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Abstract 

School counselors must play in an important role in providing advocacy and support for 

students and their families that are experiencing homelessness.  ASCA has a position 

statement as well as information on confidentiality to provide clarity in our role.  

Furthermore, the McKinney Vento Act defines homelessness and requires schools to 

identify and assist families as well as educate all school staff members.  Rural 

communities are less likely to have resources like shelters, so the homeless population 

may be more difficult to identify and school counselors may be in a unique position to 

recognize the signs of homelessness.   
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Introduction 

 

 The McKinney Vento Act and addressing the needs of homeless students became 

important to me during the 2016-17 school year.  Our district was not identifying students 

because they did not understand the definition or understand the needs of this population.  

One of my students moved in with a family in a neighboring town and was about to be 

removed from enrollment.  I researched a way to help keep her in the district as I believed 

this was not in her best interest.  I found information regarding the McKinney Vento Act 

and began advocating for her to stay in our district and for the school to change policies 

that create barriers for homeless students.   

 Over the last couple of years, I have been working to educate school staff on the 

McKinney Vento Act.  As of the 2017-18 school year I have provided information and 

education to the administration, counselors and secretaries and we have identified twenty-

one students as homeless.  In the next school year, I will be presenting to teachers as well 

as bringing in a poverty simulation for our fall in-service.   

 My goal for our district is to not only follow this act, but more importantly change 

our mindset.  We must provide students with a safe place and immediately enroll them 

and welcome them to our school while providing them with the support they need to be 

successful.   
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Identifying Homeless Students in Rural Communities 

The number of homeless students in the United States has continued to rise over 

the last thirty years.  In order to understand rural homelessness and its impact one must 

also be aware of how homelessness is defined and what homelessness looks like in rural 

areas as it can be more difficult to pinpoint.  The McKinney Vento Act was introduced to 

provide clarity in defining homelessness as well as federal funding for schools to deliver 

the services and resources that the students and their families need to help the students be 

successful at school.  Homeless students may live in vehicles, shelters, on the street or 

even with friends or family.  They often sleep on the floor or on couches and move often.  

It is sometimes difficult to identify homeless students because families may not even 

know that they are homeless or may feel a sense of embarrassment by the term.  Once a 

student is identified as homeless they can remain in their school of origin for the 

remainder of the school year under the McKinney Vento Act even if they move out of the 

school district (Strawser, 2000).    

Rural Homelessness 

In working in a rural community with students and families there are differences 

in addressing needs and barriers.  According to the National Alliance to End 

Homelessness (2010) the reasons for homelessness differ in rural and urban communities 

because poverty rates in rural communities tend to be higher than urban which makes the 

threat of becoming homeless an issue.  Also, rural communities are less likely to have 

resources like shelters, so the homeless population may be hidden.  It is difficult to count 

homeless families that are staying with relatives and friends.  Because of this lack of 
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resources and knowledge about homelessness it makes it even more important to identify 

these students, so needs can be assessed and supports can be put into place. 

School counselors must assist in the identification, provide resources and/or services and 

help reduce barriers and stigma for the students in their schools.  The ASCA Ethical 

Standards for School Counselors (2016), addresses many of these themes as well as the 

role to create “systemic change.”  In many schools, homeless students are not being 

identified and are at risk of being denied enrollment, forced to change schools or not 

given the services that would aid them and their families.  

School counselors can work with their school’s designated homeless liaison to 

support homeless students while educating school staff members on distinct educational 

needs. In order to do that school counselors must realize the unique challenges that these 

students face to make available services and support that are evidence based.   

 School Counselors Role in Identification and Support of Homeless Students 

 The role of a school counselor in identification and support of homeless students 

in a school setting were examined.  School counselors must be aware of the risk factors 

associated with being homeless as well as possible issues that homeless students are often 

faced with such as abuse, trauma, dissociation, perception of safety, frequent absences 

from school and lack of control.  These issues coupled with frequent changes in schools 

may lead to lower academic performance.   

 The ASCA journal article written by Stone (2014) discusses the importance of 

school counselors in the process in relation to confidentiality.  ASCA ethical standards 

allows for a balance regarding safety of students and collaboration while also following 
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the law.  By following the law and addressing students’ needs Stone (2014) asserts the 

following:   

At the end of the day, personally identifiable information must be provided to the 

homeless liaison officer, but prior to doing so the skilled school counselor will 

work with homeless students to help them understand why the breach is 

necessary. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Erickson’s stages of psychosocial development 

were considered in the recognition of challenges that are faced by homeless students.  

Cormack (2009) researched the perception homeless students have of counseling and 

factors counselors should be aware of to have more success in their sessions.  Individual 

versus group counseling was also discussed as well as direct and indirect services, 

resources and referrals that may be necessary for school counselors to have knowledge of 

to provide support to these students and their families.   

Resiliency was also a theme in working with homeless youth.  School counselors 

that work with the students and families of the students can assist with promoting the 

understanding that resiliency is heightened through the strengthening of protective factors 

like relationships that students have with their teachers, calming strategies like 

mindfulness (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2009). 

Cormack (2008), used a qualitative approach on groups of homeless students that 

analyzed the students’ perceptions of counseling, trust, dislike of the counseling process 

and boundaries.  The adolescent participants had low levels of trust in counseling and the 

counseling process as well as found the experience oppressive.  Participants expressed 

the following views: “it’s like you can have a laugh as well as a chat” and “make it a bit 
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more casual as well and instead of one room with the two chairs or something.” The 

researchers found that amongst the group only one participant had not been forced to go 

to counseling (Cormack, 2008). 

 Another study utilized a sample of 145 homeless youth living on the street was 

used to learn about their ability to detect risk and protect themselves (Bender, 2014).  The 

sample included participants that had high rates of victimization and were witness to 

serious injury, assault, robbery and death.  Open-ended interviews were conducted with 

the participants and the questions had an emphasis on trauma such as “how do you know 

you are in a dangerous situation” and what do you do to protect yourself or keep yourself 

safe (Bender, 2014)?”  The homeless youth described internal and external cues that 

prompted them to react to situations and were suspicious of people who “appeared too 

nice or friendly and got too close.”  Forty-two percent of the participants reported that 

they were unable to detect risk and fifty-seven percent carried a weapon with them.  Fifty 

percent of the participants thought it was important to have people in their lives that they 

trust to help stay safe, but thirty-one percent isolated themselves. 

 Another article researched resiliency and educating homeless and providing an 

educational environment for homeless students to be successful.  Data from academics, 

attendance and assessments was analyzed from students that were identified as low-

socioeconomic status and then homeless students.  They found that immediately 

following homelessness students had an “acute risk for academic issues” (Masten, 2015).  

A series of studies was also done to assess quality of parenting and effective parenting 

related to better executive function in the homeless students.  The results showed that a 
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student’s executive functioning was related to academic achievement and success 

(Masten, 2015). 

 In relation to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs homeless students are at risk 

academically because their physiological and safety needs are often not being met 

(Daniels, 1992).  The need for love and belonging can also be affected because homeless 

students move frequently and are unable to form lasting friendships.  The family is also 

under a large degree of stress and parents are often incapable of providing consistent care 

and direction to their children (Daniels, 1992).  Erickson’s psychosocial stage of industry 

and interiority is also an issue for homeless children because they lack stability and 

consistency (Daniels, 1992). 

Conclusion 

As a result of the studies and their findings it is clear that there are services that 

school counselors must provide to homeless students.  A number of themes emerged that 

I would like to incorporate in my career to help address the needs of homeless students 

and their families.  Based on the results and readings group counseling would be 

beneficial in the school environment to provide support and help students develop 

friendships.  These students are often highly mobile and providing an environment where 

they can build friendships would help satisfy their need for love and acceptance.  

The results of the findings of the Knowledge and Skills with Homeless Students 

Survey showed how collaboration and advocacy in the schools is necessary to ensure 

homeless students are successful at school.  According to Havlick & Bryan (2014): 

Increasing knowledge of policies, agencies and supportive services within the 

community and school is imperative when assisting families like being 
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knowledgeable of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, which 

addresses the enrollment and transportation needs of students experiencing 

homelessness, as well as other barriers they may face. 

The ability to recognize safe people and environments is necessary for homeless 

students and has been found to sometimes be lacking.  Assessing homeless students’ 

ability and providing education about safety in either a group or individual lesson may be 

needed.  Also, finding creative ways to develop a rapport or relationship with students so 

that they feel comfortable is important.  Adolescent homeless students had often been 

through mandated counseling and had negative feelings about the process so counselors 

may need to make themselves visible at the school and find an enjoyable activity to do 

with the student during the counseling process.  Transportation to and from school, 

parenting skills and mental health of family members may also need to be addressed 

either directly or indirectly by the school counselor. 

Homelessness is an important factor to consider for school counselors because it 

is not always straightforward to identify students that are homeless.  School counselors 

are an important part of the team because they are a service to all students in the school 

and work closely with families and oftentimes may be the first to recognize signs of 

homelessness.  School counselors must make sure an equitable and just atmosphere is 

accessible to homeless students as well as providing education about the challenges to 

other school staff members and resources to the families as needed. 
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Training Materials for Administration 

 The Training materials for administration on the following pages include Kahoot, 

a power point presentation and enrollment forms.  Kahoot is an online tool that is used 

here to measure understanding of the McKinney Vento Act.  The power point 

presentation covers the definition of homelessness and provides education to highlight 

the reason it is important to support students that are meeting this definition.  It also 

advocates for a change in policy in regard to enrollment procedures.  The enrollment 

forms are used at the time of enrollment for all students coming into the district.  The 

materials are designed specifically for the school I am working in, but can be modified to 

conform to the needs of your school district. 
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Training Materials for Counselors 

 The training materials for school counselors on the following pages include a 

power point and ASCA position statement.  The power point addresses confidentiality in 

regards to McKinney Vento.  It also talks about the needs of the students and families.  

Schools are required to have the family fill out a needs assessment and this is something I 

think our school counselors could be in charge of. The ASCA position statement is 

another handout that is helpful to provide additional information to understand our role in 

working with homeless students.  The materials are designed specifically for the school I 

am working in, but can be modified to conform to the needs of your school district. 
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Training Material for Secretaries 

 Secretaries have an important role in the process of identifying homeless students 

as they are usually the first school member that new families meet.  The training 

materials on the following pages include a power point, enrollment forms, tracking 

spreadsheet and quick guide.  The power point is not only to provide an understanding of 

the definition, but also education on sensitivity in not using the term homelessness.  They 

are also going to most often be in charge of having families fill out the enrollment forms 

and letting the appropriate staff members know about the family.  The spreadsheet was 

created to share information between the building secretaries, homeless liaison and 

district office.  The intent is to provide clarity, promote accuracy and ensure consistency 

among staff members.  There is also a reminder about discretion and possible safety 

issues that might arise with families.  The materials are designed specifically for the 

school I am working in, but can be modified to conform to the needs of your school 

district. 
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Tracking Spreadsheet for secretaries and homeless liaison 
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Training Materials for School Staff 

 The power point presentation and Kahoot are included in this section.  The 

presentation provides an explanation of the definition of homelessness and why it is 

important.  A Pre and Post Assessment was created on Kahoot to be utilized during the 

training session.  The pre assessment contains basic questions regarding the McKinney 

Vento Act and the number of students identified at our school.  The post assessment 

contains hypothetical situations and how they would respond.  The materials are designed 

specifically for the school I am working in, but can be modified to conform to the needs 

of your school district. 
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Additional Resources 

 Included in this section are checklists, resources in Wahpeton, needs assessment 

and additional forms regarding homelessness.     
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