
	
 This week I wanted to share with readers one example of the many things that public education does 
beyond what is perceived by the public as the norm.  The topic is homelessness and, of course, it is a serious 
matter for people experiencing it and for our society as a whole.
	
 The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (PL100-77) has roots in an earlier 1987 law.  It was 
reauthorized and expanded in 2001 and named after two deceased Congressman who advocated for the 
homeless.  It touches on a number of areas but I only have experience in the educational matters.
  	
 The main point of the act in the education arena was to say that if a child became homeless during the 
course of the school year, the child is entitled to stay in their current school through the end of the year.  Since 
their home life has been disrupted, keeping the school life constant is a good idea to give the child some 
stability.   I don’t think anyone would argue this logic.
	
 As with any federal law, the well intentioned purpose of the act is administered and interpreted by an 
army of bureaucrats.  Therein lies the rub!  It gets very sticky when a child becomes homeless and has to live 
temporarily in another district.  School districts are  required to transport the child to his or her original school.  
Both districts involved are supposed to work together to provide the transportation but it falls mainly on the 
student’s home district.  This regulation was likely conceived in a city where a student could ride public 
transportation back to the original school but in a 117 square mile district such as ours, it gets tricky and 
expensive.
	
 When I was still principal of the high school, I was informed by one of the three people appointed by the 
federal government to administer this program in our area that a girl from our school was in Millcreek, was 
homeless and needed transportation from us.  Upon further investigation, I learned that the girl had moved in 
with her boyfriend because she “did not want to follow her father’s rules.”  She said she was “kicked out” but 
when I spoke with the father, he stated that she was free to return at any time if she was willing to follow his 
(reasonable) rules.  It took a little of your local tax dollars to have our solicitor determine that this interpretation 
of the law was liberal and we did not need to comply.
	
 In another situation, a student became homeless and moved into a shelter in Erie.  I noted above that the 
law requires us to transport the child through the end of the year.  That transportation went on for 2.5 years.  The 
reasoning of the guidelines on that is so convoluted I can’t even explain them but I was told that other districts 
had unsuccessfully tried to contest similar cases.
	
 The definition of homelessness under the bureaucracy has changed significantly.    For example, say a 
mother and her two children move in with the mother’s sister’s family.  We are told that the family that moved 
is homeless.  I call that family doing what family does.
	
 We are also told that if a child is living with a grandparent under guardianship papers and not a court 
document, that child is homeless.  Really?  Why do we want to give children in a loving home a label of 
homeless?  Both these new definitions are an example of how government definitions can result in questionable 
statistics.  Not to downplay the problem, but I have to wonder when I see a report noting a major increase in 
homelessness,  is the increase due to the new definition?  It seems like we are comparing apples to oranges.
	
 So how much federal money does the school district get to administer these new federal mandates?  
Absolutely zero.  As a matter of fact, they want us to set aside some of our Title I dollars to take care of 
incidental needs of homeless children.  (Title I funds are for helping students with reading programs and the 
amount we get does not cover our actual cost.)  Fortunately, in this district, we have a number of churches and 
organizations that liberally supply funds for a variety of needs for all our children.  That is community doing 
what community should do.
	
 Part of this whole process involves yet another government database where we must report our homeless 
children.  Our highest number in a given year has been eight which of course, is not a great number compared to 
some districts; but, because of our large land mass, transporting those few can be complex and costly.
	
 This July when you receive your tax bill, just be aware that there are many “hidden costs” required by 
mandates of which you are likely not even aware.  It’s not just readin’, writin’ and rithmetic!	
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