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Good morning.  My name is Stephanie Gendell and I am the Associate Executive Director for 

Policy and Advocacy at Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York (CCC).  CCC is a 74-

year-old independent, multi-issue child advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring every New 

York child is healthy, housed, educated and safe.   

 

I would like to thank General Welfare Chair Stephen Levin, Education Chair Danny Dromm and 

all of the members of the General Welfare and Education Committees for holding today’s 

oversight hearing on support for homeless students.  In addition, we thank Council Members 

Crowley, Salamanca and Levin for introducing 572-2014, 1497-2017, and 1714-2017 

respectively, as well as all of the co-sponsors of these pieces of legislation.  We greatly 

appreciate the City Council taking a closer look at the education of New York City’s homeless 

children and taking steps to improve outcomes for these students. 

 

The situation for families with children in the shelter system remains dire.  Last week, there were 

over 23,000 children living in the DHS shelter system and over 2,500 homeless children in the 

other city shelter systems.  Homeless families with children comprise nearly 70% of the City’s 

shelter system.  Many of these families needed to apply for shelter eligibility numerous times, 

cycling through PATH intake, before being found eligible for shelter.  Once found eligible, these 

families remain in shelter for an average of over 413 days- well over a year. Only half of the 

families in shelter are even placed in Tier II shelters that were created to provide shelter to 

homeless families, with the remaining families living in cluster sites and hotels.  Many families 

are placed far from their communities of origin, including jobs, schools, child care, health care, 

child welfare preventive service programs, families and other support systems. 

 

We know that housing instability causes stress and trauma for families and children.  The data 

and research on the experiences of homeless children paint a disturbing picture regarding the 

well-being of the record numbers of homeless children, even in the best of circumstances.  

Homelessness creates risks to the physical and emotional well-being and educational success of 

children.  For example, children experiencing homelessness have an increased risk of illness 

compared to children who are not homeless: they suffer from four times as many respiratory 

infections, five times as many gastrointestinal infections, and twice as many ear infections.1  

Additionally, they are four times as likely to suffer from asthma and have high rates of asthma-

related hospitalizations.2  Homeless children also suffer disproportionately from food insecurity, 

as they are twice as likely to go hungry as non-homeless children, and, due to these nutritional 

deficiencies they are at an increased risk of obesity.3 

 

Being homeless has also been demonstrated to be harmful to children’s emotional well-being. 

Homelessness causes traumatic disruptions in the lives of children, who, in addition to losing 

their homes, experience loss of their friends and community, sense of security, routines, 

possessions, and privacy.4  Homelessness also makes families more vulnerable to other forms of 

                                                           
1 The National Center on Family Homeless, The Characteristics and Needs of Families Experiencing Homelessness, 

Dec. 2011. Available at: http://www.familyhomelessness.org/media/306.pdf.  
2 Id. 
3 Id. 
4 The National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Facts on Trauma and Homeless Children, 2005, at page 2. 

Available at: 

http://www.nctsnet.org/nctsn_assets/pdfs/promising_practices/Facts_on_Trauma_and_Homeless_Children.pdf 

http://www.familyhomelessness.org/media/306.pdf
http://www.nctsnet.org/nctsn_assets/pdfs/promising_practices/Facts_on_Trauma_and_Homeless_Children.pdf
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trauma, such as witnessing violence, physical or sexual assault, and abrupt separation from 

family members.5   

 

The impact of homelessness can also be devastating to a child’s education because it often 

causes disruptions that impact their attendance and academic performance. For many children in 

shelter, however, school and early education programs could provide a structural consistency in 

their lives; however, students in NYC homeless shelters have the highest rates of absenteeism.6 

In school year 2013-2014, only 34.3% of homeless children had “good attendance”, as compared 

to 73.5% of the students not in temporary housing.7  This data are from a school year when 

approximately 65.4% of families found eligible for shelter were placed in the borough where the 

youngest child attended school,8 but this key city benchmark has worsened. 

 

Despite a policy to place homeless families in the borough where the youngest child was 

attending school, the most recent Mayor’s Management Report shows that in Fiscal Year 2017 

DHS only accomplished this for 50.4% of families.  This is down from 51.8% in FY16, 52.9% in 

FY15, 65.4% in FY14, 70.5% in FY13 and is well off the target of 85%.9  Please note that this 

measurement is merely about the BOROUGH of origin, as even when a family is placed in the 

same borough it could be far from the school of origin.  As outlined in tremendous detail in the 

IBO’s October 2016 report, Not Reaching the Door, homeless children struggle to get to school 

and are often chronically absent.10  This is causing irreparable harm to children. 

 

CCC appreciates both the complexity and the magnitude of the family homelessness crisis in 

New York City.  We know that the de Blasio administration has made significant investments in 

addressing the crisis including creating the LINC rental assistance program, expanding 

HomeBase and legal services to prevent eviction, adding social workers to Tier II shelter sites, 

and committing to create 90 new shelters so that cluster sites and hotels can be phased out and 

families can be placed in their home borough when safe and appropriate. 

 

The magnitude of the family homelessness crisis and the devastating impact it can have on 

children is what led CCC to partner with Enterprise and New Destiny to co-convene a Family 

Homelessness Task Force (FHTF).  Together, with about 40 other organizations, we 

brainstormed recommendations to promote and enhance the well-being of homeless families and 

those at risk of becoming homeless.  Our report and recommendations focused on a number of 

                                                           
5 Id. 
6 In 2013-2014 school year, 31.9% of students in shelters were chronically absent (absent 10-20% of the school year) and an 

additional 33.9% were severely chronically absent (absent > 20% of the school year).  Independent Budget Office, Not Reaching 

the Front Door:  Homeless Students Face May Hurdles on the Way to School.  October 2016.  

http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf.  

Fiscal Year 2014 Mayor’s Management Report, Department of Homeless Services.  

http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2014/2014_mmr.pdf 
7 “Good attendance” is absent less than 10% of the school year.  Independent Budget Office, Not Reaching the Front Door:  

Homeless Students Face May Hurdles on the Way to School.  October 2016.  http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-

the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf 
8 http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2016/dhs.pdfId.  
9 Mayor’s Management Report Fiscal Year 2017, Department of Homeless Services.  

http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2017/dhs.pdf  
10 Independent Budget Office.  Not Reaching the Door:  Homeless Students Face Many Hurdles on the Way to 

School.  October 2016.  http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-

hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf  

http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf
http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2014/2014_mmr.pdf
http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf
http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf
file:///C:/Users/sgendell.CCCNEWYORK/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/BK0VJFL2/Id
http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2017/dhs.pdf
http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf
http://www.ibo.nyc.ny.us/iboreports/not-reaching-the-door-homeless-students-face-many-hurdles-on-the-way-to-school.pdf
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key issues, including education for homeless students.  This testimony includes the relevant 

recommendations from the Task Force report.11 

 

In short, we are urging the City to reorient the shelter system and the education system to 

be more proactive about helping homeless families with school-aged children. For the most 

part, these children are New York City public school children and the school system must 

redouble its efforts to ensure these children are both getting to school and then having their 

needs met so that they are able to learn. 

 

There are several systemic barriers to educational continuity for homeless children. For many, 

the most significant issue impacting school attendance is placement in a shelter far from the 

school they were attending before entering the shelter system. Resolving this placement issue, 

through the Mayor’s long term plan (Turning the Tide) will go a long way toward helping many 

families and will make the transportation arrangement tasks more manageable for City staff. 

 

Unfortunately, this will take time. Additional systemic issues include:  

• Many staff assisting homeless families with educational issues do not work evenings, 

weekends or summer months. This includes both staff at the PATH intake center and 

DOE Students in Temporary Housing (STH) Family Assistants helping families placed in 

shelters. 

• Few families are informed of their right to keep children in their school of origin, or 

about the availability of transportation, how to arrange it, and who can help them, when 

they first enter the shelter system.12  

• The Department of Education (DOE) provides bus service only for K – 6 students who 

have been found eligible for shelter. This does not cover students during the ten-day 

conditional approval period (or longer, if the family must apply for shelter more 

than once).13  In fact, the transportation arrangement process does not begin until after 

the family is found eligible. 

• Bus service is not available to children in prekindergarten, middle school or high school 

(unless the child has a special need). 

• While bus service is being arranged, families can request a weekly MetroCard from the 

DOE Family Assistant, at their shelter placement, or at a DOE borough office, but these 

already stretched parents must return each week to get a new card. 

• There are not nearly enough staff on-site at shelters to support families with educational 

issues. There are approximately 115 DOE STH Family Assistants and eight DOE STH 

Content Experts helping parents troubleshoot education issues for over 23,000 school-

aged children in temporary housing. These staff do not work during the summer, even 

though there is often an increase in families entering the shelter system in the summer 

months, and their assistance is particularly necessary prior to the start of the school year.   

                                                           
11 Prioritizing Homeless Children and Their Families (2017)).  https://www.cccnewyork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Family-

Homelessness-Task-Force-Recommendations-Full-Report-June-2017-FINAL.pdf  
12 The Department of Education currently has two staff members assigned to PATH, but neither works at night, on weekends, or 

during the summer.  We believe Int. 1714-2017, which creates an educational continuity unit at PATH intake, will go a long way 

towards addressing this issue.  CCC’s support for this legislation is discussed later in the testimony. 
13 For most families, the conditional approval process lasts 3-5 weeks. 

https://www.cccnewyork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Family-Homelessness-Task-Force-Recommendations-Full-Report-June-2017-FINAL.pdf
https://www.cccnewyork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Family-Homelessness-Task-Force-Recommendations-Full-Report-June-2017-FINAL.pdf
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• There is no strong management, accountability structure, or feedback mechanism for 

these staff, often leaving them struggling to resolve issues for families, or unaware of the 

education-related issues with which families in shelter are contending. Without a 

formalized management structure, there is no quality assurance/improvement mechanism 

nor manager focused on addressing systemic change for repeat barriers. 

 

Recommendations: 

• Make the educational success of homeless students a city priority. 

Ensuring that New York City’s homeless school children are receiving the education they 

need and deserve will require a multi-agency commitment, led by DOE.  Issues related to 

shelter placement, transportation, IEP service continuity, and additional support services are 

critical and in some instances complex.  To better address these issues, the City needs to 

make an intentional effort to increase attendance, decrease the time for transportation to be 

arranged, and ensure homeless children are supported with whatever additional services they 

might need including IEP services, tutoring and/or mental health services.  Strong leadership 

and commitment to this issue will make a tremendous difference. 

 

• Pass Intro. 1714-2017, a local law to amend the administrative code of the City of 

New York, in relation to an educational continuity unit 

This legislation, being discussed as part of today’s hearing, would be a tremendous victory 

for homeless students.  We are so grateful to Council Member Levin for introducing this 

legislation.  We strongly urge the City Council to pass, and the Mayor to sign, Local Law 

1714-2017.  

 

Specifically, this law would require that any temporary housing intake facility have an 

educational continuity unit, which would:   

• Have staff available during evening and weekend hours, in addition to regular business 

hours;  

•  Meet with shelter applicants to discuss the education of any school-aged children, 

including school access and educational continuity rights; 

• Begin the process of arranging transportation and/or enrolling in a new school for any 

school-aged children; 

• Inform shelter applicants of early childhood education options including subsidized child 

care, child care vouchers, and pre-kindergarten 

•  Inform shelter applicants of the ability to screen children for early intervention services; 

and 

• Provide shelter applicants written information on homeless students’ rights, which shall, at 

a minimum, include an explanation of students’ rights pursuant to the Mckinney-Vento 

homeless assistance act and include contact information for relevant staff at the department 

of education. 

 

This legislation, which addresses some of the key concerns and recommendations from our 

Task Force Report, would have a tremendous impact on the lives of countless students.  

Talking to parents about education starting at intake will help families learn their options 

before they are placed, address their questions, alleviate concerns, and show how important 
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resolving education issues is to the City.  Our one suggestion is to amend this legislation to 

also require the education continuity unit be staffed during the summer.   

 

• Increase the number of educational specialists available to help families year-round 

at their shelter sites and ensure staff have adequate supervision and accountability 

measures. 

All families in a shelter placement, regardless of whether it is a hotel, cluster site or Tier II, 

should have access to an educational specialist.  Specifically, every Tier II shelter should 

have an educational specialist and, until cluster sites and hotels are eliminated, there must be 

enough educational specialists for these staff to regularly visit each hotel and cluster site to 

which they are assigned.   

 

The City should increase the number of staff who are available to help families with 

educational issues and ensure that these staff and the STH Program Staff have a management 

structure with clearly articulated roles and expectations as well as a data-driven 

accountability system that provides for the identification and resolution of individual and 

systemic issues.  It is critical that educational assistance be available year-round, including 

during the summer months.  

 

• Improve and expedite transportation for homeless school children. 

First, the City should provide transportation to elementary school children during the 

eligibility process.  At a minimum, staff should begin the transportation arrangement process 

during this time so that this process that on average lasts 3-5 weeks is not time lost.  The City 

should also provide monthly MetroCards (rather than weekly) for families awaiting 

transportation arrangements.  We also believe the City should be arranging busing (rather 

than just MetroCards) for the children attending pre-k programs. 

 

• Pass legislation that requires the City track and report more data with regard to 

educational continuity for homeless students 

Currently, the City provides very limited data with regard to educational continuity or 

outcomes for homeless students.  Specifically, the Mayor’s Management Report includes 

data on the percent of families placed in the borough where the youngest child attends school 

prior to entering shelter and the average attendance rate. 

 

Intro. 1497-2017, a local law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in 

relation to requiring the department of education to report on students in temporary housing, 

seeks to address this. 

 

CCC fully supports the intent of this law.  We are a bit concerned that some of the requested 

data might be unavailable or overly cumbersome.  That said, we urge the City Council to 

pass, and the Mayor to sign, legislation that requires data to be reported with regard to 

educational continuity (% of students who remain in their school of origin), the number of 

days it takes to arrange for transportation to be arranged, absenteeism/attendance, and 

graduation rates. 
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Local Law 142 of 2016, which was enacted in 2016, is an educational continuity law 

regarding children in foster care.  Given that the City Administration for Children’s Services 

has been able to produce the educational stability data requested in that bill, perhaps this law 

could be a good model for this similar issue for homeless students (plus a data element 

related to the time to arrange transportation.) 

 

• Ensure homeless students have access to the services they need to be able to learn 

In addition to all the pressures of being a student in New York City, homeless school 

children also face the additional stressors of housing instability, alongside the stigma of 

homelessness.  Many of these children have experienced trauma and are living in shelter 

environments that are not nurturing or supportive.  Over a quarter of these children are living 

in hotel rooms, and many lack access to kitchen and laundry facilities.  A significant number 

of these children had IEPs in place prior to becoming homeless and may be attending a 

school that does not have the services he/she needs and is entitled. 

 

The City, including DOE, DHS, HRA and DYCD, must work together to ensure these 

students have the supports in place these children need to be able to learn and succeed.  This 

includes access to all services included in IEPs, as well as tutoring, clean uniforms and 

mental health services when needed. 

 

 

 

In conclusion, CCC is grateful to the City Council for its commitment to homeless children.  We 

look forward to working together to finalize these important pieces of legislation and to 

improving educational outcomes for homeless students. 

 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. 


