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November 3, 2017 
 

The Honorable Bill de Blasio 

Mayor of the City of New York 

City Hall 

New York, NY 10007 
 

The Honorable Carmen Fariña 

Chancellor, New York City Department of Education 

52 Chambers Street 

New York, NY 10007 
 

Dear Mayor de Blasio and Chancellor Fariña: 
 

On behalf of Advocates for Children of New York and Citizens’ Committee for Children of New 

York, we are writing to urge the City to appoint high-level leadership and expand staffing to 

strengthen the education of students who are homeless.  High-level leadership and appropriate 

staffing are critical to driving and managing system-wide changes to improve attendance and 

educational outcomes for the growing number of students in temporary housing. 
 

We recommend that the City: 

1. Appoint a DOE Deputy Chancellor for Highly Mobile Students 

2. Hire DOE Field Support Center Directors for Highly Mobile Students 

3. Expand and Baseline the DOE Bridging the Gap School-Based Social Worker Program 

4. Hire DOE Social Workers to Work at Shelters 

5. Spearhead a Coordinated Attendance Effort 

6. Integrate Education Information into the PATH Intake Process 

7. Improve Access to Special Education Services  

8. Enhance Efforts to Increase Access to Early Childhood Education 

9. Continue to Improve Transportation 

10. Target Expansion of Community Schools to Schools with Disproportionate Numbers of 

Students in Shelters 

11. Place Children in Shelters in their Communities 
We describe these recommendations in the attached document.  
 

Over the past five years, the number of students in temporary housing in NYC schools has increased 

by 50 percent. Given this increase and the scope of the barriers to academic success these students 

face, a sustained effort with high-level leadership and an infusion of resources, including more social 

workers, is necessary.  We would like to meet with your staff to discuss these recommendations. 
 

Respectfully, 

     
Kim Sweet     Jennifer March 

Executive Director    Executive Director 

Advocates for Children of New York  Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York 

(212) 822-9514/ ksweet@afcnyc.org   (212) 673-1800/ jmarch@cccnewyork.org  

mailto:ksweet@afcnyc.org
mailto:jmarch@cccnewyork.org
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVING SCHOOL ACCESS AND SUCCESS 

FOR STUDENTS IN TEMPORARY HOUSING 

 

Background 
In 2016-2017, 104,088 students in New York City schools were identified as homeless. If these 

students made up their own school district, it would be one of the thirty largest districts in the 

nation, with twice the number of students as the entire Boston public school system. 

 

In New York City, students in temporary housing have worse educational outcomes than their 

permanently housed peers across a number of measures. Outcomes are particularly bleak for 

students living in New York City shelters—38,000 students in 2016-2017. For example, during 

the 2015-2016 school year, 53% of students living in shelters were absent on 20 or more school 

days—missing the equivalent of one month of school, only 15% of third through eighth grade 

students living in shelters scored proficiently in reading and only 12% scored proficiently in 

math, and 10% of middle and high school students living in shelters were suspended from 

school. 

 

Recent Accomplishments 

We appreciate the considerable steps that the City has taken over the past few years to help 

students living in shelters, including offering yellow bus service to every kindergarten through 

sixth grade student and every seventh and eighth grade student with an IEP living in shelter; 

launching an interagency task force that has worked to increase pre-K enrollment among 

children living in shelters; offering a pre-K seat this year to every four-year-old child living in 

shelter whether or not the family applied; investing $10.3 million per year to support students 

living in shelters including funding for 43 Bridging the Gap social workers in schools and after-

school literacy programs at shelters; and initiating a pilot to provide additional support to 

students in temporary housing in 22 community schools. 

 

To ensure that these initiatives have broader impact and that the remaining gaps in services are 

addressed, more work must be done to support students in temporary housing.  

 

Next steps: Recommendations  

As the DOE considers how to address the needs of students who are homeless, we offer the 

following recommendations. 

 

1. Appoint a Deputy Chancellor for Highly Mobile Students: Given the size of the 

population of students in temporary housing and the tremendous need for support, the DOE 

should appoint a Deputy Chancellor for Highly Mobile Students. The Deputy Chancellor 

should be responsible for the education of students in temporary housing, as well as students 

in foster care. With respect to students in temporary housing, the responsibilities should 

include: 

 Developing a strategic plan to better serve students in temporary housing and improve 

educational outcomes. 

 Coordinating with the Department of Social Services and other agencies outside the DOE 

to support students in temporary housing. 
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 Coordinating with the various divisions within the DOE to support students in temporary 

housing. 

 Working across agencies and DOE divisions to develop and implement policies and plans 

to better serve students in temporary housing including: 

o Increasing attendance using a targeted, data-driven, strengths-based approach. 

o Creating a menu of academic interventions and social-emotional support 

accessible to students in temporary housing and a plan for identifying students in 

need of additional support and connecting them with these resources. 

o Streamlining transportation to ensure students can get to school as quickly as 

possible when they become homeless or change temporary housing locations. 

o Strengthening access to timely special education evaluations and services and 

support for English Language Learners. 

o Strengthening access to gifted and talented programs, specialized programs, and 

high-performing schools.  

o Increasing participation in early childhood education programs. 

o Strengthening access to post-secondary options, including college and career 

opportunities. 

 Evaluating programs for students in temporary housing and setting and measuring key 

metrics including attendance, school stability/school transfers, reading and math 

proficiency, grade retention, graduation rates, suspensions, rate of completion of the 

special education evaluation process, receipt of mandated special education services, 

early childhood education participation, and college enrollment. 

 Overseeing the DOE’s Students in Temporary Housing program, including DOE staff 

focused on serving students in temporary housing at Field Support Centers, schools, and 

shelters. 

 

The Deputy Chancellor’s office should be sufficiently staffed to ensure capacity for these 

responsibilities and, at a minimum, should include dedicated staff for policy, data 

analysis, and program development and evaluation. 

 

2. Hire Field Support Center Directors for Highly Mobile Students: While each DOE Field 

Support Center has a Director for Special Education and a Director for English Language 

Learners, as well as a team of staff members focused on special education and a team of staff 

members focused on English Language Learners, the Field Support Centers currently have 

no staff focused on students in temporary housing or students in foster care. Each Field 

Support Center should have a Director for Highly Mobile Students and a cadre of 

professionals focused on these students, including social work supervisors to supervise the 

school-based and shelter-based social workers. With respect to students in temporary 

housing, the responsibilities of the Field Support Center staff should include: 

 Supporting schools in serving students in temporary housing. 

 Supervising the school-based and shelter-based DOE social workers. 

 Developing and delivering professional development for DOE social workers and other 

DOE staff. 

 Communicating policies and procedures related to students in temporary housing to their 

schools. 
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 Resolving cases where students in temporary housing have experienced barriers related to 

enrollment, transportation, and full participation in school. 

 Tracking data related to students in temporary housing and using such data to ensure that 

school-based and shelter-based staff better target services and to help enhance the 

effectiveness of those services. 

 

3. Expand DOE Bridging the Gap Social Worker Program at Schools: The City should 

strengthen and expand the “Bridging the Gap” program, which places social workers at 

schools with high populations of students living in shelters. The City has taken an important 

step by funding 43 social workers to work with students living in shelters at elementary 

schools with high numbers of these students. However, the City has not baselined the funding 

for these social workers, putting the continuation of the program in jeopardy. Furthermore, 

more than 150 schools serve a population in which 10 percent or more of the students live in 

shelter, and most of these schools do not yet have a Bridging the Gap social worker. 

 

The City should provide long-term funding for at least 100 Bridging the Gap social 

workers to serve these schools and at least five Bridging the Gap social worker 

supervisors. The DOE should set clear expectations for these social workers and provide 

professional development and high-quality supervision. These social workers should: 

 Track the school’s students living in shelters and identify students who need additional 

support.  

 Use strengths-based and trauma-informed approaches to address the needs of students 

and their families to combat chronic absenteeism and improve student performance. 

 Connect students with supports such as academic intervention services and mental health 

services. 

 Help students and families navigate the school system, including school enrollment, 

attendance, transportation, school applications, special education services, school 

suspensions, and early childhood education.  

 

4. Place DOE Social Workers at Shelters: In addition to placing social workers in schools 

with high concentrations of students living in shelters, it is important to have qualified, 

trained professionals on the ground at the City’s shelters who can address barriers to school 

access and school success. Many children will attend schools that do not have a Bridging the 

Gap social worker, and social workers based at shelters can work more closely with parents. 

Currently, there are approximately 117 DOE Family Assistants who work in shelters and are 

primarily responsible for conducting intakes with families, giving basic information about 

education, and distributing MetroCards. The Family Assistants are not required to have a 

college degree or any formal training in social work or education. They are not a substitute 

for trained social workers who could provide the social-emotional support and advocacy that 

this population needs. 

 

Given all of the challenges faced by students living in shelters, the DOE should hire 

shelter-based social workers to provide intensive case management focused on 

children’s education. At a minimum, as Family Assistants leave their positions, the DOE 

should replace them with social workers and, as new shelters open, the DOE should hire 

social workers instead of Family Assistants to work there. Using a strengths-based, family-
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centered, trauma-informed approach, these social workers should help students and families 

address barriers to education and navigate the school system, including enrollment, 

attendance, transportation, school applications, special education services, school 

suspensions, and early childhood education. 

 

5. Spearhead a Coordinated Attendance Effort: Given the rates of chronic absenteeism 

among students living in shelters, the Deputy Chancellor should spearhead a coordinated, 

interagency effort to increase attendance. The City should use a data-driven approach that 

tasks key staff with generating and disseminating regular attendance reports and tasks key 

staff at schools and shelters with monitoring the attendance of students living in shelters and 

supporting students and their families to improve school attendance. Schools and shelters 

should use a strengths-based approach that rewards success (e.g., ice cream parties for 

children with perfect attendance for the month) and borrows from other successful initiatives 

to improve attendance, such as those being used in community schools. 

 

6. Integrate Education Information into the PATH Intake Process: The Deputy Chancellor 

should work with the Department of Social Services to ensure that all families receive 

information about their options regarding education when they apply for shelter at PATH. 

When families enter shelter, they need information about their options to keep their children 

in their original school or transfer them to a school in their new neighborhood and 

information about transportation services. Furthermore, New York State law requires local 

social service districts to assist parents in choosing a school within two business days of 

shelter entry. Given the number of families who are being placed in hotels or other facilities 

with no DOE staff on site, it is imperative to incorporate this discussion into the PATH 

intake process. Recently, more than 100 families per day have applied for shelter at PATH.  

However, currently, only two DOE staff members work at PATH (with a third on the way), 

and they are not there late at night or on weekends. Furthermore, no other PATH staff is 

tasked with sharing school selection and school transportation information with families. As 

a result, for most families, education is not addressed at PATH. Not knowing where their 

children can go to school or how to get there can be extremely stressful for families and can 

lead to a gap in school attendance, especially because it takes 3-5 weeks to get busing 

arranged. 

 

Every family who participates in the shelter intake process at PATH should meet with a staff 

member trained in education who can share information about school selection options and 

transportation. The staff member can also help to identify, triage, and address cases in which 

there will be barriers to school attendance (e.g., a parent with a disability who will not be 

able to transport her young child to school before bus service begins). 

 

7. Improve Access to Special Education Services: Students who are homeless often 

experience barriers to getting timely special education evaluations and services. Research 

shows that students who are homeless receive IEPs later than permanently housed students, 

missing out on services during the early years when they could be most beneficial. 

Furthermore, in the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 school years, only 35 NYC children identified 

as homeless were receiving preschool special education services. The Deputy Chancellor 
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should launch a plan and build upon initial efforts at the DOE to develop protocols to address 

these barriers. 

 

8. Enhance Efforts to Increase Access to Early Childhood Education: The City has made 

impressive efforts to increase pre-K enrollment among children living in shelters, using a 

data-driven, interagency, targeted approach. The City should build on these efforts to 

increase participation in early childhood education programs among children living in 

shelters by:  

 Continuing its efforts to increase enrollment in Pre-K for All since around 40 percent of 

four-year-old children living in shelters are not yet enrolled. 

 Replicating the City’s successful pre-K outreach efforts to increase access to other high-

quality early childhood education programs, such as 3-K, Head Start, and EarlyLearn for 

children younger than four years old. We are pleased that the City has started this work. 

 Changing the eligibility rules to make all children who are homeless eligible for 

EarlyLearn. Currently, not all children who are in shelters are eligible for EarlyLearn. 

 Ensuring that shelter-based social workers receive training in how to conduct 

developmental screenings of young children, the requirements to refer young infants and 

toddlers suspected of having developmental delays or disabilities to the Early 

Intervention program, the preschool special education process, and best practices for 

supporting families in applying to and enrolling their children in high-quality early 

childhood education programs. 

 

9. Continue to Improve Transportation: The City should continue to improve transportation 

for students living in shelters. In January 2016, the City made a landmark improvement for 

students living in shelters when it began offering yellow bus service to kindergarten through 

sixth grade students, as well as seventh and eighth grade students with IEPs, living in 

shelters, removing a significant barrier to school stability for these students. This important 

policy should be memorialized through Chancellor’s Regulations.  In addition, the Deputy 

Chancellor should work with the City to explore ways of continuing to improve 

transportation for students living in shelters, including the following recommendations: 

 Provide busing for students in conditional shelter placements: When families go to 

PATH, they are first placed in conditional shelter placements while a shelter eligibility 

determination is pending. They often have to apply multiple times for shelter.  Under the 

City’s current policy, students living in shelters are not routed for yellow bus 

transportation until the family has been found eligible for shelter, which usually takes 3-5 

weeks.  During this time, children are frequently absent from school. The City can 

minimize such absences by providing yellow bus service during these conditional shelter 

placements. When families are found eligible for shelter, they typically remain in the 

same shelter where they had already been placed conditionally. Therefore, there would be 

no need to re-route these students.   

 Ensure that there are clear written protocols for arranging busing for students in 

temporary housing that detail: 1) the process for arranging busing for students in 

Department of Homeless Services shelters, Domestic Violence shelters, and Housing 

Preservation and Development shelters; 2) the roles and expectations for school-based 

and shelter-based staff with regard to arranging busing; and 3) how to troubleshoot cases 

where busing is not promptly arranged. These protocols should be discussed with the 
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agencies overseeing the various shelter systems, and staff at the shelters should be trained 

on these protocols. 

 Provide busing for Pre-K/3-K students: The City should make yellow bus service 

available to 3-K and Pre-K for All students living in shelters to help ensure they can stay 

in their early childhood education programs when they enter or transfer shelters. At a 

minimum, the City should start by allowing 3-K and Pre-K for All students to take a 

yellow bus when there is an existing route from the shelter to the school. 

 Provide monthly MetroCards to parents: The City should provide monthly MetroCards, 

instead of weekly MetroCards, to parents accompanying their children in temporary 

housing to and from school so that families do not have to travel to DOE offices each 

week to get MetroCards. 

 

10. Target Expansion of Community Schools to Schools with Disproportionate Numbers of 

Students in Shelters: Given that community schools offer an array of services that can be 

particularly beneficial to students and families living in shelters, the DOE should target any 

expansion of community schools to schools with disproportionate populations of these 

students. 

 

11. Place Children in Shelters in their Communities: The DOE, under the leadership of the 

proposed Deputy Chancellor, and the Department of Social Services should work 

collaboratively to:  

 Develop a plan to increase the percentage of children placed in shelters within their 

community school district of origin so that they can stay in their schools without long 

commutes. 

 Develop a plan to avoid placing children in hotels, which lack the support services 

children need and often require students to endure long commutes to school. 

 Implement a transparent process where parents can request and receive shelter transfers 

to facilities closer to their children’s schools, subject to availability of appropriate shelter 

placements, in situations where initial shelter placements in the community school district 

of origin are not possible. Such shelter transfers should be made available for families in 

conditional shelter placements as well as for families who have been found eligible for 

shelter.  


