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SchoolHouse Connection works to overcome homelessness through education. We provide 
strategic advocacy and practical assistance in partnership with schools, early childhood 

programs, institutions of higher education, service providers, families, and youth.

Website

Federal and state policy advocacy

Q&A from our inbox

Webinars and implementation tools

Youth leadership and scholarship

About SchoolHouse Connection

http://www.schoolhouseconnection.org


Learning Outcomes:
1. A nuanced understanding of 

“substandard” and “adequate” under the 
McKinney-Vento Act, and the ability to 
apply that understanding to complex fact 
scenarios.

2. A deeper understanding of issues facing 
unaccompanied youth and strategies to 
support unaccompanied students.



Inadequate or Substandard Housing 
● What is adequate housing?

○ Lawfully and reasonably sufficient 
○ Sufficient for meeting the physical and psychological 

needs typically met in a home environment
● Consider safety inside and outside the home
● Consider lack of basic services such as 

electricity and running water
● Consider the climate of the location

○ For example, is there heat during sub zero winter 
months? 

● How does poverty affect adequacy?



A-3. What criteria may an LEA 
consider when determining if 
a child or youth lives in 
“substandard housing”?

In determining whether a child or youth is 
living in “substandard housing,” an LEA may 
consider whether the setting in which the 
family, child, or youth is living lacks one of 
the fundamental utilities such as water, 
electricity, or heat; is infested with vermin 
or mold; lacks a basic functional part such 
as a working kitchen or a working toilet; or 
may present unreasonable dangers to 
adults, children, or persons with 
disabilities. Each city, county, or State may 
have its own housing codes that further 
define the kind of housing that may be 
deemed substandard. 



What additional information might the social worker or liaison need about 
this living situation? 

How might the living situation of the sisters affect their attendance?

The school social worker does a home visit because of 
concerns about the attendance of two sisters. The sisters 
are Native students and currently are sharing the very rural 
housing of their grandparents and cousins. The house is 
falling apart and most of the windows are covered over in 
plywood. The social worker is not invited in but can see 
through the door that kitchen appliances are not hooked 
up. The social worker learns the house has no electricity.

Scenario 1
[Part 1]



What does the liaison need to do in order to determine if the housing is 
adequate?

Are there cultural considerations the liaison should consider?

The sisters had not previously been identified under 
McKinney-Vento because the liaison believed the shared 
housing is cultural. However, the social worker is now 
concerned about adequacy. 

The sisters tell the social worker that their housing is 
sufficient and they are used to living this way. Many of 
their Native neighbors live in similar conditions. 

 

Scenario 1
[Part 2]



How does having a lease affect the adequacy of the housing and identification 
under McKinney-Vento?

Should the liaison identify the student?

An elementary school student lives in a public housing development 
where substance use and violence have increased exponentially. The 
student is no longer able to play outside after school. The family’s 
first floor unit has bullet holes from a recent shooting in the housing 
development. Inside the unit, paint is peeling off the walls, the 
refrigerator and oven broke months ago, and mold is growing due to 
a water leak. 

The family has been placed in this apartment through a housing 
program and has a lease, supported by a Section 8 voucher. 

Scenario 2
[Part 1]



What additional information does the liaison need to determine adequacy? 

A middle school student lives in a trailer with his family. 
The trailer is located in an area that attracts many 
vacationers during the summer months, but it is not 
equipped for habitation during the winter months. 

The homeless liaison receives a referral from front office 
staff about the adequacy of the student’s living situation. 

Scenario 3
[Part 1]



Questions For Your Colleagues

● What strategies do you use to help determine if a living situation is substandard? 
● Are there any ways in which you navigate families living in substandard housing vs. 

families living in poverty?

Noemi Sanchez Olivia Paez

Program Coordinator for SFPS Adelante Homeless Liaison

Santa Fe Public Schools Hatch Schools

nsanchez@sfps.k12.nm.us opaez@hatchschools.net

mailto:nsanchez@sfps.k12.nm.us
mailto:opaez@hatchschools.net


Strategies and Best Practices for Evaluating Adequacy 

● Try to be objective and uniform, following federal guidance:
○ Lacks one of the fundamental utilities such as water, electricity, or heat?

○ Infested with vermin or mold?

○ Lacks a basic functional part such as a working kitchen or a working toilet?

○ Presents unreasonable dangers to residents?

● Apply local building codes.

● Exercise discretion and care in conversations.



What questions or 
scenarios do you have? 



Unaccompanied Homeless Youth

Youth who is experiencing homelessness AND is not in the 
physical custody of a parent or legal guardian.

Parents force youth out of the home due to conflicts, including:
● Pregnancy
● Sexual orientation and gender identity

The circumstances of homelessness force families apart.
● Families become separated due to poverty, lack of space in 

living situations, or shelter policies.
● 47% of youth experience homelessness both with families 

and on their own.



Definition: 
Unaccompanied youth

A child or youth without a fixed, 
regular, and adequate nighttime 
residence and not in the physical 
custody of a parent or guardian.

● Youth run away from home due to 
abuse or neglect.
○ 40-60% of unaccompanied youth 

were abused physically at home.
○ 17-25% of unaccompanied youth 

were abused sexually at home.
○ Research links parental 

substance abuse and youth 
running away from home.

● Children may move with relatives, 
friends, or others when parents cannot 
care for them.
○ Death of a parent
○ Parental incarceration



Rights of unaccompanied youth

● Unlike most education laws, McKinney-Vento gives rights directly to 
unaccompanied youth, above the rights of their parents/guardians
○ To enroll and make decisions
○ To choose between school of origin and local school
○ To file disputes
○ To participate fully in classes and school activities
○ To work with the liaison on eliminating barriers



Identification of Unaccompanied Homeless Youth
● Unaccompanied homeless youth are eligible 

for all services under McKinney-Vento, including 
postsecondary planning and credit accrual.

● Building trust is a key factor when working with 
unaccompanied homeless youth.

● Discretion is paramount!
● Students can be key partners in raising 

awareness and identification!



A student just disclosed to you that the student 
identifies as LGBTQ+ and is going through some serious 
family conflicts and bullying since coming out.

What should you say?
What should you not say?
What should you ask?
What should you not ask?
What resources should you offer?

Scenario 1
[Part 1]



A student just disclosed to you that the student 
identifies as LGBTQ+ and is going through some serious 
family conflicts and bullying since coming out. The 
student has made some comments indicating he may 
not be staying at home any longer.

What are good ways to start a conversation about potential 
McKinney-Vento eligibility?
Who are good people to start that conversation?
What do you do if the student stops talking?

Scenario 1
[Part 2]



Does the student have the right to limit his parents’ contact with the school? 
What is the liaison’s role?

The conflict between the student and his parents 
continues to escalate. They have posted information 
about his sexual orientation online and are becoming 
aggressive toward the family where he’s staying.

The student wants his parents removed as an emergency 
contact from the district database and does not want them 
to access his grades and other information online.

Scenario 1
[Part 3]



Can the student participate in activities without parental consent?
Can the student participate regardless of where he lives?

It turns out that the student decided to come out to his 
parents, and they kicked him out of the house. He is staying 
temporarily with a friend’s family just outside his school 
district boundaries. His parents told his school of origin they 
do not want him participating in any activities. The state 
activity association also says he can’t play if he’s living 
outside the district.

He’s starring in the school play and on the baseball team at 
his school of origin. He desperately wants to continue in his 
activities.

Scenario 1
[Part 4]



What options does the student have to access health care without a parent? 
What is the liaison’s role?

Everyone is clear now about the rights of unaccompanied 
youth in school. However, there still is some confusion 
about how the student can get the physical he needs to 
play sports.

His parents are refusing to sign for him to get a physical.

Scenario 1
[Part 5]



Questions For Your Colleagues

● What strategies do you use to identify unaccompanied homeless youth? 
● How do you navigate situations in which the parent/guardian or other school staff push 

back on identification? (For example, when school staff are friends with the 
parent/guardian or because the student “chooses not” to return home.)

Noemi Sanchez Olivia Paez

Program Coordinator for SFPS Adelante Homeless Liaison

Santa Fe Public Schools Hatch Schools

nsanchez@sfps.k12.nm.us opaez@hatchschools.net
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What is the liaison’s responsibility? 
What can the liaison share with the teacher about  confidentiality? 

A student living on a local military base left home due to safety 
concerns and is staying in her car. When the student’s father is 
training, the student’s mom alcohol use causes her to become 
verbally and physically abusive. The student shares the 
situation with a trusted teacher but doesn’t want anyone to 
know because of the fear of it getting back to the base. 

The teacher is concerned about the student but feels responsible 
to maintain the student’s confidentiality. After hearing about 
McKinney-Vento, the teacher talks to the liaison but doesn’t want 
to give the student’s name. 

Scenario 2
[Part 1]



What should the liaison do? 
What does McKinney-Vento say about the rights of the student? 

A student living on a local military base left home due to safety 
concerns and is staying in her car. When the student’s father is 
training, the student’s mom alcohol use causes her to become 
verbally and physically abusive. The student shares the situation 
with a trusted teacher but doesn’t want anyone to know because of 
the fear of it getting back to the base. 

The liaison identifies the student as an unaccompanied homeless 
youth. The student’s parents show up to school a few days later, 
looking for the student and demanding the student return home. They 
threaten the liaison and other school staff with legal action if they 
don’t help share where the student is. 

Scenario 2
[Part 2]



Should the student be identified as an unaccompanied homeless youth?
What options does the liaison have to advocate for the student’s credits and 

attendance?

A 17-year old senior girl’s parents kicked her out of the 
house when they found out she’s pregnant. She’s 
couch-surfing with friends, but has nowhere to go after the 
baby is born.

With all the family drama and constant moving, she’s missed 
15 days of school already this semester and is at risk of not 
earning credits.

Scenario 3
[Part 1]



What options does the student have?
What is your role as the liaison?

A 17-year old senior girl’s parents kicked her out of the 
house when they found out she’s pregnant. She’s 
couch-surfing with friends, but has nowhere to go after the 
baby is born.

There’s a teen parent program in the district that would 
serve this student’s needs perfectly, but it’s at a high school 
outside the attendance area where the student is staying. 
Can she enroll?

Scenario 3
[Part 2]



What can the liaison do to support this student?

A 17-year old senior girl’s parents kicked her out of the 
house when they found out she’s pregnant. She’s 
couch-surfing with friends, but has nowhere to go after the 
baby is born.

The student’s parents have her ID and birth certificate but 
will not give them to her. She wants the documents to apply 
for a maternity housing program.

Scenario 3
[Part 3]



What do you have up your sleeve?

A 17-year old senior girl’s parents kicked her out of the 
house when they found out she’s pregnant. She’s 
couch-surfing with friends, but has nowhere to go after the 
baby is born.

She tried to get SNAP benefits, but was told she either had 
to apply as part of her biological family or part of the family 
where she’s staying.

Scenario 3
[Part 4]



Is the liaison’s letter enough?

A 17-year old senior girl’s parents kicked her out of the house 
when they found out she’s pregnant. She’s couch-surfing with 
friends, but has nowhere to go after the baby is born.

The student completed her FAFSA as an independent student, 
due to her being an unaccompanied homeless youth. However, 
now the college of her choice is demanding “proof” that she is 
homeless and unaccompanied. The Financial Aid Administrator  
says a letter from the McKinney-Vento liaison is not enough.

Scenario 3
[Part 5]



Does having a sponsor change your  determination of eligibility? 
What would you do next to support this student?

Upon further investigation, it turns out the student’s 
“parents” actually are just the sponsors she was placed 
with by the Office of Refugee Resettlement after she 
arrived in the US alone from Guatemala in the spring. 
The sponsors are angry that she has left their home.

Scenario 3
[Bonus]



Strategies and Best Practices 
● McKinney-Vento requires schools to remove barriers that prevent the full participation 

of students.
● LEAs must develop clear policies and procedures for enrolling unaccompanied 

homeless youth.
● Consider what LEA procedures will be for documents that require a parent signature.
● Try to establish a caregiver or educational guardian to serve as an emergency contact, 

report attendance, etc. 
● Develop systems to connect youth to extracurricular activities.
● Establish systems to monitor attendance and academic performance.
● Refer youth to needed services and supports.
● Relationships are crucial!



What questions or 
scenarios do you have? 



Thank you!

Karen Rice

Senior Program Manager of 
Education Initiatives

karen@schoolhouseconnection.org

Patricia Julianelle

Senior Strategist for Program 
Advancement and Legal Affairs

patricia@schoolhouseconnection.org
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McKinney-Vento 
Dispute Resolution



What does the McKinney-Vento Act say 
about Disputes?

If a dispute arises over eligibility, school selection or enrollment 
(including full participation):

● The parent, guardian or unaccompanied youth must be provided 
a written explanation of decisions made by the school, LEA or 
SEA, and how to appeal them, in a manner and form 
understandable to the parent, guardian, or youth.

● The student must be immediately enrolled in the school in which 
enrollment is sought, pending resolution of the dispute.

35



New Mexico’s McKinney-Vento 
Dispute Resolution Provisions

● “This form should be used for the dispute resolution process for 
students experiencing homelessness or unaccompanied youth 
unaccompanied youth in regards to eligibility, school selection, 
enrollment or transportation.”

● Includes a section for “Efforts Made to Resolve the Dispute.”

https://webnew.ped.state.nm.us/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/NM-Educati
onal-Rights-of-Students-Experiencing-Homelessness-Dispute-Resolution-For
m.pdf

36



Polls 



XXX

A family has been living in the same doubled-up situation 
with grandparents since October, 2021. The students have 
remained in their school of origin. Today, you learned that 
the entire family has moved to a larger home that is an 
additional 15 miles away from the school of origin.

● Given the size of the new home and the long-term 
nature of the living situation, you think they might not 
qualify for McKinney-Vento services.

● You also wonder whether continuing in the school of 
origin is in the students’ best interest.

Scenario
[Part 1]



Let’s take this one step at a 
time:

Pre-dispute steps

1. Speak with the parent(s).
● What do they need/want?
● What is their position?

2. Make efforts resolve the 
dispute.

● Timing of a school change
● Ways to ease the transition



Let’s take this one step at a 
time:

Beginning dispute steps

1. What is/are the subject 
matter(s) of the dispute?

● Eligibility?
● School selection?
● Transportation?
2. What needs to be included 

in the written explanation?
● How can you ensure the 

manner and form are 
understandable?



Let’s take this one step at a 
time:

Active dispute steps

1. Immediately enroll the 
student where enrollment 
is sought.

● Remember the definition of 
“enroll.”

● Provide all services, 
including transportation.

2. The liaison is the first stop 
for resolution.



Questions?



Thank you!

Patricia Julianelle

Senior Strategist for Program 
Advancement and Legal Affairs

patricia@schoolhouseconnection.org
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