013, LEAs identified 
fewer students even though data regarding free 
and reduced lunch and child poverty increased.83 
PA TFHCE recommended that the Governor and 
GA further examine this issue.

Additionally, the PA Task Force on Homeless 
Children’s’ Education noted that, like Virginia, 
Pennsylvania does not have a state-level 
interagency council to discuss and coordinate 
the educational and social and emotional needs 
of students experiencing homelessness.84 It also 
pointed out that PA does not have statewide 
mandated program standards related to the 
development of student homelessness services.85 
TFHCE urged the Governor and GA to establish 
mechanisms that would support standardization of 
McKinney-Vento implementation in Pennsylvania 
so as to avoid limited policy coordination, 
decreased program quality, and reduced cost 
effectiveness.86
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Region III is the focus of Monarch Housing 
Associate’s larger research project with MOESC. 
This chapter will analyze the successes and 
challenges of McKinney-Vento implementation at 
the local level.

Comparing Region III to Other Regions

Region III is served by the Monmouth-Ocean 
Regional Educational Services Commission 
(MOESC). Notably, MOESC identifies more 
students experiencing homelessness in Region III 
than its northern neighboring Regions that contain 
major metropolitan areas. For example, Region I 
serves Bergen County, the most populous county 
in the state, and Region II serves the state’s first, 
second, and fourth largest cities: Newark, Jersey 
City, and Elizabeth. The majority of the state’s 
farmland is located within Region IV and Region V.87 
As a result, Region IV in particular identifies higher 
counts of students experiencing homelessness by 
county due to their large populations of migrant 
and seasonal farm workers.88

Region III and MOESC

MOESC’s Regional Director for McKinney-Vento 
collects Point-in-Time (PIT) counts from every school 
district in the region, provides training to each 
school district liaison on how to perform counts, 
maintain data inventories, and troubleshoots day-
to-day issues within districts. When interviewed 
by members of the practicum team, the MOESC 

Director provided significant insights on the 
dynamics of McKinney-Vento implementation 
and obstacles that are encountered during this 
process. The MOESC Director also produced a 
list of exemplary school district liaisons Mercer, 
Middlesex, Monmouth, and Ocean counties, from 
which we selected liaison interviewees.  

Region III Insights

All the liaisons we interviewed recognized that 
experiencing homelessness is traumatic. When 
children are displaced, “they lose more than just 
their home,” so it is paramount that liaisons employ 
a “dignity first” empathetic approach.89 Every 
liaison interviewed showed deep commitment 
to the students and families they serve. They 
understand that reintroducing stability in the form 
of the child’s educational experience can combat 
trauma. Parents will not deny services, but some 
have a difficult time declaring themselves as 
homeless.90 Many parents of children experiencing 
homelessness are single mothers experiencing 
their own form of trauma.91 It is important to 
state the significance of making each family feel 
comfortable, safe, and respected.

Onboarding  

MOESC provides tremendous support, guidance 
and resources for Region III. MOESC facilitates 
training programs, helps onboard newly 
appointed liaisons, assists with dispute mitigation 
(e.g., districts not wanting to claim and therefore 
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pay for children), and day-to-day troubleshooting. 
It is important to note the responsibilities they 
absorb, as appointed McKinney-Vento Liaisons are 
accessory to their principal positions (e.g., District 
Head Nurse or Director of School Counseling 
Services). Many of the Region III liaisons who 
we interviewed explained that the McKinney-
Vento Liaison onboarding process is ongoing 
throughout their tenures.92 It can take years for a 
liaison to build up a high-functioning support staff 
typically composed of administrators, registrars, 
counselors, and social workers. Many of the liaisons 
with decades of experience have established 
networks with other social service providers 
in the community; however, less experienced 
liaisons often have a harder time identifying these 
providers.93 A liaison from Carteret Public School 
District in Middlesex County expressed interest 
in creating a database of community resources 
surrounding her school district, such as shelters 
and food banks, that she could provide to parents 
of children experiencing homelessness during the 
initial McKinney-Vento intake.94

Record Keeping and Data Sharing

Organized and up-to-date internal record keeping 
and data sharing are extremely important facets of 
the liaison position. When a student is decidedly 
eligible to receive McKinney-Vento services, 
their status is updated, usually by the registrar, 
in the district’s school-wide student information 
system. Districts use different student information 
system programs, but their purpose is universal. 
A liaison from the New Brunswick Public School 
District in Middlesex County explained that when 
a child is enrolled in McKinney-Vento, “a symbol 
is added next to their name in the school-wide 
student information system.”95 Essential staff like 

cafeteria workers receive annual McKinney-Vento 
training so when an eligible student asks for extra 
lunch the staff accesses the school-wide student 
information system to confirm the appropriate 
symbol is next to the student’s name. The entire 
exchange is seamless and entirely noninvasive to 
the student. 

Training

According to the interviewees, training is perhaps 
the most critical component of the liaison position. 
In March 2022, the New Jersey Department of 
Education released the McKinney-Vento Training 
and Resource bundle statewide, an in-depth 
online training program designed specifically for 
the school district liaisons. The McKinney-Vento 
Essential Staff Training Program, part of the larger 
training program, is an efficient and effective 
15-minute training course that provides school 
staff with heightened awareness and capacity 
to respond to youth and children experiencing 
homelessness. Essential staff are classified 
as:  administration, teachers, counselors, early 
childhood, food service, enrollment, media and 
librarians, special education, Title I, transportation, 
and extracurriculars.96 Several of the Region 
III liaisons expressed their excitement for the 
statewide online training program, describing it 
as a “game changer.”97

Region III Major Obstacles 

Our interviewees echoed research findings that 
transportation is a major obstacle preventing 
students facing homelessness from achieving 
ideal outcomes. One stakeholder shared that 
“McKinney Vento is a house of cards, if you pull 
out transportation it all falls apart.” One of the 
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rights afforded to students under McKinney-
Vento grants eligible students transportation 
to and from school and extracurriculars, with 
the goal to prevent disruption to students’ 
education. Families dealing with homelessness 
often move frequently (e.g., district of residence 
vs. permanent district).98 In absence of a strong 
transportation network to facilitate children’s 
mobility, McKinney-Vento cannot realize its full 
potential as a policy to address homelessness. 
Coordinating transportation is expensive and 
logistically complicated.99 McKinney-Vento 
specifies that the responsibility for educating and 
transporting students experiencing homelessness 
lies with the student’s Last District of Residence 
(LDR), if the LDR is in the State of New Jersey, 
then that district should be billed for tuition of the 
student experiencing homelessness.100 As one 
liaison explained, other school districts, typically 
the student’s LDR, often choose to not comply or 
decide on their own as to the status of the child 
(e.g., displaced or not) and refuse to incur the 
costs.101 When this occurs, it causes significant 
amounts of unnecessary stress for families that 
are already dealing with so much. Additionally, 
COVID-19 exacerbated a nationwide shortage of 
drivers across industries, a hardship that continues 
to afflict school districts throughout New Jersey.102

COVID-19 

Since COVID-19 emerged in the United States 
in the spring of 2020, it has changed how the 
public education system operates. The 2020-21 
count for students experiencing homelessness 
fell in every county in Region III.103 One liaison 
attributed the count decrease to the nationwide 
moratorium on evictions that allowed families, 
who would otherwise become displaced, to stay 

in one place.104 The MOESC Director believes 
the count decrease stemmed from the lack of a 
pandemic-proof system that would enable liaisons 
to function normally during school closures. 
Every liaison discussed difficulties in processing 
McKinney-Vento eligible students and having 
to work around conducting in-person interviews 
with families and paperwork processing.105 As 
one liaison explained, “face-to-face meetings are 
very important because they help our families 
understand that liaisons are not a threat and are 
there to help. When our families know they are in 
a safe space, they are more willing to share and 
in turn we can get them the help they need.”106 
While all the students in the districts suffered, the 
McKinney-Vento student population was acutely 
impacted and displayed a poignant need for 
mental health services.107

ARP-HCY Funds 

In February 2022, Region III was awarded 
$824,107 in American Rescue Plan (ARP) funds for 
the Education of Homeless Children and Youth 
(HYC).108 One liaison envisions using the district’s 
ARP-HCY funds to hire a career and college coach 
to help students experiencing homelessness 
prepare for life after high school.109 Another 
suggested using the district’s ARP-HCY funds to 
address food security through the development 
of a take home food program.110 Using ARP-
HCY funds to address the transportation crisis 
was another recommendation.111 Lastly, one 
liaison discussed the idea of offering wraparound 
services to families. This would include mental 
health services, by assigning families their own 
homelessness liaison support person, who would 
be directly responsible for ensuring families and 
students needs are met.112
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Informed by the information and findings 
presented in the previous chapters, we designed 
a survey plan for future use and adaptation to 
better assess NJ Region III. We recommend 
implementing four individual surveys focusing 
on the barriers and knowledge of services 
authorized by the McKinney-Vento act. The target 
populations—the group of interest—for each 
survey includes:113

1. Students experiencing homelessness,
2. Parents experiencing homelessness,
3. Homeless service providers, and
4. Teachers and school administrators

Rooted in this survey plan are standards from 
national organizations and federal agencies, data 
from prior studies, and evidence-based practices 
recommended by practitioners within survey 
research.

Item Questions

This survey plan recommends utilizing specific 
item questions and elements from prior survey 
studies on the homeless population and social 
service providers. Other survey’s item questions 
have already been field tested to the target 
populations; hence, incorporating other surveys’ 
questions would be an effective method of 
reducing errors within the survey instrument. 
However, as the Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB) notes, these incorporated item 

questions inherent the flaws of the prior studies.114 

The team, furthermore, edited and added new 
questions based on noticeable trends within the 
reports.

One method that will offset some of the 
discrepancies is changing the item questions’ 
visual properties. Manipulating the visual design 
(i.e., including specific words, graphics, properties, 
numbers, and symbols) will reduce measurement 
error—discrepancies with respondents providing 
inaccurate information—and non-responses to 
particular item questions.115 In one comparative 
analysis, a survey that adopted certain visual 
techniques increased the response rate from 
55% to 96%.116 Even having physical instructions, 
indicating the sequence of the item questions, 
could obtain a higher response rate; one study 
yielded a 21% increase in respondents answering 
the question correctly with instructions in the 
questionnaire.117 View Appendix I for the list 
of survey studies used and appendix II to see a 
draft of the item questions. Incorporating a pre-
test survey method would further offset some of 
the inherited flaws and reduce the risk of various 
errors. 

Pre-Test Plan

Based on the literature and budget constraints, 
we recommend cognitive interviews as a robust 
and low-cost pre-test approach. Cognitive 
interviewing is the practice of administering the 
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survey to a subject and probing the participant’s 
thought process. OMB states that cognitive 
interviews indicate whether an item question 
captures the intended outcome and identify 
difficulties with a participant forming the 
response.118 Cognitive interviewing in survey 
design originates from the US National Research 
Council (NRC); at the time, the NRC developed 
this technique to assess a respondent’s thought 
process in answering an item question. Since its 
conception by NRC in 1983, cognitive interviews 
have been determined to be an evidence-based 
practice for survey design.119 For this survey plan, 
cognitive interviews would reduce the impact of 
measurement and nonresponse errors.

For this survey study, conducting the interviews 
with a small number of individuals will suffice.  
The cognitive interview sample should reflect the 
demographics of each survey’s target population. 

• Two students (i.e., homeless, or not) receiving the 
survey for students experiencing homelessness. 

• Two teachers or social service providers receiving 
the survey for homeless service providers and 
teachers. 

• Two internal staff members receiving the survey 
for homeless families.

These demographics are analogous to the surveys’ 
target populations; the results, therefore, would 
resemble how the actual survey participants 
process and respond to each item question. A 
sample size of six individuals, furthermore, will 
ensure the completion of the cognitive interviews 

and incorporate the findings into the plan in a 
time-efficient manner. Substituting internal staff 
for homeless adults would suffice, as conducting 
interviews with homeless adults could take time 
and resources. Based on the proposal’s timeline, 
completing these cognitive interviews should occur 
two weeks prior to the surveys’ implementation, 
with one week conducting the interviews and 
another for incorporating the findings. During the 
pre-test phase, processing the answers from the 
cognitive interviews should occur as it would assess 
the potential for processing error—discrepancies 
in the coding data from the item questions.120

Appendix II contains a draft of the item questions, 
and the cognitive interview’s protocol and cognitive 
prompts. The purpose of the cognitive prompts is 
to assess the respondent’s answers in four areas 
that are crucial to the design of the survey: (1) 
question comprehension and ease of responding; 
(2) the ability to retrieve relevant information from 
the respondent’s memory, relating to question 
choices and answers; (3) decision processing; and 
(4) response processing.121

Contact Protocol

With the homeless service providers and teachers, 
we recommend email correspondence as the 
primary mode of contact. This approach will build 
rapport between the participant and the survey 
administrator and the participants disregarding 
the initial contact. With parents and children 
experiencing homelessness, emails or letters 
provided by social services is the most appropriate 
approach. The reason is the risk of losing certain 
forms of contact with the homeless participants. 
Hence, using email or having a homeless service 
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provider give out letters to homeless individuals 
would be the most practical approach. The contact 
materials for the survey participants include three 
items. These materials’ objectives are to initiate 
contact, build rapport, and motivate participants.

Order of Contact Documents

 The first item—Supporting Statement Part A—is 
the first document sent to the sample members, 
containing the information on the study.

The study team will distribute a follow-up item—
Supporting Statement Part B—seven business 
days after the initial contact. Within this item 

contains a physical copy of the survey 
and method to submit the survey 
online.

 A week after receiving a complete 
survey, or initially after finishing an 
online survey, the study will send 
a thank you letter—Supporting 
Statement Part C_Letter [or]_Email—
to the participants.

Survey Mode

The last component to the survey plan 
is determining its mode—method 
of administering the questionnaire. 
Given the target populations consist 
of hard-to-reach units (i.e., homeless 
students and parents), incorporating 
a mixed-mode methodology—
using multiple modes (e.g., mail, 
in-person interviews, and online)—
is the recommended approach.122 
This approach will reduce coverage 
error—the discrepancy of the sample 
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not representing specific attributes of the target 
population—and non-response error—the 
discrepancy between the number of individuals in 
the sample and survey responses.123 Using a mix-
mode approach, furthermore, tailors the survey’s 
delivery and administration to the participant’s 
preference. The diagram below outlines this 
methodology:124

One practical option for homeless service providers 
and teachers is using a combination of mail and 
web-based surveys.125 Ipsos—a survey research 
firm—highlights the response rate of three survey 
studies using a mixed-mode methodology; when 
incorporating a web-based survey approach, each 
study yielded a higher response rate. One study, 

for instance, achieved approximately 175,000 
responses while offering mail questionnaires, 
yielding a 32% response rate, and web surveys, 
obtaining a 62% rate. For both the homeless 
service providers and school staff members, 
utilizing a mixed-modes method of web-based 
and mail surveys would be effective.126 The web-
based component would enable wide sample 
coverage that is cost-efficient. The mail aspect of 

the survey plan would 
allow another venue 
for participants to 
submit the survey if the 
web-mode is not their 
preferred option. The 
contact material (i.e., 
Supporting Statement 
Part B) should notify 
the participant of their 
options, with the URL 
link first asking whether 
the subject wants a mail 
questionnaire instead 
of a web-survey. 
This mixed-mode 
approach will allow 
more data collection 
from homeless services 
providers and teachers.

Regarding students 
experiencing homelessness and their parents, 
most survey studies utilized a single mode, 
often an in-person paper questionnaire. Recent 
studies, however, have discovered that the use of 
technology with youth experiencing homelessness 
has been on the rise. For example, using a sample 
of 169 youth experiencing homelessness, the 
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researchers found that 62% owned a cell phone; 
51% used cell phones to connect with friends; 41% 
to connect with their parents; 36% to call current or 
potential employers; and 85% obtained internet 
access either through their phones, libraries, 
or social service agencies.127 In another study, 
researchers interviewed 150 youth experiencing 
homelessness using smartphones, finding that 
most of the sample use their phones for social 
connectivity, locate services, and communication; 
this discovery led the researcher to recommend 
incorporating cellphones and smartphones in 
intervention strategies.128 In addition, Code For 
America (CFA)—a nonpartisan 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
addressing digital-relating issues—stated that 
“two out of every three adults with income below 
$30,000 per year own a smartphone, and 31% 
of them exclusively rely on a smartphone for 
access to the internet.”129 Hence, it is feasible to 
incorporate a mixed-mode methodology identical 
across all survey studies.

There are, however, risks in relying solely on a 
web-based survey for homeless participants. For 
instance, media outlets have documented issues 
with broadband access for students experiencing 
homelessness in congregate shelters, resulting 
in students being un-trackable by the school 
district.130 Hence, the survey plan will need to 
utilize a mixed-mode method, utilizing web 
surveys and interviews, with students experiencing 
homelessness and parents to increase the survey 
coverage and reduce non-response error.

A critical aspect of the web-based survey mode 
is that the study should be smartphone user-
friendly, meaning that typical software systems 
that require a click or use multiple pages should 

be omitted. Data scientists found an increased 
rate of non-responses with surveys requiring 
respondents that need to click to the next 
question.131 Therefore, this survey should use 
software systems, such as Google Forms, to allow 
the participant to scroll to the next question. In 
conjunction, having the interviews conducted by 
volunteer school administrators or teachers and 
social service staff would be more time-efficient 
and drain fewer resources than hiring volunteers. 
In short, implementing a mixed-mode method—
web and mail surveys for homeless service 
providers and teachers and web and face-to-face 
surveys for students experiencing homelessness 
and parents—would reduce error and increase 
the response rate.

Other Recommendations and Conclusion

There are additional aspects of this survey plan 
that merit discussion. For instance, if the sampling 
frame—list of all potential sample participants—is 
from the school, the study will need to work with 
the school district, ensuring compliance with the 
Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) 
and other regulations.132 State governments, such 
as California’s Department of Education, have 
published guidance on administering a survey 
to students experiencing homelessness. Some 
of the recommendations include notifying the 
guardian, explicitly explaining the purpose of 
the survey, avoiding homeless verification, and 
maintaining a data system of contact information 
(i.e., address, phone, and email).133 Assessing the 
privacy barriers on obtaining the survey stem is a 
critical area that needs to be addressed prior to 
implementation.
In conjunction, there are other areas to address, 

Page 29



one of which is the application of administrative 
data. The Government Accountability Office 
(GAO), for instance, recommends incorporating 
HUD-PIT standards and administering services 
while implementing the survey. With this survey 
plan, relying on administrative data to answer 
simple questions (e.g., demographics) will 
shorten the survey instrument to focus on topics 
of interest (i.e., transportation, school services, 
and knowledge of the McKinney-Vento Act).134 
Another area to consider is marketing the survey 
prior to implementation. Raising awareness of the 
study across the four counties might, theoretically, 
increase the response rate for each target 
population. The tactics and recommendations 
outlined within this survey plan will effectively 
capture the data to provide insight in NJ Region 
III.
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Our research included an extensive review of 
existing literature and policies and interviews with 
government officials, practitioners, and subject 
matter experts in New Jersey and across the 
nation. Based on this research we offer several 
recommendations related to Monarch Housing 
Associates’ goal of improving outcomes for 
students experiencing homelessness in New 
Jersey’s Region III.

Recommendation I: Enhance mobility of 
children via robust transportation network.

One of the key aspects tied closely to 
homelessness is mobility of children. In order to 
address the overall shortage of drivers discussed 
above, Region III might find it helpful to come up 
with creative recruitment and retention strategies 
for drivers such as benefits or increased pay. In 
addition to that, Region III can conduct a careful 
assessment and forecast of the number of children 
requiring transportation in the near future to line 
up the supply of drivers in a timely manner. 

For this, a state-level steering committee, as 
utilized by other high-ranking states, might prove 
helpful to address overall transportation concerns 
in terms of budget requirements, forecasting 
needs and coordination. Moreover, the state-level 
steering committee can also explore public-private 
partnerships with transportation companies such 
as Lyft and Uber to address driver shortages. 

In order to effectively manage transportation issues 
at the regional level, a regional committee can be 
notified by the state- level steering committee 
to undertake discussions and solutions on issues 
such as regionalization of drivers by McKinney-
Vento regions, route planning and coordination of 
regional level inspections, energy efficiency and 
child and safety measures. 

Recommendation II: Enhance service 
coordination by utilizing digital applications.

Several high-performing states and municipalities 
utilize digital applications to coordinate services 
among schools, care providers, and government 
agencies, as discussed earlier in this report. 
New Jersey should join their ranks through the 
implementation of a state-wide digital product 
to ensure services to children and families 
experiencing homelessness are being delivered, 
and that they are not falling through the cracks. 

Coordination among schools, shelters, and 
government agencies is a critical mechanism to 
ensure that students experiencing homelessness 
are identified and services are provided without 
relying on voluntary identification by students 
themselves. Homelessness often carries a great 
deal of stigma, and unburdening students from 
stigma that may come with self-identification can 
facilitate their receipt of the services to which they 
are legally entitled. When a student is identified 
and enters into the application process, care 

Recommendations
Chapter VII
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providers can offer their services to the identified 
children and families. This would not only include 
shelter services, but free meals programs, 
wraparound social services, and any digital 
services associated with distance learning that 
have become commonplace during COVID-19. 
Many opportunities and services exist for those 
experiencing homelessness, and this app would 
ensure that students and families facing those 
difficulties receive everything meant for them. 

Recommendation III: Reform the onboarding 
process for new liaisons, such as implementing 
online workshops and training modules.

The New Jersey Department of Education 
recently released a new virtual training program. 
Continuing to pivot towards virtual platforms, 
such as online bi-monthly workshops and monthly 
newsletters, would make training seminars and 
information more accessible for the liaisons and 
school personnel. Additionally, we recommend 
that districts have a deputy or associate liaison. 
This individual will become the primary liaison 
in the event of a vacancy. Lastly, we suggest a 
shadowing period, spanning multiple months, 
of the current liaison, as part of the onboarding 
process for the individual who will enter the role. 
This practice could retain institutional knowledge 
from the prior liaison to the new one. These three 
recommendations would better prepare new 
liaisons for their duties and responsibilities.

Recommendation IV: Advocate for a state-
level New Jersey Interagency Council on 
Children & Youth Experiencing Homelessness.

Similar to the now-defunct New Jersey Interagency 
Council on Homelessness, the focus of this 

proposed council would include, but not be limited 
to, serving the youngest people experiencing 
homelessness, with the potential for an expanded 
mission that includes addressing the root of the 
problem: housing issues. Both advocates and 
policymakers in New Jersey can look toward the 
models set by other states in order to develop 
the Garden State’s own interagency council. For 
example, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
operates an Interagency Council on Housing and 
Homelessness that hosts open meetings on a 
quarterly basis to provide the public with updates 
on their progress.135 The recently established 
Illinois Interagency Task Force on Homelessness 
even includes a Youth Homelessness Prevention 
Subcommittee to provide that population with 
special attention.136 Indeed, even the District 
of Columbia implements its own Interagency 
Council on Homelessness, forming partnerships 
with housing providers to combat homelessness 
in the city.137

Although this interagency council would include 
staff representation from each of the New Jersey’s 
various departments, commissions, and other state 
government offices, we envision core leadership 
from relevant state agencies like the Department 
of Education, the Department of Community 
Affairs, the Department of Transportation, the 
Department of Health, the Department of 
Children and Families, the Department of Human 
Services, the Office of the Attorney General and 
the Department of Corrections. 

Recommendation V: Advocate for alignment 
of federal definition of “homelessness.”

The federal definition of homelessness needs to be 
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streamlined, as the contrasting definitions make it 
difficult for programming to reach those in need, 
as siloed funding allocations are mismatched with 
the population. McKinney-Vento is managed by 
the Department of Education, while most federal 
funding for homeless programming comes 
from the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. By creating a single, uniform 
definition of homelessness across all federal 
agencies, federal funds would be able to more 
easily flow to the programs and the families that 
need them.

Recommendation VI: Strategically plan 
wraparound support services within school 
districts.

Lastly, we recommend that school districts 
work closely with liaisons to strategically plan 
wraparound support services that address 
the unique needs of students experiencing 
homelessness.

For example, increased access to free meals 
would be invaluable to students and families 
experiencing homelessness regardless of their 
school district. Due to stringent and exclusive 
eligibility requirements, not all families and 
students experiencing homelessness can enroll in 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP). To accommodate these students and 
families, in addition to participating in the 
National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, 
school districts can provide food on weekends 
and after school by collaborating with grocery 
stores, farmers’ markets, food pantries, and local 
restaurants. 

Additionally, the practicum team recommends 
that school districts integrate the social and 
emotional needs of children experiencing 
homelessness into their curricula and after-school 
programming. Art, music, and exercise activities, 
for example, can serve as stress management 
tools and opportunities to socialize with peers 
in an environment separate from living spaces. 
Having these activities available at school will 
provide a more seamless educational experience 
for students, since they will not be held at separate 
facilities that may make children experiencing 
homelessness feel isolated nor do they require 
additional transportation.
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Appendix I
List of Prior Surveys

Homelessness Survey RAND Corporation

Identification Tool for School Staff THEY

National Survey of Homeless Assistance 
Providers and Clients

US Census Bureau

Marshall High School Homeless Youth Sur-
vey

Marshall High School

Voices of Youth Count Comprehensive Re-
port: Youth Homelessness in America

H.U.D.

Student Residence Questionnaire Texas Education Agency

Surveying Local Homeless Service Providers National Alliance to End Homelessness

Helping Homeless Students Succeed in Col-
lege

California Homeless Youth Project

NAEHCY’s Staff Survey NAEHCY

Student Services Questionnaire CDE of California

Survey for Texas Homeless Liaisons on 
Youth Homelessness and Housing Instability

Texas Network of Youth Services

Voices from the Street: A survey of Homeless 
Youth by Their Peers

California Research Bureau

Park City School District Student Residency 
Questionnaire

Park City School District, UT

Navigating Homelessness and Housing 
Needs Data: Tailoring and Driving Local 
Solutions

USICH

Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System C.D.C

Appendixes
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Appendix II

Item Questions 

ITEM QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

1a. Which county do you live in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Mercer County

o   Middlesex County

o   Monmouth County

o   Ocean County

 

2a. Did you move during this school year?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

[SKIP “2b” and “2c” IF ANSWER NO]

Page 35



 

 

2b. If yes, around how many times did you move?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   1 time

o   2 times

o   3 times

o   4 or more times

 

 

2c. Are you still going to the same school at the beginning of the year?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

3a. Do you know other students who are experiencing homelessness?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]
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o   Yes

o   No

 

 

4a. In the past 30 days, how many days did you miss school?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   0 days

o   1 day

o   2 or 3 days

o   4 or 5 days

o   6 or more day

 

 

5a. What are some challenges you face at school?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.      Access to transportation to/from school

B.      Access to mental health and support services
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C.      Access to free school lunches

D.     Access to tutoring services

E.      Other: _________________________

F.       Other: ________________________

 

6a. What are some challenges you face outside of school?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.      Access to internet

B.      Suitable clothing

C.      Access to food

D.     Other: ________________________

E.      Other: ________________________

 

 

 7a. Do you know who to talk to at school on issues relating to homelessness?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes
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o   No

 

7b. Who do you think you could communicate to regarding these challenges?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.   Teachers

B. School nurses

C. Social worker/counselor

D.   Main office

E. Other: ________________________

 

 

7c. Have you ever communicated to any of these individuals?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

  [SKIP “7d.” IF ANSWER NO FOR “7c.”]
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7d. What was the experience when communicating to the 
staff member/members?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.    Very positive

B.    Positive

C.    Negative

D.   Very negative

 

8a. Please mark the top 3 school services or programs that would benefit you to succeed at 
school. 

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.   Additional transportation services 

B.   Additional social-emotional support services (i.e., mental health)

C.   Extra tutoring 

D.  Clothing Drive

E.   School Supplies

F.    Designated School Food Pantry 

G.  Other: ____________________ 
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H.  Other: ____________________ 

ITEM QUESTIONS FOR PARENTS EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

1a. Which county do you live in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.      Mercer County

B.      Middlesex County

C.      Monmouth County

D.     Ocean County

 

2a. Did you and your child/children move during this school year?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

[SKIP “2b, 2c, and 2d” IF ANSWER NO]

 2b. If yes, around how many times did you move?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]
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o   1 time

o   2 times

o   3 times

o   4 or more times: [HOW MANY TIMES: ____]

 2c. Which options best describe the cause of the move?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

o   Unemployment

o   Reduced hours at work

o   Medical bills

o   Domestic abuse

o   Eviction or foreclosure

o   Other: ______________

 

2d. Is your child/children still going to the same school at 
the start of the year?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes
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o   No

  

3a. Do you know other families experiencing homelessness in the same school system?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

4a. During the past 30 days, how many school days has your child/children missed?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   0 days

o   1 day

o   2 or 3 days

o   4 or 5 days

o   6 or more days

 

5a. Where did you stay last night?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]
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A. Shared living space with others

B. Motel or hotel

C. Emergency shelter

D. Car, campground, abandoned building, or similar public or private place

E.   Other: _____________________________________________

 

[ANSWER “5b.” IF SELECTED “A. Shared space with other persons”]

5b. Are you sharing living accommodations with another family?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

o   Residing in a homeless shelter

 

6a. Where do you plan to stay tonight?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]
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A.   Shared living space with others

B.   Motel or hotel

C.   Emergency shelter

D.  Car, campground, abandoned building, or similar public or private place

E.   Other: _________________

F.    Unknown

 

 7a. What are some obstacles that you and your child/children face at school?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.   Access to transportation to/from school

B.   Access to mental health and support services

C.   Access to free school lunches

D.  Access to tutoring services

E.   Other: _________________________

F.    Other: ________________________

 

 8a. What are some obstacles that you and your child/children face outside of school?
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[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Access to internet

B. Suitable clothing

C. Access to food

D.  Dealing housing uncertainty

E. Other: ________________________

F.  Other: ________________________

 

9a. Do you know who to talk to at school on issues relating to homelessness?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

9b. Who do you think you could communicate to regarding these challenges?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Teachers

B. School nurses
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C. Social worker/counselor

D. Main office

E. Other: ________________________

 

 

9c. Have you ever communicated to any of these individuals?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 [SKIP “9d.” IF ANSWER NO FOR “9c.”]

9d. What was the experience when communicating to the 
staff member/members?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Very positive

B.   Positive

C.   Negative
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D.  Very negative

 

10a. Please mark the top 3 school services or programs that would benefit your child/children 
to succeed at school. 

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Additional Transportation services 
B. Additional social-emotional support services
C. Extra tutoring 
D.    Clothing Drive
E.    School Supplies
F.  Designated School Food Pantry 
G.    Other: ____________________ 
H.     Other: ____________________ 

QUESTIONS FOR SCHOOL STAFF MEMBERS

1a. What county does the school you are employed at reside in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.  Mercer County
B. Middlesex County
C.  Monmouth County
D. Ocean County

 

2a. Please select the option that best describes your position.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]
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A. Classroom Teacher

B. Social Worker

C. Guidance Counselor

D. Administrator: Please specify: _____________________________

E. Other District Staff:         ______________________________________

 3a. Have you ever coordinated with the homeless liaison regarding a student that is, or you 
think is, experiencing homelessness?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

[SKIP “3b.” IF THE ANSWER IS “No”]

 

3b. What factors led you to refer the student to the homeless liaison?

[CIRCLE ALL OPTIONS THAT APPLY]

o   Poor grades

o   Tardiness
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o   Student mentioning that he/she/they are homeless

o   Other students mentioning the student being homeless

o   Lack of school supplies

o   Issues with clothing and hygiene (e.g., not matching the weather and poor condition)

o   Other: _______________________________________________________

 

 

4a. Have you participated in the new online McKinney-Vento training module from the NJ 
Department of Education?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

 

[SKIP “4b.,” “4c.,” “4d.,” and “4e.” IF ANSWER “No”]

 

4b. How informative did you find the new training module?
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[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Very informative

B.   Informative

C.   Somewhat informative

D.  Not informative at all

 

4c. How effective does this training module prepare you to identify 
students experiencing homelessness?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Very effective

B.   Effective

C.   Somewhat effective

D.  Not effective
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4d. Would you like more training on the McKinney-Vento?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

4e. What mode (i.e., method of 
communication) do you prefer for McKinney-
Vento training?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Online webinars

B.   In-person

C.   Asynchronous course

D.  Hybrid in-person-virtual

o   Other: _____________

 

 

 

5a. Please mark the top 3 school services or programs that would benefit students experiencing 
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homelessness in your school. 

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.      Additional Transportation services 

B.      Additional social-emotional support services

C.      Extra tutoring 

D.     Clothing Drive

E.      School Supplies

F.       Designated School Food Pantry 

G.     Other: ________________________________________ 

H.     Other: ________________________________________

 

6a. Students experiencing homelessness cannot attend the school that they were attending 
before they became homeless.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False
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7a. A child’s enrollment may not be delayed due to lack of proof of residency.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False

8a. Students experiencing homelessness are eligible to receive free school meals.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False 

9a. Students experiencing homelessness are not eligible to receive special tutoring services.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False

 10a. Students experiencing homelessness are eligible for special transportation services.
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[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False

QUESTIONS FOR HOMELESS SERVICE PROVIDERS

1a. What county does your organization reside in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Mercer County

B.   Middlesex County

C.   Monmouth County

D.  Ocean County

 

2a. If your organization is experiencing personnel shortages, in what areas are they occurring?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Social Workers

B. Case Management

C. Mental/Behavioral Health Specialists
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D. Physical Health Specialists

E. Housing Counselors

F.  Facility Maintenance

G. Other: ________________________

 

3a. In your opinion, what barriers inhibit your organization’s ability to provide services to youth 
experiencing homelessness?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Verifying homeless status

B. Lack of knowledge of services available

C. Inability to provide basic needs (e.g., food, clothing, and shelter)

D. Inability to communicate (Foreign born/foreign language speakers)

E.    Lack of communication with school district liaisons
F.  Other: ____________________________________

 

4a. Compared to last year, the number of homeless families seeking services at your organization 
has:

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]
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A. Increased

B. Decreased

C.   Stayed about the same

D.  Unknown

 

 5a. Compared to last year, the number of homeless individuals under the age of 18 (without a 
parent/guardian) seeking services at your organization has:

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A. Increased

B. Decreased

C. Stayed about the same

D. Unknown

 

6a. Does your organization collaborate with schools to provide services?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No
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[SKIP “6b.” IF THE ANSWER IS “No”]

 

6b. If yes, what kind of programs?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

o   Food security

o   Leadership and professional development

o   Extracurricular activities (e.g., sports, art, and music)

o   Mental health services

o   Supplies (e.g., clothing and school supplies)

o   Volunteer opportunities

o   Other: _____________________________________

 

7a. In your opinion, what school services are most important to students experiencing 
homelessness?  

[CIRCLE THREE OPTIONS] 

A. Transportation to/from school  

B. Suitable clothing 

C. Access to Internet, books, resources to complete homework  

D.    Dealing with uncertainty of housing  
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E.    Increased access to free meals

F.     Mental health services

G. Other: _____________________________________________ 
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Appendix III

Cognitive Interview

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW FOR STUDENTS EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

[START COGNITIVE INTERVIEW HERE]

Hello, my name is [NAME OF INTERVIEW]. I’m conducting a research study for [NAME OF 
ORGANIZATION]. I’m not selling anything and just need a few minutes to ask you some questions. 
Are you willing to participate in this survey study?

[CONSENT]

Thank you. Your participation is important to this study. This should only take about 10 minutes. Your 
answers are confidential and will only be reported in combination with others. Your participation is 
voluntary, you may end at any time, and you may skip questions you do not want to answer. May I ask 
the first question? [IF YES] Thanks!

 

1a. Which county do you live in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Mercer County

o   Middlesex County

o   Monmouth County

o   Ocean County

 

Page 59



2a. Did you move during this school year?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

[SKIP “2b” and “2c” IF ANSWER NO]

 

2b. If yes, around how many times did you move?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   1 time

o   2 times

o   3 times

o   4 or more times

 

2c. Are you still going to the same school at the beginning of the year?

[PLEASE SLECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes
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o   No

 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

Can reword question “2a.” in your own words?

What comes to mind with the word “move” in question 2a. and 2b.?

 

3a. Do you know other students who are experiencing homelessness?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

Can you rephrase the question in your own words?

  

4a. In the past 30 days, how many days did you miss school?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   0 days

o   1 day

o   2 or 3 days
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o   4 or 5 days

o   6 or more day

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

How hard was it to recall how many days your child missed in the last 30 days?

 

5a. What are some challenges you face at school?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.      Access to transportation to/from school

B.      Access to mental health and support services

C.      Access to free school lunches

D.     Access to tutoring services

E.      Other: _________________________

F.       Other: ________________________

 

 

6a. What are some challenges you face outside of school?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]
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A.      Access to internet

B.      Suitable clothing

C.      Access to food

D.     Other: ________________________

E.      Other: ________________________

 

7a. Do you know who to talk to at school on issues relating to homelessness?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

7b. Who do you think you could communicate to regarding these challenges?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.   Teachers

B. School nurses

C. Social worker/counselor

D.   Main office
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E. Other: ________________________

 

7c. Have you ever communicated to any of these individuals?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

  [SKIP “7d.” IF ANSWER NO FOR “7c.”]

 

7d. What was the experience when communicating to the 
staff member/members?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.    Very positive

B.    Positive

C.    Negative

D.   Very negative

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS 
●	 Was there anything confusing about this question and sub-questions?
●	 Can you reword question “9d.” in your own words?
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8a. Please mark the top 3 school services or programs that would benefit you to succeed at 
school. 

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.   Additional transportation services 

B.   Additional social-emotional support services (i.e., mental health)

C.   Extra tutoring 

D.  Clothing Drive

E.   School Supplies

F.    Designated School Food Pantry 

G.  Other: ____________________ 

H.  Other: ____________________ 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS 
●	 Was there anything unclear or confusing about this question? 
●	 Are there any answer options that you think we should include? 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW FOR PARENTS EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

[START COGNITIVE INTERVIEW]

Hello, my name is [NAME OF INTERVIEW]. I’m conducting a research study for [NAME OF 
ORGANIZATION]. I’m not selling anything and just need a few minutes to ask you some questions. 
Are you willing to participate in this survey study?

[CONSENT]
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Thank you. Your participation is important to this study. This should only take about 10 minutes. Your 
answers are confidential and will only be reported in combination with others. Your participation is 
voluntary, you may end at any time, and you may skip questions you do not want to answer. May I ask 
the first question? [IF YES] Thanks!

 

1a. Which county do you live in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.      Mercer County

B.      Middlesex County

C.      Monmouth County

D.     Ocean County

2a. Did you and your child/children move during this school year?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

[SKIP “2b, 2c, and 2d” IF ANSWER NO]

 

Page 66



2b. If yes, around how many times did you move?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   1 time

o   2 times

o   3 times

o   4 or more times: [HOW MANY TIMES: ____]

 

2c. Which options best describe the cause of the move.

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

o   Unemployment

o   Reduced hours at work

o   Medical bills

o   Domestic abuse

o   Eviction or foreclosure

o   Other: ______________

 

2d. Is your child/children still going to the same school at 
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the start of the year?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 What does eviction and foreclosure mean to you?
●	 What comes to mind with “medical bills?”
●	 Can you reword question “2a.” in your own words?
●	 What comes to mind with the word “move” in question “2a.?”

 

3a. Do you know other families experiencing homelessness in the same school system?

[PLEASE SELECT ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 Can you rephrase the question in your own words?

 

4a. During the past 30 days, how many school days has your child/children missed?
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[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   0 days

o   1 day

o   2 or 3 days

o   4 or 5 days

o   6 or more days

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 How hard was it to recall how many days your child missed in the last 

30 days?
 

5a. Where did you stay last night?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A. Shared living space with others

B. Motel or hotel

C. Emergency shelter

D. Car, campground, abandoned building, or similar public or private place

E.   Other: _____________________________________________

[ANSWER “5b.” IF SELECTED “A. Shared space with other persons”]
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5b. Are you sharing living accommodations with another family?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

o   Residing in a homeless shelter

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 Is there an option that does not match your current living conditions?
●	 Can you reword the question “5a?”
●	 Who do you consider family members in question “5b?”

 

6a. Where do you plan to stay tonight?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Shared living space with others

B.   Motel or hotel

C.   Emergency shelter

D.  Car, campground, abandoned building, or similar public or private place

E.   Other: _________________

F.    Unknown
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7a. What are some obstacles that you and your child/children face at school?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.   Access to transportation to/from school

B.   Access to mental health and support services

C.   Access to free school lunches

D.  Access to tutoring services

E.   Other: _________________________

F.    Other: ________________________

 

 

8a. What are some obstacles that you and your child/children face outside of school?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Access to internet

B. Suitable clothing

C. Access to food

D.  Dealing housing uncertainty
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E. Other: ________________________

F.  Other: ________________________

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 Is there an option that does not match any of the challenges you face?
●	 How	do	you	define	“uncertainty	housing”	with	question	“8a?”
●	 Can	you	reword	the	question	“8a?”

 

9a. Do you know who to talk to at school on issues relating to homelessness?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

9b. Who do you think you could communicate to regarding these challenges?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Teachers

B. School nurses

C. Social worker/counselor

D. Main office

E. Other: ________________________
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9c. Have you ever communicated to any of these individuals?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

  [SKIP “9d.” IF ANSWER NO FOR “9c.”]

9d. What was the experience when communicating to the 
staff member/members?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Very positive

B.   Positive

C.   Negative

D.  Very negative

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS 
●	 Was there anything confusing about this question and sub-questions?
●	 Can you reword question “9d” in your own words?

 

10a. Please mark the top 3 school services or programs that would benefit your child/children 
to succeed at school. 
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[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Additional Transportation services 
B. Additional social-emotional support services
C. Extra tutoring 
D.    Clothing Drive
E.    School Supplies
F.  Designated School Food Pantry 
G.    Other: ____________________ 
H.     Other: ____________________ 
 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS 
●	 Was there anything unclear or confusing about this question? 
●	 Are there any answer options that you think we should include? 

 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW FOR SCHOOL STAFF MEMBERS

[START COGNITIVE INTERVIEW HERE]

Hello, my name is [NAME OF INTERVIEW]. I’m conducting a research study for [NAME OF 
ORGANIZATION]. I’m not selling anything and just need a few minutes to ask you some questions. 
Are you willing to participate in this survey study?

 

[CONSENT]

Thank you. Your participation is important to this study. This should only take about 10 minutes. Your 
answers are confidential and will only be reported in combination with others. Your participation is 
voluntary, you may end at any time, and you may skip questions you do not want to answer. May I ask 
the first question? [IF YES] Thanks!
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1a. What county does the school you are employed at reside in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Mercer County

o   Middlesex County

o   Monmouth County

o   Ocean County

 

2a. Please select the option that best describes your position.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A. Classroom Teacher

B. Social Worker

C. Guidance Counselor

D. Administrator: Please specify: _____________________________

E. Other District Staff:         ______________________________________

 

3a. Have you ever coordinated with the homeless liaison regarding a student that is, or you 
think is, experiencing homelessness?
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[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

[SKIP “Xb.” IF THE ANSWER IS “No”]

 

 

3b. What factors led you to refer the student to the homeless liaison?

[CIRCLE ALL OPTIONS THAT APPLY]

o   Poor grades

o   Tardiness

o   Student mentioning that he/she/they are homeless

o   Other students mentioning the student being homeless

o   Lack of school supplies

o   Issues with clothing and hygiene (e.g., not matching the weather and poor condition)

o   Other: _______________________________________________________
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COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

●	  Can you rephrase the question in your own words?
●	 What are some examples of other students “mentioning” that come to 

mind?
●	 What does the word “coordinate” mean to you?

 

4a. Have you participated in the new online McKinney-Vento training module from the NJ 
Department of Education?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No

 

 

[SKIP “4b.,” “4c.,” and “4d.” IF ANSWER “No”]

 

 

4b. How informative did you find the new training module?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Very informative
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B.   Informative

C.   Somewhat informative

D.  Not informative at all

 

4c. How effective does this training module prepare you to identify 
students experiencing homelessness?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Very effective

B.   Effective

C.   Somewhat effective

D.  Not effective

 

 

4d. Would you like more training on the McKinney-Vento?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No
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4e. What mode (i.e., method of 
communication) do you prefer for McKinney-
Vento training?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A.   Online webinars

B.   In-person

C.   Asynchronous course

D.  Hybrid in-person-virtual

o   Other: _____________

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 Was there anything unclear or confusing about question 4 and its 

sub-questions?
●	 How	do	you	define	an	Asynchronous	course?
●	 Are there any answer options that you think we should include?

 
 

5a. Please mark the top 3 school services or programs that would benefit students experiencing 
homelessness in your school. 

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A.   Additional Transportation services 

B.   Additional social-emotional support services
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C.   Extra tutoring 

D.  Clothing Drive

E.   School Supplies

F.    Designated School Food Pantry 

G.  Other: ________________________________________ 

H.     Other: ________________________________________

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 Was there anything unclear or confusing about this question?
●	 Are there any answer options that you think we should include?

 

6a. Students experiencing homelessness cannot attend the school that they were attending 
before they became homeless.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 Was there anything unclear or confusing about this question?

 

7a. A child’s enrollment may not be delayed due to lack of proof of residency or other documents.
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[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS
●	 What are some examples of “proof of residency” referred to in this 

question?
 

8a. Students experiencing homelessness are eligible to receive free school meals.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

●	 Was there anything unclear or confusing about this question?

 

9a. Students experiencing homelessness are not eligible to receive special tutoring services.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False
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10a. Students experiencing homelessness are eligible for special transportation services.

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   True

o   False

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW FOR HOMELESS SERVICE PROVIDERS

[START COGNITIVE INTERVIEW HERE]

Hello, my name is [NAME OF INTERVIEW]. I’m conducting a research study for [NAME OF 
ORGANIZATION]. I’m not selling anything and just need a few minutes to ask you some questions. 
Are you willing to participate in this survey study?

 

[CONSENT]

Thank you. Your participation is important to this study. This should only take about 10 minutes. Your 
answers are confidential and will only be reported in combination with others. Your participation is 
voluntary, you may end at any time, and you may skip questions you do not want to answer. May I ask 
the first question? [IF YES] Thanks!

 

1a. What county does your organization reside in?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Mercer County
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o   Middlesex County

o   Monmouth County

o   Ocean County

 

2a. If your organization is experiencing personnel shortages, in what areas are they occurring?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

o   Social Workers

o   Case Management

o   Mental/Behavioral Health Specialists

o   Physical Health Specialists

o   Housing Counselors

o   Facility Maintenance

o   Other: __________

 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

●	 Were there any issues answering this question?
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3a. In your opinion, what barriers inhibit your organization’s ability to provide services to youth 
experiencing homelessness?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

A. Verifying homeless status

B. Lack of knowledge of services available

C. Inability to provide basic needs (e.g., food, clothing, and shelter)

D. Inability to communicate (Foreign born/foreign language speakers)

E.    Lack of communication with school district liaisons
F.  Other: ____________________________________

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

●	 Can you rephrase the question in your own words?

●	 Were there any issues answering this question?

 

4a. Compared to last year, the number of homeless families seeking services at your organization 
has:

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A. Increased

B. Decreased

C.   Stayed about the same
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D.  Unknown

 

 

5a. Compared to last year, the number of homeless individuals under the age of 18 (without a 
parent/guardian) seeking services at your organization has:

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

A. Increased

B. Decreased

C. Stayed about the same

D. Unknown

 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

●	 What is the key difference with the last two questions?

 

6a. Does your organization collaborate with schools to provide services?

[CIRCLE ONE OPTION]

o   Yes

o   No
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[SKIP “6b.” IF THE ANSWER IS “No”]

 

6b. If yes, what kind of programs?

[CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY]

o   Food security

o   Leadership and professional development

o   Extracurricular activities (e.g., sports, art, and music)

o   Mental health services

o   Supplies (e.g., clothing and school supplies)

o   Volunteer opportunities

o   Other: _____________________________________

 

 

 

7a. In your opinion, what school services are most important to students experiencing 
homelessness?  

[CIRCLE THREE OPTIONs] 

H. Transportation to/from school  

I.   Suitable clothing 
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J.   Access to Internet, books, resources to complete homework  

K.    Dealing with uncertainty of housing  

L.    Increased access to free meals

M.   Mental health services

N. Other: _____________________________________________ 

COGNITIVE INTERVIEW PROMPTS

●	 Can you reword the question?
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Appendix IV

Contact Material 

[Supporting Statement Part, A] 
 
[MONTH] [DAY], [YEAR] 
 
Name 
Street 
City, State Zip 
 
 
Dear [NAME], 
I am writing to ask for your help in a study that is being conducted jointly with Monarch Housing 
Associates LLC. The agency is looking to understand trends in the homeless youth/student population. 
Within the next 7-10 business days, you will be receiving a request to participate in this study by 
answering questions.  

You will receive both a physical survey in the mail, as well as an invitation to complete the survey 
online. You may choose to complete either the survey online or return via mail.  

The survey will take no more than 10-15 minutes of your time.   

My colleagues, [INSERT NAME], [INSERT NAME], and I are working with Monmouth Ocean Education 
Commission to complete this study and provide the Commission with insight into the homeless service 
providers within your county. Your participation in this survey is entirely voluntary. Your answers will 
remain confidential, and all results will be reported in a way that will not allow any individual to be 
identified. Should you have any questions or concerns, you may contact me, [INSERT NAME]at [INSERT 
EMAIL ADDRESS] or 732-000-000. 
We are not able to complete this research without the generous and gracious assistance of people like 
you.

Sincerely, 
[INSERT NAME] 
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[Supporting Statement Part, B] 
 
[MONTH] [DAY], [YEAR] 
 
Name 
Street 
City, State Zip 
 
 
Dear [NAME], 

Last week, we mailed you a letter to ask for your help in completing a survey to assist the Monmouth 
Ocean Education Commission. 

If you have already completed the questionnaire, please accept our sincere thanks.  If not, we 
respectfully request that you complete and return the questionnaire as soon as possible. You may also 
take the questionnaire online via access code: XXXX.  

If you did not receive a questionnaire, or if you have any questions, please contact us by phone at XXX-
XXX-XXX or by email at [EMAIL ADDRESS]. 
 
We are grateful for your help with this important study. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

[INSERT NAME] 
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[Supporting Statement Part, C_Email] 
 
From: [INSERT NAME] [[INSERT EMAIL ADDRESS]  
Sent: [DAY], [MONTH] [DATE], [YEAR], [TIME]  
To: First Last [fl@gmail.com] 
 
Subject: Thank you - Monarch Housing Associates Survey Study 
 
Dear [NAME], 
 
I am reaching out to thank you for participating in the Monarch Housing Associates Survey Study. Your 
response has been invaluable to us and this study.  
 
Thank you again for your contribution. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
[INSERT NAME] 
Consultant 
Monarch Housing Associates 
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[Supporting Statement Part, C_Letter] 
 
[MONTH] [DAY], [YEAR] 
 
Name 
Street 
City, State Zip 
 
 
Dear [NAME], 
 
I am reaching out to thank you for participating in the Monarch Housing Associates Survey Study.  Your 
response has been invaluable to us and this study.  

Thank you again for your contribution. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
[INSERT NAME] 
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