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SUMMARY
In recent years, research on “basic needs” insecurity in higher education has helped shine a spotlight on homelessness among college students. 
While definitions and methodologies vary, the largest national basic needs survey found that 12% of community college students and 9% of 
university students experienced homelessness over the last year.1

Homelessness among college students, however, is a diverse phenomenon; it encompasses different age groups, family compositions, causes, 
and dynamics. 

This report considers the experiences of unaccompanied homeless youth. We argue that unaccompanied homeless youth share many 
characteristics with former foster youth, and should be afforded similar protections and supports. 

In addition, we examine a critical component of the basic needs of both former foster youth and unaccompanied homeless youth in higher 
education: financial aid. Our analysis of four years of Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) data for unaccompanied homeless youth 
finds that:

• The number of FAFSA applicants determined to be unaccompanied homeless youth increased by 10% over the past four years, and by 2% 
between 2015 and 2016. There is great variation among states.

• The number of unaccompanied homeless youth determinations made by financial aid administrators has increased in each of the last four 
reporting cycles; nevertheless, determinations made by financial aid administrators continue to lag well behind determinations made by 
other authorized entities. 

• Homeless service providers’ determinations have declined significantly.

As demonstrated below, the data on unaccompanied homeless youth determinations provide compelling evidence that unaccompanied homeless 
youth face heightened barriers to obtaining federal financial aid. Without financial aid, postsecondary education–their best hope for lasting 
housing stability–is simply out of reach. In fact, SchoolHouse Connection and three partners have launched Education Leads Home, a national 
campaign to improve educational outcomes for children and youth experiencing homelessness.2 Education Leads Home includes a postsecondary 
education goal because over 95% of the jobs created since 2010 have gone to college-educated workers. By 2020, 65% of all jobs will require 
education beyond high school. Postsecondary education is therefore critical for obtaining a job that pays enough to afford housing and avoid 
homelessness.

We conclude with recommendations for policy and practice, including support for the Higher Education Access and Success for Homeless and 
Foster Youth Act, and increased professional development in schools, shelters, and institutions of higher education.



HOMELESSNESS AND FOSTER CARE 
AMONG COLLEGE STUDENTS:

Unaccompanied homeless youth are young people experiencing homelessness who are not in the physical custody of a parent or guardian. 
According to a recent national study by Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago, 4.2 million youth and young adults experienced homelessness 
on their own during a 12-month period.3 This number includes approximately 700,000 youth between the ages of 13-17, and 3.5 million 
young adults between the ages of 18-25. According to national survey follow-up interviews, 29% of young adults who experienced 
homelessness were enrolled in college or another educational program at the time that they experienced homelessness.

Homelessness among unaccompanied youth is most commonly the result of severe family dysfunction exacerbated by poverty.  Family 
dysfunction includes abuse, conflict, and substance abuse.  Studies have shown that 20-40% of unaccompanied homeless youth were sexually 
abused in their homes, while 40-60% were abused physically.4 Research also reveals a clear link between parental substance abuse and youth 
running away from home.5 Family homelessness also contributes to youth homelessness: a recent study of homeless and formerly homeless 
youth found that 47% experienced homelessness both with their family and on their own.6

Experiences of parental death and family separation are common among homeless youth: Chapin Hall’s Voices of Youth Count found that over 
one-third of youth experienced the death of a parent or caregiver, and nearly one-third of youth experiencing homelessness had prior 
experiences with foster care.

Finally, some groups of youth are at higher risk of experiencing homelessness, just as they are of being placed in foster care. Chapin Hall’s 
national estimates found that unmarried parenting youth, LGBT youth, African American youth, and Hispanic youth were significantly more 
likely to experience homelessness. Similarly, studies show that African American youth, Hispanic youth7,  and LGBT8 youth are 
disproportionately represented in the foster care system. Young women in foster care are more than twice as likely as their peers not in foster 
care to become pregnant by age 19.9

In sum, youth experience homelessness on their own, away from their parents, for reasons that are very similar to the reasons that youth are 
placed in foster care, and share many characteristics and vulnerabilities. Youth from foster care also are at very high risk of experiencing 
homelessness. A recent national survey found that almost one in four former foster youth in college had experienced homelessness in the last 
year.10



HOMELESSNESS AND FOSTER CARE 
AMONG COLLEGE STUDENTS:

It is perhaps unsurprising, given the life experiences of homeless and foster youth, that they face common challenges in accessing and 
persisting in higher education.  A Government Accountability Office (GAO) study found that homeless youth had similar college enrollment 
patterns as former foster youth (pursuing an associate’s degree more often than other students and pursuing a bachelor’s degree less often 
than other students).11 The report also found similar challenges for youth experiencing homelessness and those who have been in foster care 
in lack of family support, limited academic preparation, and financial hardship.

In recognition of their shared life experiences and hardships, a number of higher education initiatives include both groups of young people in 
targeted supports. For example, state laws in California and Louisiana establish liaisons in higher education for youth experiencing 
homelessness and those who have been in foster care; Georgia’s EMBARK network is a statewide network of support for youth who have 
experienced foster care or homelessness; and Washington state recently amended its Passport to Careers program to help both homeless and 
former foster youth in college and apprenticeship opportunities. Nonetheless, the range of supports in higher education for former foster 
youth remains more extensive than that for youth experiencing homelessness. In addition to the federal Education and Training Voucher 
Program, 28 states offer tuition assistance to former foster youth. In comparison, only two states offer tuition waivers to homeless youth, and 
only two offer in-state tuition.12

In light of the shared life experiences and challenges of youth experiencing homelessness and those who have been in foster care, state 
policymakers, institutions of higher education, college access programs, and private philanthropy should consider broadening eligibility for 
supports that are now available for former foster youth to include unaccompanied homeless youth.



FINANCIAL AID:

Federal financial aid is a critical component of basic needs in higher education. Without it, higher 
education simply is not an option for many low-income students, including homeless and former foster 
youth. Yet, ironically, financial aid may be overlooked in discussions of basic needs in higher education. 

Youth experiencing homelessness and those who have been in foster care face unique barriers to 
financial aid as a result of their lack of parental support and deep poverty.



Under the Higher Education Act, youth who are under age 24 generally are considered “dependent students,” meaning they must provide 
parental income information and a parental signature in order to be considered for federal financial aid. To address the unique needs of former 
foster youth and unaccompanied homeless youth, the Higher Education Act specifies that unaccompanied homeless youth and youth who were 
in foster care at any time after age 13 are considered “independent students.” 

However, the law treats homelessness differently than foster care by requiring that the status of unaccompanied homeless youth be determined 
every year, in the year in which they are submitting the application, and that it be determined by specific federal program designees, including 
school district homeless liaisons; directors or designees of Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) programs; directors or designees of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) Homeless Assistance programs; or financial aid administrators. In contrast, former foster youth are considered 
independent if they were in foster care at any time after age 13, and are not required to have their status re-determined annually by specific 
designated authorities. 

While the policy of treating unaccompanied homeless youth as independent students has led to important improvements in access to financial 
aid for homeless youth since its inception, many barriers remain.13 A May 2016 GAO study found that burdensome program rules can hinder the 
ability of youth experiencing homelessness to access federal supports. In particular, the study showed that extensive documentation requests can 
impede access to aid for homeless youth, and that the stigma of homelessness, family conflict, and limited time frequently complicate the 
process of attaining required documents. Compounding these burdens, the required annual re-verification of homelessness forces youth to 
endure this often traumatic process repeatedly.

In addition, a 2017 SchoolHouse Connection analysis of U.S. Department of Education (ED)14 data revealed that:

• 22- and 23-year-old homeless youth faced significant challenges in obtaining determinations of independent student status. 

• Many youth indicated they did not have homeless determinations from school district liaisons or homeless service providers, and, as a 
result, faced significant barriers in accessing financial aid.

• Many applicants who requested homeless determinations from their postsecondary institution did not receive one.

The same data were not made available in 2018. However, ED did release data from the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 application cycles of the 
FAFSA. These data can help us assess the implementation of protections for students experiencing homelessness both nationally and at the state 
level.

FINANCIAL AID:



ELAINE WILLIAMS

Every single year, except for my senior 
year, completing the FAFSA was a 
nightmare. I would get to question 53 
and 54, and worry. It was re-
traumatizing to have to explain my 
situation over and over again, to pour 
myself out to a stranger, and then have 
them not believe me. I cried a lot, and 
sometimes I thought that maybe college 
wasn’t for me after all. I already felt out 
of place, as a first-generation student. 
The FAFSA process made me feel even 
more stigmatized.”



NATIONAL FAFSA DATA ON 
HOMELESSNESS FROM 2013-2016

Source: U.S. Department of Education, https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/fafsa.php

Agency Determined (as self-reported on FAFSA) School Financial Aid 
Administrator 
Determinant

Sum
High School or School 

District
HUD Program 

Youth or 
Transitional 

Program 

2013-2014 18,214 4,430 5,686 1,382 29,712

2014-2015 22,438 4,156 3,872 1,739 32,205

2015-2016 22,435 3,822 3,506 2,185 31,948

2016-2017 23,053 3,571 3,323 2,792 32,739

The chart above summarizes available data on FAFSA applicants determined to be unaccompanied homeless youth, and the source 
of the determination. It is important to note that these data are not representative of the entire population of FAFSA applicants 
experiencing homelessness and should not be construed as the total number of homeless youth, or unaccompanied homeless 
youth, in college.15

https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/fafsa.php


NATIONAL FAFSA DATA ON 
HOMELESSNESS FROM 2013-2016

The number of FAFSA applicants 
determined to be 
unaccompanied homeless youth 
increased by 10% over the past 
four years and by 2% between 
2015 and 2016. 

The number of unaccompanied homeless 
youth determinations made by financial 
aid administrators has increased in each of 
the last four reporting cycles, with an 
increase of 28% from 2015 to 2016. 

Nevertheless, determinations 
made by financial aid 
administrators continue to lag 
well behind determinations 
made by other authorized 
entities. 

Homeless service providers’ 
determinations have declined 
significantly.



It is encouraging that more unaccompanied homeless youth are obtaining determinations of independent status for 

financial aid. However, despite the national trend upward, there is significant variation among states, with some states 

showing large decreases (see Appendix A for a state-by-state chart).

• Over the four-year time period from 2013-2016, the number of FAFSA applicants determined to be unaccompanied 

homeless youth increased in 36 states, decreased in 13 states, and remained the same in two states. Thirteen states had 

increases of more than 20%. Twelve states had increases of more than 10%.

• Over the one-year period from 2015-2016, the number of FAFSA applicants determined to be unaccompanied homeless 

youth increased in 32 states and decreased in 19 states. Three states saw decreases of more than 10%. Two states saw 

decreases of more than 20%.







This encouraging trend may reflect progress in efforts to raise financial aid administrators’ awareness of their legislatively-

mandated role in facilitating unaccompanied homeless youths’ access to financial aid. 



The apparent ongoing reluctance of financial aid administrators to make unaccompanied homeless youth determinations 

has far-reaching implications for higher education access for some of our most marginalized young people. Financial aid 

administrators are the only parties who are able to make determinations for the vast majority of unaccompanied homeless 

youth. Most youth experiencing homelessness do not stay in shelters due to lack of shelter availability or limited capacity,16

and thus would not obtain verifications from HUD or RHYA providers. In addition, only younger students who are 

transitioning from high school to postsecondary education are likely to have determinations from high schools or school 

districts. Therefore, it would be expected that, of all the parties authorized to make homelessness determinations, financial

aid administrators would make the greatest number of determinations, not the fewest. These data indicate the need to 

strengthen federal policy (see below) and provide more training and awareness of the needs and circumstances of 

homeless youth on college campuses—and in financial aid offices, in particular.



LIZZY PINTO-GOUVEIA

Verification of 
independent status 
every semester means 
reliving my trauma and 
hardship to a complete 
stranger in the financial 
aid office and the fear 
of not receiving 
financial aid to 
continue my 
education.”



Over the past four years, the number of homeless youth determinations made for financial aid purposes by HUD programs 

decreased by nearly 20%, and those made by RHYA programs decreased by 41.6%. There are no data showing that fewer 

homeless youth received HUD homeless assistance or RHYA services over this time period. The FAFSA data may indicate the 

consequences of a recent shift toward “Rapid Rehousing” models that seek to move youth out of shelter and into housing 

as quickly as possible, with less attention on the education that is necessary to obtain higher-paying employment to sustain 

that housing. More training for HUD and RHYA programs on the importance of education, and on their role in assisting in 

the FAFSA determination process, is needed.



TWO RECENT 
POLICY CHANGES



POLICY CHANGES:

As the result of efforts by advocates over many years, 

the U.S. Department of Education recently announced 

that the 2018-2019 FAFSA would remove the definition 

of “youth” from the FAFSA. Previous versions of the 

FAFSA had defined “youth” as a person aged 21 or 

under, forcing 22- and 23-year-old unaccompanied 

homeless youth to submit extensive and burdensome 

documentation to prove their homelessness until they 

were no longer considered “dependent” at age 24. We 

anticipate that this change will simplify the financial 

aid application and determination processes for many 

unaccompanied youth, and therefore increase their 

access to federal student aid. 

In addition to ED’s removal of the definition of “youth” from the 

FAFSA, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) made important 

amendments to the McKinney-Vento Act’s Education for Homeless 

Children and Youths Program to help youth experiencing homelessness 

transition successfully from high school to postsecondary education. 

School district homeless liaisons are now required to ensure that 

unaccompanied homeless youth are informed of their status as 

independent students for college financial aid and obtain assistance to 

receive verification for the FAFSA. Additionally, state McKinney-Vento 

plans must describe how homeless youth will receive assistance from 

school counselors to advise, prepare, and improve their readiness for 

college. These amendments went into effect on October 1, 2016. 

Therefore, we expect to see the number of youth determined to be 

unaccompanied homeless youth by school district liaisons increase 

significantly.



I’ve talked to multiple people across various campus offices about 
my family situation and explained that my relationships with my 

family members are just about as strong as a single strand of angel 
hair pasta, but this fails to either register or mean anything.”



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
POLICY & PRACTICE



Congress should remove financial aid and 
other barriers for youth experiencing 

homelessness and those who have been in 
foster care by including the provisions of 
Higher Education Access and Success for 

Homeless and Foster Youth Act (HEASHFY),
S.1795/H.R. 3740, in the upcoming 

reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. 
This legislation streamlines the financial aid 
application process for youth experiencing 
homelessness and those who have been in 
foster care. It also requires institutions of 

higher education to designate a single point of 
contact for homeless and former foster youth 
and to develop a plan to help students access 

housing resources during and between 
academic terms.

State McKinney-Vento Coordinators should 
include specific information on financial aid 

eligibility for unaccompanied homeless 
youth in the professional development that 

is now required under ESSA for school 
district liaisons. In addition, school district 
liaisons should include similar information 
in the ESSA-mandated trainings for school 

personnel, including high school 
counselors. 

#1 #2

https://www.help.senate.gov/ranking/newsroom/press/murray-portman-clark-young-introduce-legislation-to-remove-barriers-provide-support-for-homeless-and-foster-students-in-higher-education-


Case managers and other staff of homeless 
service agencies, in particular HUD and RHYA 

programs, should receive training about 
financial aid eligibility for unaccompanied 
homeless youth and their role in making 

homelessness determinations for financial aid 
qualification. Providers should inform all 

unaccompanied homeless youth under the 
age of 24 of their eligibility for independent 
student status on the FAFSA and assist these 

youth by providing the necessary 
documentation for their determinations.

Financial aid administrators, student 
support staff, and other professionals at 

postsecondary institutions should receive 
training on financial aid eligibility criteria 
for unaccompanied homeless youth and 

the requirement that financial aid 
administrators make homelessness 

determinations without raising 
unnecessary barriers for students.17

#3 #4





EDUCATION LEADS HOME

www.EducationLeadsHome.org



#EDULEADSHOME

This year, SchoolHouse Connection, along with core partners America’s Promise Alliance, Civic Enterprises, and the Institute for

Children, Poverty and Homelessness, announced the Education Leads Home campaign. This national campaign is focused on 

improving educational outcomes for children and youth experiencing homelessness through three goals: 

1. Young children experiencing homelessness will participate in quality early childhood programs at the same rate as their 

housed peers by 2026. 

2. High school students experiencing homelessness will reach a graduation rate of 90% by 2030.

3. Postsecondary students experiencing homelessness will reach an attainment rate of 60% by 2034.

Education Leads Home includes a postsecondary education goal because over 95% of the jobs created since 2010 have gone to 

college-educated workers, and by 2020, 65% of all jobs will require education beyond high school. Postsecondary education is 

therefore critical for obtaining a job that pays enough to afford housing and avoid homelessness. The Lumina Foundation has 

adopted the goal of increasing the proportion of Americans with high-quality degrees, certificates, and other credentials to 60% by 

2025. Recognizing the lack of quality data on the postsecondary enrollment and completion of students experiencing homelessness,

as well as the significant barriers to both high school and postsecondary completion, Education Leads Home has adopted a goal of a 

60% postsecondary attainment rate by 2034 for homeless youth. This goal aligns with efforts of other organizations working towards 

improving postsecondary attainment rates across the country.



Source: U.S. Department of Education, https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/fafsa.php

2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 

AK 137 161 138 136 -0.70%

AL 378 403 391 451 19.30%

AR 262 276 270 308 17.60%

AZ 588 670 671 600 2.00%

CA 3,432 3,697 3,660 3,871 12.80%

CO 543 576 631 626 15.30%

CT 190 171 203 205 7.90%

DC 103 127 119 126 22.30%

DE 97 94 104 97 0%

FL 1,537 1,794 1,853 1,991 29.50%

GA 813 966 960 939 15.50%

HI 52 62 41 36 -30.80%

IA 226 255 280 269 19%

ID 186 173 172 201 8.10%

IL 2,084 2,336 2,222 2,104 1%

2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 

IN 440 483 463 461 4.80%

KS 247 271 311 307 24.30%

KY 281 344 302 362 28.80%

LA 419 421 492 523 24.80%

MA 547 559 556 565 3.30%

MD 444 538 558 601 35.40%

ME 201 247 201 232 15.40%

MI 1,582 1,617 1,707 1,626 2.80%

MN 526 526 515 514 -2.30%

MO 1,020 1,108 1,153 1,227 20.30%

MS 192 193 212 217 13%

MT 60 90 88 109 81.70%

NC 824 877 824 900 9.20%

ND 46 43 38 44 -4.30%

NE 164 165 158 165 -0.60%

https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/fafsa.php


Source: U.S. Department of Education, https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/fafsa.php

2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 

NH 123 133 139 107 -13%

NJ 405 461 426 430 6.20%

NM 189 184 223 225 19%

NV 291 323 335 304 4.50%

NY 1,235 1,317 1,245 1,206 -2.30%

OH 845 814 784 815 -3.60%

OK 385 400 412 457 18.70%

OR 1,194 1,112 1,001 1,117 -6.40%

PA 650 683 745 737 13.40%

RI 59 48 53 45 -23.70%

SC 283 345 301 305 7.80%

SD 40 41 50 40 0%

TN 448 487 533 536 19.60%

TX 2,918 3,400 3,397 3,535 21.10%

UT 114 137 158 187 64%

VA 447 563 506 543 21.50%

VT 51 68 40 45 -11.80%

WA 1,477 1,475 1,427 1,428 -3.30%

WI 544 523 465 461 -15.30%

WV 148 189 155 188 27%

WY 37 46 52 64 73%

Other 208 213 208 151 -27.40%

Total 29,712 32,205 31,948 32,739 10.20%

https://nche.ed.gov/ibt/fafsa.php
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