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Purpose & Context
The purpose of the Educating Homeless Children and Youth program (EHCY) in the New Jersey Department of Education is to ensure that students without regular, fixed, and adequate housing have access to a free, appropriate public education, including the ability to enroll in and attend school, as well as receive other services and supports through high school graduation. 

This summary report shares insights from an initial statewide comprehensive EHCY needs assessment conducted between November 2023 and August 2024 by J. J. Cutuli, PhD (Nemours Children’s Health), and Sara Shaw, PhD (Child Trends), a first step in a longer continuous improvement process. It provides key findings and recommendations for the program, including describing the needs of students and families experiencing homelessness in New Jersey, how schools currently help students and families meet those needs, and opportunities for improving supports and resources. The findings from this report will support the development of a five-year strategic plan. 

Methods
Data Sources: Primary data from liaison surveys (local educational agencies), interviews with liaisons, students, and parents/caregivers, plus statewide education data (2017–2022) and Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) data.
Community Engagement: Advisory board of individuals with lived experience, educators, and various government agency representatives provided guidance throughout.

Key Findings
1. Identification & Under-identification
· NJ has the lowest identification rate nationally: <1% vs. 2.4–3% in other states.
· 78–81% of local educational agencies (LEAs) identify fewer than 5% of students eligible for free/reduced meals; 27–30% report zero homeless students.
· YRBS self-reports show rates 143% higher than official counts.
· Barriers include stigma, fear of child welfare involvement, and lack of awareness of rights.

2. Disparities
· Suburban LEAs report the lowest rates (0.69%); high school and preschool students are the least likely to be identified.
· Charter schools identify fewer students than traditional LEAs.

3. Program Practices
· Liaisons: 94% trained, but most spend <5 hours/week on McKinney-Vento duties; nearly all hold multiple roles.
· Regional coordinators are considered essential for program implementation.
· Information sharing is inconsistent: only 65% of LEAs post rights info in schools; few use community spaces or multilingual materials.
· Title I, Part A Homeless Reserve average $1,638 vs. $4,328 estimated need; only $1,059 drawn down.

4. Services & Outcomes
· Transportation: Critical but costly; setup averages 5 days, risking chronic absenteeism.
· Students experiencing homelessness have: 
· Attendance 6% lower; chronic absenteeism 124% higher.
· Mobility 3× higher than peers.
· Math proficiency 56% lower; ELA 43% lower.
· Graduation rates 21–28% lower; suspensions twice as likely.
· Higher rates of IEP (25% vs. 17%) and multilingual learner services (17% vs. 9%).

Key Recommendations
Increase priority on liaison role; 
Standardize housing-status questions; 
Enhance outreach; 
Provide frequent staff training; 
Strengthen partnerships; 
Monitor absenteeism and mobility; 
Support credit transfer and postsecondary enrollment; and
Improve Title I, Part A Homeless Reserve planning.
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