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In the aftermath of hurricane Katrina, we anticipate that many students from Mississippi, Louisiana, and Alabama will find refuge in Tennessee.  At this point it is difficult to estimate a timeframe for when families and children will be able to return to their homes.  To give students a sense of normalcy we need to make their registration in Tennessee schools as stress-free as possible.

The federal McKinney-Vento Act defines “homeless children and youth” (school-age and younger) as:   “Children and youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence, including children and youth who are: sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason.” In compliance with this Act, children rendered homeless by the hurricane must be enrolled immediately (even without academic or medical records). 
Given the nature and scope of this catastrophe and the lack of reliable phone service, it may be a lengthy wait for records, so these students should be placed as appropriately as possible with verbal information from the parent and student. 
Please keep in mind that homeless students are eligible for transportation services, compensatory education services, bilingual education services, special education services, school meal programs, or any other programs offered by the local school district for which the homeless child or youth is otherwise eligible. Homeless children receive priority in pre-school placement.
Schools may contact the Department of Education’s Director of Homeless Education, Janice Routon at 615/532-6314 for further guidance on this issue. Each system has a designated liaison for homeless students who can provide information on local emergency services.

If displaced students are not living with parents or legal guardians and there are concerns regarding who has decision making authority on behalf of the student, schools may refer to the “Power of Attorney for Care of a Minor Child Act” which establishes a mechanism for parents to delegate temporary care-giving authority to any adult.  This Act is found in Title 34, Chapter 6, Part 3 and referenced at T.C.A. §49-6-30019(c)(6). Guidance from this citation should not hinder immediate services in any way.  
The Department will work with other State agencies as well as local education agencies to serve these children and their families over the coming days, weeks, and months. Further guidance for homeless children’s entitlement for resources in both Title I and non-Title I schools under the McKinney-Vento Act is forthcoming to Title I Directors from Dr. Julie McCargar.

Let’s do our part in Tennessee to welcome our less fortunate neighbors and make this process as simple as possible.

