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Established in 1971, the UMass Donahue Institute is a public service and engagement arm of the University of Massachusetts. Our mission is to advance equity and social justice, foster healthy communities, and support inclusive economies that alleviate poverty and promote opportunity. In collaboration with partner organizations and clients, we carry out our mission through research, education and training, capacity building, and direct services to strengthen our collective impact.
The Institute’s Applied Research and Program Evaluation group partners with organizations across multiple sectors to design and implement utilization-focused studies that address the social determinants of health. We believe that research is most meaningful when findings can be applied to public benefit. We also believe that evaluative work is a key driver in advancing equity and strive to utilize culturally responsive and inclusive evaluation practices in all our work.
For more information, www.donahue.umass.edu.
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[bookmark: _Toc221004066][bookmark: _Toc193293862][bookmark: _Toc193293981][bookmark: _Toc193294103][bookmark: _Toc199494778]Introduction
The Educational Stability Team within the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s (DESE) Office of Student and Family Support works to ensure that students who are experiencing homelessness, in foster care, part of a migrant worker family, or part of a military family have full access to a consistent public education. 
These four student groups share two important characteristics:
[image: ]They tend to be high mobility students, meaning that they change schools, and possibly districts, for reasons not related to grade promotion. This may include changing schools between academic years but is more commonly associated with changing schools during the academic year.
[image: ]They are ensured educational rights under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and the Massachusetts Valor Act. 

In alignment with the Department’s Educational Vision and to better inform program development and improvement, DESE commissioned a study of students experiencing homelessness and the efforts that districts, schools, and community-based organizations are making to support these students and their families. In partnership with DESE, the UMass Amherst Donahue Institute (UMDI) developed a mixed-methods study with two components:
1. Quantitative analysis of DESE’s existing student-level data pertaining to students experiencing homelessness with comparisons to other high mobility student groups and non-mobile students
2. Qualitative exploration of a variety of topics relevant to supporting students experiencing homelessness and their families
This study represents the first comprehensive analysis of students experiencing homelessness using student-level data reported to DESE by districts.[footnoteRef:1]  The quantitative analyses include descriptive statistics about the characteristics, risk factors, educational stability, and academic outcomes for students experiencing homelessness with comparisons to other high mobility students and non-mobile students. In addition, multi-level, mixed-effect, logistic regressions were conducted to assess the impact of homelessness, foster care placement, and military family status on five academic outcomes aligned with DESE’s Early Warning Indicator System. [1:  In addition to reporting various student-level metrics—such as demographic characteristics and academic performance measures—to DESE each year, districts also identify and flag students who are experiencing homelessness, are in foster care, or are part of military families. This information, along with student-level data on children from migrant worker families provided by an external vendor, was used to conduct quantitative analyses.] 

The qualitative component includes a thematic summary of individual and small group interviews conducted between December 2023 and October 2024 with over 150 individuals who had either professional expertise or lived experience related to student and family homelessness in Massachusetts. 
[bookmark: _Toc221004067][bookmark: _Hlk196138389]Trends in the Number of High Mobility Students 
Overall, there was a net increase in the number of students in high mobility groups from the earliest year data were available through the 2021–22 academic year. [footnoteRef:2]  [2:  At the time the quantitative analysis was conducted, data for the 2021-22 academic year was the most recent year available.] 

· The number of K–12 students experiencing homelessness increased by 72 percent from 2009–10 (12,316 students) to 2021–22 (21,226 students), representing a net increase of nearly 9,000 students. Interviewees from 19 of the 21 school districts participating in this study noted an increased number of students experiencing homelessness since the 2021–22 academic year, with a particular emphasis on steep increases during the 2023–24 academic year.
· The number of students in foster care increased each successive year from 2017–18 (5,257 students) to 2021–22 (7,369 students), representing a 40 percent increase over five years.
· The number of students in migrant worker families increased by nearly 200 percent from 149 students in 2009–10 to 446 students in 2021–22.
· The number of K–12 students in military families increased by 59 percent from 5,554 students in 2014–15 to 8,849 students 2021–22.
The most common nighttime residence reported for students experiencing homelessness is doubled-up, with more than 60 percent of students experiencing homelessness from 2017–18 through 2021–22 living with friends or relatives due to economic hardship, loss of housing, or other reasons.
· During the 2021–22 academic year, 68 percent of students experiencing homelessness were living in doubled-up situations—sharing housing with others due to loss of housing or economic hardship.
· District site visit interviewees reported an increase in families living in overcrowded conditions, either while doubled-up with other families or residing in motels and room rentals.
· Interviewees also noted a rise in the number of students and families who are unsheltered. They described first-time occurrences of families living in cars or on the streets in many study districts. Others reported families residing in condemned buildings or structures at high risk of fire.
[bookmark: _Toc221004068][bookmark: _Hlk213228892]Characteristics, Risk Factors, and Educational Stability
From 2017–18 through 2021–22, students experiencing homelessness and students in foster care had higher mobility rates (i.e., attending multiple districts or multiple schools in a single academic year) than students in other high mobility groups and non-mobile students.  
· In 2021–22, 12 percent of students in foster care and 8 percent of students experiencing homelessness attended two or more districts during the academic year. 
· In 2021–22, 15 percent of students in foster care and 11 percent of students experiencing homelessness attended two or more schools within a single district or across multiple districts during the academic year. 
· In 2021–22, the percentage of students in migrant worker families attending two or more districts (5.3%) or schools (8.3%) was lower than among students in foster care or students experiencing homelessness. 
· Although students in military families are considered a high mobility student group, the percentage attending two or more districts (2.1%) or schools (2.5%) during the 2021–22 academic year mirrored that of non-mobile students (1.8% and 2.5%, respectively).
Historically marginalized student groups, including those who are Hispanic or Latino, African American or Black, English learners, low income, or have disabilities, are over-represented among students experiencing homelessness, students in foster care, and students in migrant worker families. 
· In 2021–22, 95 percent of students in migrant worker families and 55 percent of students experiencing homelessness were Hispanic or Latino compared to 23 percent of non-mobile students.
· In 2021–22, 17 percent of students in foster care and 16 percent of students experiencing homelessness were African American or Black compared to 9 percent of non-mobile students.
· In 2021–22, 86 percent of migrant worker family students and 41 percent of students experiencing homelessness and were English learners compared to 12 percent of non-mobile students.
· In 2021–22, 95 percent of students in foster care, 85 percent of students experiencing homelessness, and 84 percent of students in migrant worker families were low income compared to 41 percent of non-mobile students.
· In 2021–22, the percentage of students with a disability was highest among students in foster care (46.5%) compared to other high mobility groups and non-mobile students.
Students experiencing homelessness, students in foster care, and students from migrant worker families had lower attendance rates, higher suspension rates, and higher dropout rates than non-mobile students. 
· From 2017–18 through 2021–22, students experiencing homelessness and students in foster care consistently had lower attendance rates than students in migrant worker families, students in military families, and non-mobile students.
· During the 2021–22 academic year, the suspension rate among students in foster care (16.5%) was twice as high as students experiencing homelessness (8.1%) and more than four times as high as non-mobile students (4.0%), students in migrant worker families (3.6%), and students in military families (3.1%).
· In 2021–22, students in migrant worker families had the highest dropout rate (11.7%), followed by students experiencing homelessness (7.8%) and students in foster care (7.1%).
The mobility rates, characteristics, risk factors, and educational stability of military family students were more consistent with non-mobile students than other high mobility groups.


[bookmark: _Toc221004069]Academic Outcomes
Across academic outcomes, students experiencing homelessness, students in foster care, and students in migrant worker families performed lower than non-mobile students.[footnoteRef:3] Despite being considered a high mobility group, students in military families performed similarly to or better than non-mobile students on all five academic outcomes studied. [3:  Comparisons to students in migrant worker families may not be available due to small sample sizes.] 

· In 2021–22, the percentage of students experiencing homelessness and students in foster care who met or exceeded expectations on the 3rd grade ELA assessment was 27 percentage points lower than non-mobile students.
· In 2021–22, the percentage of students experiencing homelessness who met or exceeded expectations on the 6th grade ELA and math assessments was 25 percentage points lower than non-mobile students and the percentage of students in foster care who met or exceeded expectations on the 6th grade ELA and math assessments was 24 percentage points lower than non-mobile students.
· In 2021–22, the percentage of students experiencing homelessness who passed all 9th grade courses was 27 percentage points lower than non-mobile students, the percentage of students in foster care who passed all 9th grade courses was 28 percentage points lower than non-mobile students, and the percentage of students in migrant worker families who passed all 9th grade courses was 26 percentage points lower than non-mobile students.
· In 2021–22, the percentage of students experiencing homelessness who graduated within four years was 14 percentage points lower than non-mobile students, the percentage of students in foster care who graduated within four years was 20 percentage points lower than non-mobile students, and the percentage of students in migrant worker families who graduated within four years was 10 percentage points lower than non-mobile students.
· In 2020–21, the percentage of students experiencing homelessness who enrolled in college was 32 percentage points lower than non-mobile students and the percentage of students in foster care who enrolled in college was 33 percentage points lower than non-mobile students.
Overall, the evidence from a quasi-experimental design analysis indicates that students who were ever homeless and students who were ever in foster care were significantly less likely to meet each of the five EWIS educational outcomes examined. For students who were ever part of a military family, the evidence is mixed.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Students in migrant worker families were not included in the quasi-experimental design analysis due to insufficient sample size.] 

· Students who ever experienced homelessness are significantly less likely to achieve important educational outcomes than their non-mobile peers. Specifically, students who were ever homeless were 0.67 times as likely to meet or exceed expectations on the 3rd grade ELA assessment, 0.60 times as likely to meet or exceed expectations on the 6th grade ELA and math assessment, 0.60 times as likely to pass all 9th grade courses, 0.52 times as likely to graduate high school in four years, and 0.62 times as likely to enroll in college than their non-mobile peers. 
· Students who were ever in foster care are significantly less likely to achieve important educational outcomes than their non-mobile peers. Students who were ever in foster care were 0.71 times as likely to meet or exceed expectations on the 3rd grade ELA assessment, 0.66 times as likely to meet or exceed expectations on the 6th grade ELA and math assessment, 0.44 times as likely to pass all 9th grade courses, 0.39 times as likely to graduate high school in four years, and 0.67 times as likely to enroll in college than their non-mobile peers. 
· Evidence concerning students from military families suggests that they are less likely to achieve some educational outcomes than their non-mobile peers, (i.e., meeting or exceeding expectations on the 6th grade ELA and math assessments and enrolling in college) and equally as likely to achieve others (i.e., meeting/exceeding expectations on the 3rd grade ELA assessment, passing all 9th grade courses, graduating high school in four years).
Students who were homeless and part of a historically marginalized student group (i.e., students who are Hispanic or Latino, African American or Black, English learners, low income, or have a disability) generally had lower achievement rates than those who were not homeless or part of historically marginalized group regardless of the academic outcome. 
· White students who were not homeless outperformed Hispanic or Latino students and African American or Black students regardless of housing status.
· Students who were homeless and Hispanic or Latino had the lowest achievement rates across all five outcomes and all academic years. 
· English learners who were homeless generally had the lowest achievement rates for three of the five outcomes, including 3rd grade ELA assessment, 4-year graduation, and college enrollment. 
· For most years and most outcomes, students who were low income and homeless and students who had a disability and were homeless had the lowest academic achievement rates.
[bookmark: _Toc221004070]Qualitative Study Key Findings
During individual and small group interviews conducted in 21 Massachusetts school districts, study participants shared what is working well, identified the barriers and challenges they face, and offered recommendations for improvement—underscoring the need for more effective support systems for students and families experiencing homelessness. Across all interviews, common themes emerged related to organizational capacity, identification of students experiencing homelessness, and providing direct supports to students and families experiencing homelessness. Furthermore, interviews with young adults and parents/caregivers who have experienced homelessness confirmed key findings from the district site visits. Their perspectives provided first-hand accounts of the barriers to accessing support and offered suggestions for how services could be improved.
[bookmark: _Toc204693323]Organizational Capacity and Challenges to Operationalization 
[bookmark: _Hlk195524197]Implementing the federal MKV Act is a challenging task for districts and schools. 
Challenges to implementation include limited staffing capacity that often falls short of meeting the current needs of students and families, constrained financial resources and complex funding structures, and inconsistent coordination and communication both within districts and between districts, schools, community partners, and other agencies.
All districts and interview groups reported the lack of awareness about what constitutes homelessness and districts’ responsibilities under the MKV Act as a common challenge for identification and provision of support services to students experiencing homelessness.  
Interviewees consistently emphasized the need for additional training at all levels, including regional and district MKV liaisons, school staff who interact regularly with students and families, and community providers who partner with districts. They also noted the need for public awareness efforts to educate students, families, and community members about the MKV Act.
[bookmark: _Toc204693324]Identifying Students and Families Experiencing Homelessness
[bookmark: _Hlk195455927]While the number of MKV identified students has increased, there is a consensus that not all students experiencing homelessness are being identified. 
Educators, community providers, and individuals with lived experience pointed to fears among students and families—such as concerns about increased scrutiny, potential involvement from the Department of Children and Families (DCF), and social stigma—as major barriers to disclosure. Additional challenges included limited awareness of the MKV Act, lack of knowledge about what qualifies as homelessness, and language barriers that can hinder communication.
The identification of students and families experiencing homelessness primarily occurs during the enrollment and registration process.
District and school staff agreed that identification strategies and practices are strongest at the point of enrollment and registration when enrollment staff request documents, such as proof of address or a housing questionnaire, which offer insight into a student’s current living situation. 
Students experiencing homelessness are more difficult to identify when homelessness occurs after the point of enrollment and registration. 
While procedures are in place to identify students experiencing homelessness during enrollment and registration, it is more challenging to identify students who become homeless later in the school year. Ongoing identification practices outside of enrollment are less formalized and often rely on staff observations, information from community partners or other agencies, or self-disclosure by students or families. Interviewees noted that older youth and unaccompanied youth are especially difficult to identify, as they are more likely to conceal their housing situation. 
[bookmark: _Toc204693325]Supporting MKV-Eligible Students and Families 
School and community partner representatives and individuals with lived experience emphasized the importance of prioritizing students’ basic needs and overall well-being.
Interviewees emphasized that students cannot focus on academics when their basic needs are unmet. Lacking weather-appropriate clothing, experiencing hunger, or facing uncertainty about where they will sleep at night impedes the ability to concentrate and learn. Providing essential items, such as food and clothing, was the most frequently mentioned service offered directly by schools to MKV-eligible students.


Most academic support, enrichment programming, and basic needs support for students experiencing homelessness is delivered through districts’ existing offerings.
Many wraparound services available to MKV-eligible students are accessible to any student in need. While most districts in the study did not offer specialized services exclusively to students experiencing homelessness, several districts noted offering targeted academic, enrichment, and wraparound services specifically to students and families residing in emergency shelters.
Fostering a welcoming, inclusive, and supportive school climate and learning environment was cited as a key factor in effectively supporting students experiencing homelessness.
Interviewees highlighted several effective strategies for fostering a supportive learning environment, including the integration of trauma-informed practices, culturally and linguistically appropriate services, strengthened communication and outreach efforts, the development of trusted relationships, and meaningful family engagement. To foster stronger connections with families and promote a sense of community and belonging, many districts have established dedicated support services for parents and caregivers. 
Community partners play a vital role in filling service gaps that schools cannot address. 
While districts have incorporated some wraparound supports in-house, most continue to rely on local community service providers to meet the growing and complex needs of students and families experiencing homelessness. Schools particularly depend on these partners to deliver services related to housing, mental health, healthcare, and immigration. Several interviewees emphasized the value of partnering with community organizations that function as one-stop resource centers, offering more comprehensive case management than schools can provide on their own. Although referrals to community service providers are common, interviewees described wide variation in how these referrals are managed across and within districts. 
Despite school and community provider efforts to support the needs of students experiencing homelessness, substantial challenges and gaps remain. 
District and school staff acknowledged that existing academic supports may not be sufficient to meet the needs of students experiencing homelessness, particularly older MKV-eligible students and unaccompanied youth. Several interviewees highlighted the need for alternative educational programming to better engage high school students, improve retention, and support graduation outcomes. School staff and community partners identified affordable housing and mental health services as the most common unmet need for students and families. 
The lack of affordable, reliable, and accessible transportation emerged as a top challenge for districts, schools, students, and parents/caregivers.
Both district staff and parents/caregivers with lived experience shared concerns about long student commutes leading to chronic absenteeism, behavioral issues, and poor academic outcomes. Specific transportation challenges mentioned include a severe shortage of providers and bus drivers, exorbitant costs, poor communication and coordination between districts, conflicting local policies and practices that hinder compliance, and the lack of late buses to access extracurricular activities. School staff also reported that many middle and high school students experiencing homelessness are reluctant to use school transportation that might reveal their housing status—raising concerns about social stigma and peer bullying.
[bookmark: _Toc204693326]Young Adults and Parents/Caregivers with Lived Experience 
Young adults experiencing homelessness face a variety of interconnected challenges in their educational environments from unmet basic needs to social isolation. 
Young adults shared that homelessness had a profound impact on their academic performance, social experiences, and mental health. Many described feeling ashamed of their appearance, struggling to concentrate in class, and experiencing isolation due to bullying, stigma, and difficulty forming friendships. Gaps in outreach, inconsistent relationship-building, and limited connections to community services were frequently cited as areas in need of improvement.
Interviews with parents and caregivers experiencing homelessness or housing instability uplifted both the existing strengths and challenges of working with schools. 
[bookmark: _Hlk190934282]Many parents and caregivers emphasized the vital role schools play in creating a safe and supportive environment for their children during periods of housing instability. However, families also reported facing challenges such as bias and judgmental attitudes from school staff, poor communication, and limited follow-up on essential supports. These issues often compounded the difficulties of navigating school systems and hindered families’ ability to fully engage with their child’s education, particularly for immigrant families experiencing homelessness. 
[bookmark: _Toc221004071]Recommendations 
The recommendations presented in the full report reflect the collective voices of interviewees from 21 districts and communities. Given that each district has its own unique community context and capacity, not all recommendations may be universally applicable or feasible. 
Overall, the recommendations are framed as suggested best practices and approaches for districts, schools, community partners, and DESE to consider. Interviewees’ primary recommendations to effectively support students and families experiencing homelessness include the following: 
1. Foster a welcoming environment and school climate.
2. Increase public awareness of MKV. 
3. Strengthen coordination and collaboration.
4. Expand direct support services.
5. Strengthen and expand MKV training and professional development. 
6. Increase awareness of and guidance from DESE on MKV and MKV-related topics.
7. Develop a compilation of resources and best practices on MKV-related topics.
8. Increase MKV-related funding and staffing resources.
9. Review and address policy barriers to supporting students experiencing homelessness. 
10. Develop and/or strengthen data systems.
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