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Undercounted and Underserved?
Students Experiencing Homelessness in the U.S.

Introduction

The official tally of the number of students experiencing
homelessness across the United States is about 1.5 million.
However, homelessness among school-aged children in the
U.S. remains vastly underrecognized.? Federal law through
the McKinney—Vento Homeless Assistance Act (McKinney—
Vento) guarantees vital support for students experiencing
homelessness, but students must first be identified in order to
be served. This policy brief explores an alternative method to
estimate the number of students experiencing homelessness
using available data from 31 states and New York City.

For this method we use data from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention’s (CDC) 2023 Youth Risk Behavior
Survey (YRBS), a biennial anonymous survey of high school
students, administered in the spring of 2023. We see the

Defining Homelessness in Education

YRBS as partially overcoming barriers for self-identification
related to social stigmas about homelessness. We apply the
YRBS estimated rate of homelessness among high school
students to all grade levels, recognizing that this approach may
still underestimate homelessness among younger students.

When using YRBS estimates our analysis suggests that there
may have been 320,500 more students experiencing home-
lessness than those who were identified in the 31 states
where data was available and New York City. These findings
could confirm a gap in a complicated system of identification
that can negatively impact services for these students. Many
students experiencing homelessness already face high rates
of chronic absenteeism and low graduation rates, while also
being at increased risk of experiencing homelessness as

The McKinney—Vento Homeless Assistance Act defines a student as experiencing homelessness if they lack a
fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. This includes students who are sharing the housing of others due
to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; staying in motels, trailer parks, or campgrounds due to
the lack of an adequate alternative; staying in shelters or transitional housing or sleeping in cars, parks, abandoned
buildings, substandard housing, or similar settings.® This is the definition used by the U.S. Department of Education

(ED) and school districts across the country.

Recently, the YRBS began including a survey question (see Appendix Figure 1) about housing status. The question
includes both technical definitions of homelessness as well as more colloquial phrases that students are more
likely to use or identify with. For instance, the YRBS survey includes an answer worded “l do not have a usual

place to sleep.” This could be a teen’s way of saying “lacking a fixed or regular nighttime residence” within the

McKinney—Vento definition.



adults—underscoring the need for increased investment to
improve the identification to connect them with the support
to which they are legally entitled. Our goal is to encourage
further discourse, research, and analysis on how to get at
the most accurate estimate of students experiencing home-
lessness. Accurate estimates matter because they can drive
awareness, resource allocation, and action.

For a complete list of methodology, data sources, and charts,
see the Appendix at the end of the brief.

Why Identification Matters

Students experiencing homelessness face the most significant
barriers to education in the U.S. In School Year 2022-2023
(8Y2022-2023), nearly half (48%) of these students were
chronically absent from school.* This figure was 20 percentage
points higher than the national average of all students.® The
high rate of chronic absenteeism among students without a
stable place to live contributes to a graduation rate of just
69%.° These educational barriers increase the likelihood of
future adult and family homelessness and could perpetuate
chronic and intergenerational homelessness.”

Students experiencing homelessness face unique barriers
beyond poverty.®

They include:

« Lack of a fixed address for enrollment when temporary
shelter is unavailable

«  Unreliable transportation to and from school or longer
commutes from temporary shelter located further away
from school

«  Frequentschool transfers due to impermanent residence
or relocating to shelter

«  Social stigma and fear of homelessness among peers
and adults

To address the unique barriers students experiencing home-
lessness face, federal law guarantees certain rights through
McKinney—Vento, including transportation based on student
need, a streamlined school enrollment process, and support
connecting students and families to community resources.
However, before they can receive support through the McK-
inney—Vento Act, students must first be identified as experi-
encing homelessness.

Nationally, 1.5 million public school students were identified
as experiencing homelessness in SY2023-2024.° Research
of prior years suggests that this is likely an undercount. One
study estimated that two-thirds of high school students expe-
riencing homelessness are missing from official tallies.® While

federal law places the responsibility for identifying students
on school districts, many districts face significant challenges
in capturing accurate numbers. These challenges partially
stem from limited federal funding. Other sources of challenges
might include a lack of trust between families and schools, a
lack of community acceptance, and a lack of prioritization of
students experiencing homelessness.

However, before they can receive
support through the McKinney—Vento
Act, students must first be identified as
experiencing homelessness.

Understanding the potential scope of underidentification is
the first step towards closing the gap, not only in identifying
students but, more importantly, in getting them the services
they need. Two recent studies looked at the impacts of fed-
eral funding on identification. Their findings noted that the
likelihood of underidentification is higher in schools without
dedicated homeless education funding" and that additional
federal funding led to better academic outcomes for students
experiencing homelessness, while delays in funding led to
worse academic outcomes.”

Analysis and Key Findings

McKinney—Vento data is not the only data we have available
on the numbers of students experiencing homelessness. An-
other source is the YRBS. The YRBS is an anonymous survey
administered to high-school students in a sample of schools
across the U.S. The survey is used to produce national and
local estimates for different health risk behaviors. In 2023 the
YRBS asked high-school students about their housing situations
using a question designed to align with the McKinney—Vento
definition of homelessness.

Since the YRBS is an anonymous, self-reported survey, students
can answer all questions—including the newer items about
housing status and where they sleep—without fear of stigma
or concern about completing official paperwork or unwanted
agency involvement. As a result, the YRBS may paint a more
complete picture of student homelessness when combined
with other indicators. We used data from the 2023 YRBS survey
and McKinney—Vento data from SY2022-2023. Not all juris-
dictions where the YRBS was administered included questions
on housing. McKinney—Vento and YRBS data are released at
different times, and the McKinney—Vento data for School Year
2023-2024 was released just prior to the publication of this;
however, these new numbers do not affect the core of our
analysis. Both methods have potential tradeoffs but for the



purpose of this analysis we present how the weighted YRBS
estimate compares with the McKinney—Vento numbers. The
reviewed YRBS data only captured responses from high school
students. We recognize that U.S. Department of Education
(ED) rates of homelessness among high school students are
lower than those for middle and elementary school students

suggests that YRBS is not the only indicator for jurisdiction
level success. These gap estimates are best interpreted as
indicators of potential gaps to create a more complete picture
of student homelessness, rather than precise totals.

Key Takeaways:

(see Appendix Tables 2-3). Despite the limitations, in order
to further explore the use of YRBS, we applied each jurisdic-
tion’s YRBS-estimated high school homelessness rate across
grades K—12 recognizing that this likely yields a conservative
estimate across jurisdictions.

320,500 Potential Students Experiencing
ﬁ Homelessness Went Unidentified
In half of the jurisdictions (16 of 32) there was likely an
undercount of homeless students in SY2022-2023.

Then, by comparing those estimates with the number of Potential Underidentification May Be Widespread

students identified as experiencing homelessness in the
McKinney—Vento data, we were able to calculate potential
gaps in the reported counts. We found gaps where the YRBS
estimated count was statistically significantly higher than the
reported McKinney—Vento count; these were determined to
be cases of potential underidentification. However, this also

In addition to the 16 jurisdictions with likely under-
counts, we found an additional eight jurisdictions
where there is a potential undercount.

Closing the Gap Requires Sustained Investment
and Identification

The findings from this analysis highlight a potential gap between the number of students experiencing home-
lessness and those officially recognized as homeless through current methods. The consistency of the pattern
across jurisdictions indicates that many students might be unrecognized and therefore disconnected from
support they are legally entitled. This analysis is meant to be considered in the larger context of improving
reporting and identification of students experiencing homelessness. YRBS alone might not create a complete

picture, therefore further discussion and investigation must be made into the reasons for this reporting gap.

Taken together, the results point to three central implications. First, a clearer understanding of the magnitude
and nature of the identification gap is necessary for any effort to strengthen services for students experi-
encing homelessness. Second, improving identification relies on sustained attention to resourcing. Third,
further research and dialogue are needed to refine approaches and tools, such as YRBS, to improve the
understanding of the official counts and build a more accurate national picture of student homelessness.
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Appendix

Methods

This analysis used state-level data from the CDC’s 2023 Youth
Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) administered in the spring of 2023
to a representative sample of high school students. In total,
31 states and NYC included a question asking respondents
about their housing status aligned with the U.S. ED definition
of homelessness (See Appendix Figure 1).®

Appendix Figure 1: Question Regarding
Homelessness in YRBS Survey in Spring 2023

86. During the past 30 days, where did you usually sleep?

A. In my parent’s or guardian’s home

B. In the home of a friend, family member, or other
person because | had to leave my home or my
parent or guardian cannot afford housing

In a shelter or emergency housing

In a motel or hotel

In a car, park, campground, or other public space
| do not have a usual place to sleep

G. Somewhere else

mmoo

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), “2023 YRBS Data User’s Guide,
Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data,” 2024, https://www.cdc.gov/yrbs/media/pdf/2023/2023
National YRBS Data Users Guide508.pdf.

Note: Responses to the question with Answers A or G counted as “not homeless,” and
Answers B, C, D, E, or F were considered "homeless.”

The CDC uses the counts and percentages of students re-
sponding to the YRBS in sampled high schools, calculates
survey response weights, and applies those survey response
weights to estimate the true counts and percentages in each
state or jurisdiction. For more information from the CDC about
their sampling and weighting procedures, please go to “YRBS
Data Across Years and Sites.” "

We used those estimates of the percentage of high school
students self-reporting homelessness given by the YRBS, as
well as the lower and upper bounds for the 95% confidence
interval for those estimates, and multiplied the percentages
by the total K-12 public school enroliment in each jurisdiction
to estimate the total number of homeless students across
grades K through 12. We then compared these figures with
each jurisdiction’s official count of students identified as
homeless under McKinney—Vento submitted to the ED, and
we identified jurisdictions where the McKinney—-Vento count
was statistically significantly lower than the extrapolated YRBS
estimate as jurisdictions where potential undercounting was
taking place. We have only considered providing undercount
estimates that were outside of the estimated YRBS results
confidence interval. We believe this analysis is best understood
as finding potential gaps and serving as a baseline for state

agencies and school districts to investigate their state- and
district-level plans, resource allocation, and identification
practices. However, YRBS estimates compared to official
counts alone likely does not present a full indication of the
success or failure of each jurisdiction.

Using these methods, we identified 16 jurisdictions where
likely undercounting or under-identifying occurred (highlight-
ed in dark blue in Appendix Table 1). Eight additional states
reported figures below our adjusted estimate but above the
lower bound (highlighted in light blue). In these cases, we
treat the difference between the adjusted estimate and the
reported count as a potential undercount. We defined eight
jurisdictions as not undercounting where the official count of
students experiencing homelessness was similar to or higher
than our adjusted estimate (highlighted in gray). However,
this does not mean that no students go unidentified in these
jurisdictions. See Appendix Table 1 and Appendix Figure 2
for our estimates for each jurisdiction.

In our analysis we assumed that homelessness rates for
elementary and middle school students are at least equal,
if not higher than those of high school students. We believe
it is likely that applying the YRBS results, which are based
on high school students, to all grades (K—12), will result in
an underestimate of the true number of homeless students,
yet this estimate may still be closer to the actual number of
students experiencing homelessness.

Data from the McKinney—Vento program suggests that rates
of homelessness are associated with grade level, and if they
are, that homelessness is about 10% higher for middle and
elementary school students than for high school students. In
recent years, the rate of homelessness in high school has been
less than the rate of homelessness in elementary and middle
school. We conducted a one-tailed z test of two proportions.
The resulting z statistics are shown in Appendix Table 2.
For each year, the z statistics reflect a p value of effectively
0 (<0.000001), illustrating that the rate of homelessness in
K-8 is greater than the rate of homelessness in grades 9-12.

Appendix Table 3 and Appendix Figure 2 represent the rate of
homelessness broken down by grade levels (K-12). It is also
important to note that for all five school years represented,
the highest rate of homelessness for each grade was in first
and second grade, and the lowest rate of homelessness was
in high school. We believe this further supports the hypothesis
that the rate of homelessness in grades K-8 is higher than
the rate of homelessness in grades 9-12. Further analysis that
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Appendix Table 1: Comparison of Student Homelessness Identification by Jurisdiction

Key
@ Likely Undercount/ Underidentification @ Potential Undercount But Not Statistically Significant @ No Clear Undercount/No Clear Underidentification
Jurisdiction Student McKinney-Vento Lower Bound Adjusted Estimate Upper Difference Potential Difference
Enrollment Number of Total Number Bound Between Adjusted Adjusted Estimate
2022-2023 Identified Students of Homeless Estimate and and Number of
Students McKinney-Vento McKinney-Vento

Mississippi 424,777 4,460 16,142 28,460 48,849 24,000
Arkansas 476,318 17148 36,676 57,158 86,690 40,010
Tennessee 973,983 22,567 49,673 74,997 112,008 52,430

New York
(Excluding New 1,298,561 35,759 38,957 94,795 214,263 59,036
York City)

Connecticut 494,499 8,901
Hawaii 168,179 6,895
Rhode Island 134,329 2,687
Indiana 1,011,353 24,272
South Dakota 138,530 3,186
North Carolina | 1,517450 w520
Vermont 75,772 2,500
471,21 17,435
[ owo | vewoss | mam | wew | esw | wen | wa | |
o | aews | mas | mam | mes | s | wa | aesm |
[ un | emam | wos | s | s | sws | wa | sen |
bwa | wems | aen | sow | s | wm | wa | sas |
— " ame | wm | asi2 | sem | wa
,

New Hampshire 1,379
Delaware

Massachusetts

857,065 : 18,855 30,854 48,853 N/A
1,248,241 14,393 3,745 9,986 21,220 N/A
305,005 10,543 8,845 12, N/A

New Jersey

New Mexico

New York City

116,481 119,320 63,639 79,270 97134
1,684,795 40122 20,218 30,326 4385 |  NA | ]

Pennsylvania

West Virginia

Total Students 23,254,635 652,020 622,972 961,635 1,517,680 320,500 61,751*

Sources: U.S. Department of Education (ED), “EDFacts file specification 118, SEA Level McKinney-Vento Counts SY 22-23," https://eddataexpress.ed.gov/dashboard/homeless/2022-
2023?sy=2955&s=1035. Accessed July 2025; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), “Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data” (CDC, 2023), https://www.cdc.gov/yrbs/data/index.html
Accessed July 23, 2025;

New York City Department of Education. “Students in Temporary Housing Reports.” Nyced.org, 2023. https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/government-reports/students-in-temporary-
ousing-reports. Accessed July 23, 2025;

=

National Center for Education Statistics, “Table 203.40, Enrollment in Public Elementary and Secondary Schools, by Level, Grade, and State or Jurisdiction: Fall 2022, https://nces.ed.gov/
programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_203.40.asp.

The National Center for Homeless Education. “Student Homelessness in America: School Years 2020-21 to 2022-23.” U.S. Department of Education, 2024. https://www.ed.gov/media/
document/student-homelessness-america-school-years-2020-21-2022-23-108414.pdf."

Note: NYC and New York State (excl. New York City) are considered separate jurisdictions for this analysis. NYC does not participate in the New York State YRBS and chooses to administer
its own YRBS. The total enrollment of students does not include ungraded students. Estimated number of unidentified students denoted with * are not statistically significant and therefore
are counted as potentially unidentified students. The 61,751 total students represent a potential additional number of unidentified students.
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considers the variation in homelessness rates by grade level
and YRBS survey methods could more accurately apply the
YRBS data to students in grades K-8.

One potential alternative explanation may be that this trend
does not necessarily show that the rate of homelessness is
higher for students in middle and elementary school; rather,
it could be that this trend is the result of younger students
being identified and accounted for at higher rates.

Another explanation is that potentially identifiable adolescents
experiencing homelessness have already dropped out of high

school and are not captured by school-based data.

A potential source of underestimation in the YRBS data stems
from the YRBS only asking about a student’s housing status
for the last 30 days and depends on students being present
for the survey, while the official count of homeless students
submitted by states to U.S. ED reflects the number of students
who were identified as experiencing homelessness at any
point during the entire course of a school year. All else being
equal, this definitional difference should lead to higher counts
in the McKinney—Vento data than in the YRBS.

Appendix Table 2: National Rate of Student Homelessness in Primary (Grades K—8) Versus Secondary

(Grades 9-12) School

SY2017-18 SY2018-19 SY2019-20 SY2020-21 SY2021-22

Grades K-8 3.09% 2.83%
Grades 9-12 2.68% 2.50%
z statistic 76.81 65.42

2.58% 2.30% 2.49%
2.31% 2.06% 2.30%
55.55 5311 40.79

Sources: National Center for Education Statistics, Table 2023.30, “Enrollment in public elementary and secondary schools, by region, state, and jurisdiction: Selected years, fall 1990
through fall 2023." https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23 203.40.asp; U.S. Department of Education, “EDFacts file specification 118, SEA Level (2017,2018, 2019, 2020,

2021)." Collected by National Center for Homeless Education.®'”1¢

Note: Percentages based on calculations from total grouped enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics compared to total student population.

Appendix Table 3: National Rate of Student Homelessness by Grade Level

Grade
K 3.36% 31%
1 3.35% 3.07%
2 3.37% 3.01%
3 3.33% 3.03%
4 318% 2.93%
5 3.03% 2.80%
6 2.84% 2.65%
7 2.70% 2.50%
8 2.63% 2.41%
9 2.78% 2.58%
10 2.51% 2.31%
1" 2.44% 2.28%
12 3.00% 2.83%

SY2017-18 SY2018-19 SY2019-20 SY2020-21 SY2021-22

2.66% 2.35% 2.63%
2.78% 2.46% 2.55%
2.77% 2.47% 2.61%
2.73% 2.44% 2.61%
2.68% 2.38% 2.58%
2.60% 2.33% 2.50%
2.49% 2.20% 2.42%
2.33% 2.09% 2.30%
2.26% 2.03% 2.27%
2.41% 2.04% 2.42%
215% 1.98% 215%
2.06% 1.89% 2.08%
2.64% 2.32% 2.54%

Sources: National Center for Education Statistics, Table 2023.30, “Enrollment in public elementary and secondary schools, by region, state, and jurisdiction: Selected years, fall 1990
through fall 2023." https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23 203.40.asp; U.S. Department of Education, “EDFacts file specification 118, SEA Level (2017,2018, 2019, 2020,

2021)." Collected by National Center for Homeless Education.202!

Note: Percentages based on calculations from total grouped enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics compared to total student population.
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Appendix Figure 2: National Rate of Student Homelessness by Grade Level with Linear Smoothing
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2021)." Collected by National Center for Homeless Education.?22324

Note: Percentages based on calculations from total grouped enrollment data from National Center for Education Statistics compared to total student population.

Because the YRBS provides estimates for NYC and New
York State (excl. New York City) separately, we had to take a
tailored approach to our data to these jurisdictions. Data for
the number of students experiencing homelessness (119,320)
in NYC comes from an analysis completed by Advocates
for Children using data directly from the New York City De-
partment of Education (NYC DOE). Total enrollment data for
SY2022-2023 (1,116,481) is taken from Students in Temporary
Housing Reports compiled by the NYC DOE.

Massachusetts and NYC were outliers in our analysis as they
reported more students experiencing homelessness than
would be in the range of our YRBS estimate. One potential
explanation is that both jurisdictions have versions of right-to-
shelter for families with children. Therefore, we believe that
our analysis is best used in jurisdictions that lack these robust
needs-based emergency shelter systems.


https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_203.40.asp
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