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INTRODUCTION

The Stewart B. McKinney Homeless Assistance Act was enacted in 1987 to ensure homeless children and youth the legal rights to free and appropriate public education.  Strengthened by subsequent reauthorizations in 1994 and 2001, this legislation was reauthorized as the McKinney-Vento Act and eventually included under Title X of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (ESEA).  

The 2001 reauthorization of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Assistance Act ensured the educational rights of children and youth in homeless situations to enroll in school without delay, attend school regularly, and enjoy the same opportunities for success in school as their adequately housed peers.  The intent of the law is to require that states and local school districts identify barriers facing homeless children and families and address needed changes in policies and procedures to remove the identified barriers.  The McKinney-Vento Act requires each local school district to identify a local homeless education liaison to assist children and unaccompanied youth in their efforts to achieve to high standards in school.  Other highlights of the 2001 McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Act include 1) maintaining students in their school of origin, 2) providing transportation to ensure access to the school of origin, and 3) enrolling homeless students immediately, even if regularly required documentation is missing.
Response to the law on the part of state departments of education and local school districts has been variable.  Districts receiving McKinney subgrants in the early years typically used those funds to support tutoring sessions and provide school supplies.  Many districts that did not receive subgrants (approximately 96% nationwide) in those early years were either silent on the rights of homeless students, or provided limited support through use of Title I funds.  With the 2001 reauthorization, and the accompanying new requirements for LEAs described above, many states and school districts recognized the importance of building an interdepartmental and interagency approach to serving children and youth in homeless situations.  With a broader view of program-building, they took a collaborative, coordinated approach to supporting the academic achievement of homeless children and youth, across several departments (internal) and agencies (external), replacing the earlier fragmented approach to service delivery.
Concurrently with the strengthening of the McKinney-Vento Act, there are sections of the Title I statutory language that address the removal of barriers for homeless children and youth.  ESEA, Section 1112 (a) (1) requires that Title IA programs coordinate with the McKinney-Vento Act at both state and local levels.  Section 1112 (b) (E) (ii) requires that LEA consolidated applications describe how services for homeless children and youth will be coordinated and integrated with the Title IA program “in order to increase program effectiveness, eliminate duplications, and reduce fragmentation of the instructional program.”  The LEA plan must also describe specific services to be provided through the reservation of Title IA funds for homeless students in non-Title I schools.  Likewise, schoolwide programs are required to address the educational needs of homeless students [ESEA, Section 1114 (b) (1) (J)].  Schoolwide plans must describe how the school will integrate resources to meet the needs of historically underserved  populations, including  homeless students.  
Thus, Title I involvement, both in personnel and in funding, plays a significant role in the academic achievement of homeless children and youth.  Children and youth who are homeless are automatically eligible for Title IA services, whether or not they attend a Title I school, or meet the academic standards required of other children for eligibility.  And, because homeless students often face unique barriers to school success, ensuring their educational rights may require additional programming and services that are not provided to other Title I students, and may require support services in places other than schools.
While  reauthorizations of the McKinney-Vento Act brought new requirements for state departments of education and local school districts, and while Title IA statutes were strengthened with the 2001 reauthorization of  ESEA,  the uneven character of response to the legislation continues.  As homeless education programs have evolved over a period of 20+ years, many states, school districts, and individual schools across the nation have developed extensive networks and robust programs addressing the educational needs of children and youth in homeless situations.   Strong programs have emerged where program leaders recognize that removing barriers faced by homeless students requires a coordinated effort, with McKinney-Vento and Title I personnel leading the way.  Nevertheless, more than five years of monitoring by SASA reveals that many states, and many LEAs without subgrants, have trouble complying with the law and ED expectations.  Therefore, this guide is intended to assist those school districts and states in determining how best to meet the needs of homeless students.
PURPOSE
The purpose of this document is to offer a three-tiered approach to building effective homeless education programs.   Teams of program administrators at the State level, District level, and School level will find useful guidance and tools for two critical elements of strong program implementation:  Needs Assessment and Program Evaluation.   A comprehensive needs assessment is essential in early decisions about and ongoing development of key components of a successful homeless education program.  A comprehensive needs assessment also informs the provision of an array of coordinated  services that fully address the barriers faced by homeless children and youth.  A well-designed program evaluation plan gives program leaders the formative data needed to inform mid-course decisions about program implementation, and the summative data that demonstrates the success of the program.

This document is organized to assist program leaders at all three levels (SEA, LEA, and School) in choosing the tools and processes that will be most useful to them, and customizing them to represent the unique characteristics and needs of concern.
Part I addresses the challenge of conducting a comprehensive Needs Assessment, with suggestions for each of the three tiers.  Part II addresses the process and tools needed for conducting a comprehensive Program Evaluation for each of the three tiers.  Each section offers notes on process as well as sample tools that have been found to be useful in successful, high-quality homeless education programs.

OVERARCHING THEMES:  A Shared Responsibility and an On-going Process
A Shared Responsibility
An effective homeless education program is larger than the designation of a local homeless liaison, or any one other player in the network.  Schools, districts, and states are required to provide equal educational opportunity for ALL students.  Moreover, this cannot be accomplished by one program, or one department, alone.  As states, districts and schools grow in their capacity to support higher academic achievement for all students, they are finding new ways to combine efforts, internal to departments of education as well as external in the community, to improve educational opportunity for all students.  A collective understanding of and commitment to the education of all segments of the student population are critical to the provision of high quality, standards driven education.  
A snapshot of any successful, high-quality homeless education program reveals a well-designed and highly functioning system of moving parts.  These parts include at the very least McKinney-Vento and Title I personnel as primary players, with critical involvement of designated individuals from the all departments (including all instructional divisions as well as student support services) and the appropriate version of a student information management system. This snapshot will also reveal a network of highly engaged community organizations and individuals who play significant roles in the implementation of the program. While primary responsibility might shift from person to person depending on the task at hand, the overall implementation of a high quality homeless education program is dependent on the collaborative and productive interaction between and among these key players.

Strategic use of combined resources allows states and school districts to ensure this educational opportunity for all, maintaining high academic standards for the most vulnerable of student populations, homeless children and youth.   Combining resources can increase AYP for the entire school district, while ensuring that support is available to target the neediest of students.
Ongoing Process:
Building a strong homeless education program is an ongoing process that begins with a comprehensive and ongoing assessment of needs, and is punctuated at key points along the way with a well-designed and well-implemented program evaluation process.  Decisions about program improvement are collaborative and are data driven, therefore reliant upon a continuous process of self-study, and analysis of all available information.  Needs Assessment and Program Evaluation are two cornerstones of successful homeless education programs.  Resources must be allocated to support the ongoing nature of these two processes.  
CAVEAT !!!     What is Feasible for You??

A critical early step in the process of planning your Needs Assessment and/or Program Evaluation is making some thoughtful, collaborative decisions about what is realistic for your SEA, LEA, or School to expect to accomplish.  The realities of your unique situation will in large part determine how comprehensive an approach to the process you will reasonably be able to take.  Challenges related to full implementation of all the activities suggested in this Guide can be formidable, but hopefully not always insurmountable. It is important to acknowledge among Team members what the most significant challenges are, whether or not they can be overcome for this purpose, and how they can be made manageable for the Team to function.

 Some State Coordinators with limited staff capacity allocated to the education of homeless children and youth are hard pressed to manage even the core responsibilities related to basic compliance, with severe limitations on internal capacity to communicate, coordinate, and collaborate with other programs to the extent suggested in this Guide.  These challenges are acknowledged, with the hope that a hard-working team of professionals can give sufficient time to review the suggested tools and processes, and find the level at which they can reasonably work toward the common goals of needs assessment and program evaluation, thereby strengthening the homeless education program.  

Each homeless education program is unique.  It might be worthwhile to engage in early dialogue with Team members to judge current status, in the broadest sense, to determine your unique capacity to conduct these activities.  Consider a “capacity continuum”, framed by “Basic Compliance” on one end, and ‘The Best of the Best” on the opposite end.  Chances are, there is some point on this continuum at which your Team will feel comfortable.  This judgment of capacity will determine in large part the level of detail that is possible when selecting questions and data elements from the sample worksheets provided in the Guide.  This process of getting to know your program can be exceedingly valuable, regardless of the degree to which you are able to embrace these tools and guidelines.
How can you make this manageable?  Here are some ways you might approach the tasks when capacity (time, staff, resources) is limited:
· Take a broad-brush approach:  Select one or two of the more general questions from each section of the Needs Assessment Worksheet and proceed without addressing the level of detail suggested by other questions.

· Or, select one area of focus (one category of questions) to examine closely during a year, identifying current status, needs, gaps and challenges.

·  Select a subset of questions from the Needs Assessment Worksheet for which you already have data available; analyze available data to determine most pressing needs.
· Consider the questions on the Needs Assessment Worksheet to be guiding questions; adopt/adapt/customize in ways that make the most sense for your program.
· Similarly with the Sample Program Evaluation matrices, select one or two indicators that seem most appropriate for study during one year;  conduct in-depth analysis of a small number of program areas, prioritizing others for study next year

· LEAs with subgrants should align their Program Evaluation activities with the Goals and Objectives identified and outlined in their grant proposal; results on these measures allow data-based decision making to inform program changes needed, and will support stronger rationale for future grant proposals.

An essential ingredient in making these decisions is the acknowledgement that this is a shared responsibility.  Get as many key program personnel to the table as possible.
PART I:
CONDUCTING A COMPREHENSIVE NEEDS ASSESSMENT
The needs assessment process involves the collection of data across a wide range of influencing factors.  The collection of informative needs assessment data requires the use of tools and processes that capture the uniqueness of the individual program, while ensuring that all pertinent data sources have been considered and all critical data elements are adequately covered.  Acknowledging that collaboration is a fundamental part of the process, overarching questions guiding the examination of quality for program components include some version of the following: 

1.  What is the strength of our collaboration relative to this component? Who are 

      the key partners?  Is anyone missing?  Are we communicating regularly and 
  
      effectively?

2. Which of our partners have information about this program component?  
  
    Where do the actual data reside?  Are there any barriers or challenges to  
    

                sharing important data?
Step 1:  Getting Started
The needs assessment process must involve key personnel from a variety of perspectives.  A necessary first step is the creation of a Needs Assessment Committee.  This committee should include some combination of representatives from the following:

· McKinney-Vento 

· Title I

· IDEA

· Title III

· School level personnel (teacher, principal, counselor, support staff)
· Data management system

· Transportation

· Nutrition

· Homeless Coalitions

· Shelter providers

· Parents

· Social workers

· School nurses

· Other community agencies

· Other government agencies

The Needs Assessment Committee should establish a calendar of meetings during which they share information, analyze community strengths and weaknesses, identify gaps in service delivery, and examine current services relative to compliance with McKinney-Vento and Title I statutes.  
Step 2:  Collecting the Information
Gathering data is a shared responsibility.  Each committee member will have access to important data elements, and should provide access to those data.  Some typical categories and sources of data include state and local student achievement data; local and state census, demographic, economic data; data from HUD initiatives; surveys, interviews, focus groups; technical assistance and barrier tracking logs from state and local homeless program personnel.

 Committee members should compile a list of questions that will capture the needed data. Begin with asking: 

· What data are we already collecting? (e.g. student achievement, enrollment, Title I set-asides, free-reduced meals, etc.)
· What additional data elements are needed to capture the full picture?

· What data collection instruments are available that  are suitable to our needs?

· What other forms of data collection are needed?

· Who will collect the needed data, and how?

· How can we combine resources to accomplish the tasks?

· Do we have the needed access to the data storage system in our district/state?

· Do we have data from State or Federal monitoring reports?

A subset of the Committee should select/adapt/create the data collection instruments appropriate to your assessment.  The Needs Assessment Worksheets in Appendices XXX  provide a list of questions for each tier, both broad and detailed in focus.  These questions should be considered by the committee as assessment instruments are selected, adapted, or generated from scratch.  To simplify the process, sample instruments are provided (see attachments ) courtesy of homeless education program leaders who have developed their own needs assessment tools.  
Step 3: Organizing and Analyzing Information
Depending on the number and complexity of data collection instruments in use, you are likely to have a variety of data sources, and a mix of qualitative and quantitative data to examine.  For purposes of needs assessment, while statistics and demographics are an important part of the picture, it will be most helpful first to take a broad view of your program, considering the data in the aggregate, with questions such as:
· What do these data tell us about the success of homeless students in our state/district/school?

· Are we addressing all the legal requirements (both McKinney-Vento and Title I) in implementing our program?  Are there any findings, recommendations, or corrective actions resulting from any monitoring reports?
· How can we be sure that we are drawing accurate conclusions and making credible statements regarding proficiency data for our highly mobile student population?

· What is the strength of our collaboration among programs within the SEA or LEA?
· What is the strength of our collaboration within the network of organizations and individuals who address homelessness in our state or community?
· Are we missing any important connections?

After looking at a broad overview, it is then helpful to examine each data set to draw specific conclusions and get more detailed information about what is working well, and where the gaps are.  A key part of this step will be to identify the gaps, not only in the delivery of services, but also in the kinds of data collected.  Many program leaders learn early on in the needs assessment process that there are additional types of data/information that need to be collected.  This is often the most instructive piece of the process, especially for those interested in raising levels of accountability and measurement of student success.
The Needs Assessment Summary sheet (See Appendices XXX) simplifies this process for you.   Analysis of the Worksheets transfers to the Summary sheet to identify 1) Most important findings, 2) Further data needed, and 3) Further action needed.  This summary will inform the decisions you make regarding next steps.

Step 4:  What Next?  A Plan of Action
Collaborative review of the Needs Assessment Summary sheets for each category of questions should easily translate into a plan of work for the Committee.  Analysis of findings will help to identify what is in place and working well in each category, and where the gaps are.  This analysis will also illuminate areas in which data collection needs to be strengthened.  Finally, this instrument will assist in the development of an action plan to address identified needs.
It will be important at this point to document the work of the Committee in the form of a written report. The completion of a Homeless Education Needs Assessment for your State/District/School will represent a giant step forward in your program improvement efforts. This report should be copied and disseminated widely to representatives of all key stakeholder groups.  DO NOT FILE THE REPORT AWAY, or leave it on a shelf to collect dust.  This report should become a living, breathing document that will guide critical decisions in program planning and implementation.  The Committee should meet periodically, and especially to revisit the process at any time there are changes in any variable that affects any program component.  And, finally, your Needs Assessment Report becomes your starting point in Program Evaluation (Part II).  
Sample Tools for Conducting a Comprehensive Needs Assessment

The accompanying Needs Assessment Worksheets represent a hybrid mix of guiding questions reflecting three major sources:  1) statutory requirements for SEA and LEA implementation of homeless programs,  2) NCHE’s McKinney-Vento Standards and Indicators document, and 3)  components of the protocols used by the Department of Education in monitoring SEA and LEA programs relative to homeless children and youth.
Additional sample tools for needs assessment and program evaluation are available online at www.serve.org/nche/forum/prog_eval.php  .  These tools represent the collective efforts of SEA and/or LEA educators and program administrators who have devoted time, energy and expertise to the building of strong, collaborative, and effective homeless education programs. 
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