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Introduction 

In 2010, the United States Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH) released Opening 
Doors, the nation’s first comprehensive strategy to prevent and end homelessness. Opening 
Doors serves as a roadmap for joint action by the 19 USICH member agencies along with local 
and state partners in the public and private sectors.  Opening Doors seeks to: 

• End chronic homelessness by 2015; 

• Prevent and end homelessness among Veterans by 2015; 

• Prevent and end homelessness for families, youth, and children by 2020; and 

• Set a path to ending all types of homelessness.1 

In September 2012, USICH released an Amendment to Opening Doors, which was developed to 
specifically identify strategies and social support services that should be implemented to improve 
the educational outcomes for children and youth, as well as the steps that need to be taken to 
assist unaccompanied youth experiencing homelessness.2 In order to support the goal of 
preventing and ending homelessness for families, youth, and children by 2020, USICH convened 
an interagency workgroup on family homelessness, which created multiple sub-committees, 
including a sub-committee on early childhood homelessness. This sub-committee has focused on 
creating resources to help both the early child development field and the homeless services 
system become more effective at serving young children age 0-5 who are experiencing 
homelessness. This brief is one such resource. 

This brief will provide an overview of the 
effects of homelessness on young children; 
federal initiatives that have expanded access to 
early care and learning for young children 
experiencing homelessness including Head 
Start and Early Head Start, the Child Care and 
Development Fund, Early Childhood State 
Advisory Councils, the McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Education programs, and the Race to 
the Top-Early Learning Challenge; and how 
two states - Massachusetts and Oregon - have 
implemented innovative policies to improve 
early childhood outcomes for young children experiencing homelessness. Lastly, this brief will 
present recommendations for how states can learn from the policies established in Massachusetts 
and Oregon to develop their own interventions. 

The Effects of Homelessness on Developing Children 

Approximately 1.6 million children nationwide, or 1 in 45, will be homeless at some point within 
the span of a year.3 Forty-two percent, or approximately 672,000, of these children are under the 
age of six.4 Given that the vast majority of these children experience homelessness temporarily, 
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the number of young children who experience homelessness at some point from birth to age six 
is higher than the number who experience homelessness in a given year.5 

Young children, infants, and newborns that experience homelessness face a combination of 
barriers to healthy development and educational performance, including: 

• A higher prevalence of physical disabilities, 
developmental delays, emotional problems, 
and behavioral issues;6 

• Stress levels high enough to trigger harmful 
biochemical impacts on developing children7 
- also known as “toxic stress” responses; and 

• Little or no positive interaction with adults 
due to the tremendous challenges faced by 
parents experiencing homelessness.8 

Studies have found children who are both chronically 
and briefly homeless face these barriers in some 
capacity.9  

Toxic Stress Response, Brain Development 
& Early Childhood Homelessness 

The adversity of early childhood homelessness can 
lead to a lifetime impact. Examples of early adversity 

include child abuse and neglect, exposure to violence, chaotic households, and homelessness. If 
unaddressed, these experiences can lead to toxic stress responses that can have damaging effects 
on a child’s health and well-being.10 The prevalence of toxic stress responses in the lives of 
young children experiencing homelessness is crucial due to the lifelong impact it can have on 
physical health and linguistic, cognitive, and socio-emotional skills.11 

The National Council on the Developing Child has proposed a conceptual view of three distinct 
types of stress responses - toxic, positive, and tolerable- on the basis of differences in their 
potential to have long-lasting impacts on brain development as a result of intensity and duration 
of the response.12 A positive stress response is brief, mild, and provides an opportunity for the 
child to grow,13a tolerable stress response is associated with a young child’s exposure to 
abnormal experiences that involve a greater level of threat,14 and a toxic stress response disrupts 
the function of the brain and/or other organ and metabolic systems.15 

According to Dr. Jack Shonkoff of Harvard University’s Center on the Developing Child, 
“[T]oxic stress can result from strong, frequent, or prolonged activation of the body’s stress 
response systems in the absence of the buffering protection of a supportive, adult relationship.”16 
His synthesis of the research illustrates how such disruptions can result in anatomic and/or 
physiologic changes that can lead to later impairments in learning and behavior, as well as 
become the roots of chronic, stress-related physical and mental illness.17  

The stressors that may result in toxic stress responses in young children experiencing 
homelessness are similar to those stressors faced by stably housed low-income children,18 which 
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include financial distress, residential and school mobility, crowding, and hunger.19 But, young 
children experiencing homelessness face more of these stressors simultaneously than their peers 
with stable housing,20 often without the support of a caring adult figure.21 Exposure to these 
extreme and chronic stressors can produce these toxic stress responses, increasing the likelihood 
a young child who experiences homelessness will struggle with developmental delays and poor 
educational performance.22 

Research underscores the importance of addressing and preventing the effects of early adversity 
on children and families. Early learning programs provide an opportunity to combat the harm 
that extreme and chronic stress exposure and subsequent toxic stress responses may have on the 
healthy development of children experiencing homelessness. But, these young children are 
underrepresented in early care and learning programs.23 Lack of resources, lack of awareness of 
children experiencing homelessness, high rates of mobility among families experiencing 
homelessness, and stringent documentation requirements (e.g. immunization forms, health 
records, birth certificates) are  a few of the unique challenges to providing high quality early care 
and learning services to children experiencing homelessness. States need to address the unique 
situations of children experiencing homelessness in order to make their programs accessible. 

Programs for Children Experiencing Homelessness 

Around the country, Head Start and Early Head 
Start, child care, Early Childhood State Advisory 
Councils, McKinney-Vento educational programs, 
and Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge 
grantees are implementing interventions for young 
children experiencing homelessness.  These 
programs provide promising practices that all states 
can build on to address the needs of children often 
left out of these services, such as children 
experiencing homelessness. 

Head Start and Early Head Start 

In 2007, the passage of the Improving Head Start 
for School Readiness Act (hereafter referred to as 

the School Readiness Act) created specific policies for increasing Head Start and Early Head 
Start access for children experiencing homelessness. The School Readiness Act requires Head 
Start and Early Head Start programs to prioritize children experiencing homelessness for 
enrollment, allows all children experiencing homelessness to enroll before their required 
documents and immunization forms have been submitted, and mandates that Head Start and 
Early Head Start grantees coordinate with the local McKinney-Vento homeless education 
liaison.24 These policies helped to make the comprehensive services provided by Head Start and 
Early Head Start programs, which are already well-suited to address family homelessness, more 
accessible to these families. 

Many Head Start and Early Head Start programs have responded to the 2007 legislation by 
building strong partnerships with other service providers in order to be even more effective at 
reaching children experiencing homelessness.25 Effective partnerships have increased Head Start 
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and Early Head Start enrollment among families experiencing homelessness and connected these 
families with other needed service providers. Evidence from partnerships around the country has 
shown these reciprocal relationships help foster an environment of healthy development for 
young children experiencing homelessness and help move families out of homelessness. Yet 
Head Start and Early Head Start programs are unable to serve all children experiencing 
homelessness due to limited resources. Therefore, the work done by these programs to reach 
children experiencing homelessness is a model that states can learn from. Please see “Building 
Partnerships to Address Family Homelessness,” for more information on Head Start and Early 
Head Start programs that have built partnerships with homeless service providers. 

Child Care Development Fund 

The Administration for Children and Families (ACF) has focused efforts on expanding child care 
opportunities for children experiencing homelessness. The Child Care and Development Fund 
(CCDF) made $5.2 billion available to states in block grant funding through the authorization of 
the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG).26 According to the Office of Child 
Care, “CCDF assists low-income families in obtaining child care so they can work or attend 
training/education. The program also improves the quality of child care, and promotes 
coordination among early childhood development and afterschool programs.”27 States choose 
how to implement their funding in a method they feel fulfills this purpose and meet the needs of 
the state.  

Although the federal government does not 
mandate policies for states to administer the 
CCDF, ACF developed guidance for 
prioritizing children experiencing 
homelessness to expand access to high quality 
child care for this population.  

The ACF recommendations for state child 
care administrators expanded on the policies 
that Head Start and Early Head Start programs 
adopted following the 2007 Improving Head 
Start for School Readiness Act. The following 
ways to support children who are homeless or 
who are at risk of being homeless are provided to administrators:28 

• Prioritize access to services for children experiencing homelessness; 
• Offer flexibility on documentation requirements for families experiencing homelessness; 
• Coordinate with McKinney-Vento homeless education state and local coordinators; 
• Work with homeless coalitions and community organizations; 
• Identify potential transportation for families experiencing homelessness; 
• Coordinate and align regulations between Head Start and CCDBG policies; 
• Exempt housing assistance from countable income; 
• Waive co-payments for low income families; 
• Expand the definition of working to including job searching; 
• Leverage job training opportunities in other federal programs; 
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• Provide direct grants and contracts to organizations that provide childcare to families 
experiencing homelessness; and 

• Provide ongoing training for staff related to serving families experiencing homelessness. 

All states have the opportunity to implement this guidance into their CCDF administration and 
other relevant programming in order to increase access to high quality early care and learning 
programs for children experiencing homelessness. 

Early Childhood State Advisory Councils 

From 2009 – 2013, ACF  administered  $100 million in funding from the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) to enable states to lead the development and 
enhancement of high quality, comprehensive systems through the creation of Early Childhood 
State Advisory Council (SAC) grants. Among other requirements, SACs were charged with 
conducting a needs assessment to identify barriers to high quality early childhood education and 
care, identifying opportunities for collaboration among existing programs, and developing 
recommendations for increasing participation in early childhood education and care programs for 
underrepresented and special needs populations.29  

Four SACs gave specific attention to children experiencing homelessness in their needs 
assessment and plan. For example, Montana’s SAC focused on increased family homelessness 
due to rising housing prices and the barriers these families faced accessing high quality early 
child education and care.30 Their recommendations included educating local, State, and Federal 
officials on housing’s crucial role in supporting stable environments for children and 
implementing crisis and prevention support services for families experiencing or at risk of 
experiencing homelessness.31 Three other states (Connecticut, Vermont, and Kentucky) 
identified the needs of children experiencing homelessness and proposed recommendations.32  

All states have the opportunity to develop early childhood systems that support the early learning 
and healthy development of children experiencing homelessness. States can build on the work of 
the SACs that have focused on homelessness and incorporate the lessons learned into their future 
early childhood plans. 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Programs 

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Education Assistance Improvements Act (hereafter referred to 
as McKinney-Vento) was passed in 1987 as the Stewart B. McKinney Homeless Assistance Act. 
The passage of this act created the first comprehensive federal law to address homelessness. 
McKinney-Vento was 
reauthorized in the 2001 
No Child Left Behind 
Act, where it obtained 
its present name. Under 
McKinney-Vento, each 
state educational agency 
is required to ensure that 
children who are 
experiencing 

Table 1. Federal Definitions of Homelessness 
Dept. of Education Homeless Definition Dept. of Housing and Urban Development 

Homeless Definition 

Unwillingly doubled up with family or friends Imminent risk of homelessness 
Residing in hotels or motels, trailer parks, or camp 
grounds 

Fleeing and/or attempting to flee 
domestic violence 

Residing in an emergency or transitional shelter, 
abandoned  in hospitals, or awaiting foster care 
placement 

Homeless under other Federal Statues* 

Unsheltered or living and/or sleeping in a place that 
is unfit for human habitation 

Unsheltered or living and/or sleeping in a 
place that is unfit for human habitation 

*Not funded under most HUD programs and Need HUD Permission 
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homelessness have equal access to the same free, appropriate public education, including a 
public preschool education, as provided to other children in the state.33 It should be noted that the 
Department of Education has a more expansive definition of homelessness than the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) as shown in Table 1.34  

Through the McKinney-Vento Act, states must present a plan to give students experiencing 
homelessness the opportunity to meet the academic achievement standards that all students are 
expected to meet.35 States appoint a homeless education coordinator and local school districts 
appoint local homeless education liaisons.36 The coordinator and liaisons facilitate programs 
designed to ensure children experiencing homelessness are able to achieve academically, be 
placed in a school they select, enroll in school without incidence, resolve disputes, and obtain 
transportation to and from school.37 

All states have the potential to build on the work done by McKinney-Vento programs by 
connecting preschoolers experiencing homelessness to these programs and by involving 
McKinney-Vento coordinators in their early care and learning systems. 

Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge 

The Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC) is a grant program that is co-
administered by the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Health & Human 
Services. RTT-ELC supports states’ efforts to raise the quality of early learning and development 
programs and increase access to high-quality programs for children with high needs.38 To date, 
there have been three funding cycles (2011, 2012, and 2013) and 20 states have received RTT-
ELC grants. States received funding to focus on five areas, or “change levers,” for system 
reform.39   

Each of the five reform areas is an important aspect of increasing access to high quality early 
learning for children with high needs. The five reform areas are:  

• Successful State Early Learning Systems that are built on broad-based stakeholder 
participation and effective governance structures;40  

• High-Quality Accountable Early Learning Programs that are based on a common set of 
standards and alignment of Head Start, CCDF, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA), Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), state-funded 
preschools, and similar programs to create a unified statewide system of early learning and 
development;41  

• Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children through the 
implementation of common statewide standards for young children, comprehensive 
assessments that align to those standards across a range of domains, and the provision of 
clear guidelines for improving the quality of programs and services that promote health and 
engage families in the care and education of young children;42  

• Developing a Great Early Childhood Workforce through professional development, career 
advancement opportunities, differentiated compensation, and incentives to improve 
knowledge, skills, and abilities to promote the learning and development of young children; 

43 and  
• Measuring Outcomes and Progress through the collection, organization, and understanding 

of evidence of young children’s progress across a range of domains, as well as though the 
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implementation of comprehensive data systems and the use of data to improve instruction, 
practices, services, and policies.44  

The 2013 RTT-ELC application defined children with high needs as “children from birth through 
kindergarten entry who are from low-income families or otherwise in need of special assistance 
and support, including children who have disabilities or developmental delays; who are English 
learners; who reside on “Indian lands” as that term is defined by section 8013(7) of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, as amended; who are migrant, homeless,45 or 
in foster care; and other children as identified by the State.”46 The broad definition of children 
with high needs has allowed states to develop plans that use “change levers” to reach their 
specific high need population.  

Massachusetts and Oregon were both effective at utilizing their RTT-ELC grant to increase 
access to high-quality early care and learning opportunities for children experiencing 
homelessness. In fact, these states were the only RTT-ELC states in the first two funding cycles 
that outlined a specific plan for reaching children experiencing homelessness in their 
application.47 Pennsylvania, a third cycle grantee, also outlined a specific plan for children 
experiencing homelessness and has just begun to implement its work. All states, regardless of 
RTT-ELC status, can learn from the work of Massachusetts and Oregon (see below) in order to 
better serve young children experiencing homelessness by using targeted interventions. 

Two State Plans 

Massachusetts and Oregon have both developed innovation policies to expand access to high 
quality early care and learning programs for children experiencing homelessness through their 
Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge grant. An overview of these state policies and the 
strategies each used to implement them can be found below.  

Massachusetts 

Massachusetts has a history of investing in children experiencing homelessness through 
interagency collaboration, engagement of the private/philanthropic sector, and academic 
research. 48 Massachusetts sought to build on the work of the state’s Coordinated Family & 
Community Engagement (CFCE) program and past efforts to enroll children experiencing 
homelessness in childcare programs. 

The Massachusetts RTT-ELC plan to expand access to high quality early learning programs for 
children experiencing homelessness has six main tenants: 

• Data sharing between the Department of Early Education & Care (EEC) and the 
Department of Housing & Community Development (DHCD) to identify where and how 
families experiencing homelessness are interacting with state programs; 

• Training staff and directors of homeless service and emergency shelter staff to provide 
knowledge on early childhood development and encourage the use of developmental 
screening practices; 

• Information sharing with homeless service providers to ensure they are aware of  early 
care and learning programs that are available to families experiencing homelessness; 
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• Linking homeless service providers with Coordinated Family & Community Engagement 
program grantees through personal introductions and regional meetings; 

• Social activities to bring together homeless service providers, early care and learning 
providers, and families experiencing homelessness; and 

• Working with museums and libraries to bring high quality early learning programs into 
easily accessed public spaces. 

The Massachusetts RTT-ELC team has had success in expanding access to high-quality early 
care and learning opportunities for children experiencing homelessness. The Department of Early 
Education & Care organized a social event for families experiencing homelessness and local 
service providers in order to build stronger relationships and receive feedback on the efficacy of 

Massachusetts’s early learning programming for 
children experiencing homelessness. The 
Department of Early Education & Care worked 
with the Department of Housing and 
Community Development to train over 120 
shelter staff on child development and the 
importance of developmental screening. EEC 
also worked to connect homeless service 
providers with their local CFCE programs to 
help link families to needed services, included 
development screenings and referrals. Lastly, 
EEC, DHCD, the Massachusetts Department of 
Transportation, and the Massachusetts 
Interagency Council on Housing & 

Homelessness collaborated to support a set of regional partnerships to secure employment, 
stabilize housing and address the developmental needs of children for at least 150 adults from 
recently-homeless families participating in DHCD’s HomeBASE initiative. The state hoped to 
develop a replicable model and to inform state and federal policy regarding homelessness, 
employment and child development. 49 

Although Massachusetts is successfully implementing its plan to expand access to early care and 
learning for children experiencing homelessness, there have been some barriers such as staff 
turnover, a lack of infrastructure, and organizational cultures that are resistant to collaboration. In 
response to these barriers, Massachusetts seeks to: 

• Institutionalize relationships through changes in state program contracts; 
• Build engagement from agency leadership; 
• Create a staff position to coordinate interagency work, including work with homeless 

service agencies; 
• Develop strong interpersonal relationships across departments and sectors; 
• Highlight efforts to build on past accomplishments; and 
• Use shared data to guide goals and strategies across agencies.  
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Oregon 

The Oregon approach to increasing access to high-quality early care and learning programs for 
children experiencing homelessness is centered on developing local systems that encourage 
collaboration across early learning sectors.50 Oregon took advantage of its RTT-ELC grant by 
focusing on the creation of 15 regional Early Learning Hubs. These hubs are tasked with 
increasing the number of children who are ready to learn when they enter Oregon’s kindergarten 
programs, with a special focus on children experiencing homelessness and other children at high 
risk of not being kindergarten ready. The approach seeks to take the currently disparate set of 
programs for children ages 0-5, including public pre-school, health care, home visiting, child 
care, food assistance, developmental screening, and homeless services, and coordinate them 
through the regional Hubs. Specifically, each Hub shares the following responsibilities: 

• Identify children at risk of arriving at kindergarten unprepared for school, including 
children experiencing homelessness; 

• Work with families to identify specific needs;  
• Connect families to the supports or services that most 

meet their needs; 
• Work across traditional silos; and 
• Account for outcomes collectively and cost 

effectively. 

To meet these responsibilities, Oregon’s Early Learning 
Hubs must involve representatives from early learning; K-12, 
health care, business, human services, and parents. This 
strategy builds on the existing relationship between early learning agencies and the Oregon 
Department of Human Services, which currently manages both the state’s homelessness 
programs and child care subsidy program. The increased emphasis on interagency relationships 
at both the state and local levels is intended to create an integrated and aligned system of services 
that holistically address the needs of children at a higher risk of arriving at kindergarten 
unprepared for school including children who are experiencing homelessness. This holistic 
approach allows Regional Hubs to address the five “change levers” identified by RTT-ELC in a 
manner that makes sense for the needs of their particular region.  

Although Oregon is in the early stages of creating regional Early Learning Hubs, the state’s 
RTT-ELC team identified a number of barriers. These barriers include the wide variety of needs 
and situations that vary region-to-region, the difficulty in tracking a homeless family’s 
interactions with state and local programs, and the lack of affordable housing for families 
experiencing homelessness. In response to these barriers, Oregon seeks to: 

• Emphasize regional control of policy implementation while providing support and 
guidance from the state level in order to encourage productive collaboration; 

• Build on existing relationships between agencies at the state and local level; 
• Plan and implement steps to share and disaggregate data across government agencies; and 
• Use this data to guide policy decisions and show the need for policy interventions in early 

learning, early education, affordable housing, homeless services, and other sectors that 
affect the lives of families experiencing homelessness. 
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Recommendations for Other States  

Massachusetts and Oregon used the funding from their RTT-ELC grant to develop innovative 
policies targeted at expanding access to high quality early care and learning programs for young 
children experiencing homelessness. States can draw from lessons learned by Massachusetts and 
Oregon in order to develop their own interventions. Specifically, the Department of Health and 
Human Services, Administration on Children and Families and the Department of Education 
recommends that states review and consider the following policies established by Massachusetts 
and Oregon:   

Recommendation #1: Build Relationships between Agencies and Sectors at the 
State and Local Levels 

Massachusetts and Oregon have been able to dynamically address the need for expanding early 
care and learning programs to children experiencing homelessness because they have built 
relationships between the multiple agencies that interact with families experiencing 
homelessness.  

• In Massachusetts, the Department of Early Education & Care built on a strong 
relationship with the Department of Housing & Community Development by involving 
DHCD in the state’s RTT-ELC governance structure. This gave the RTT-ELC 
coordinating committee access to data, programs, and staff that work closely with 
children experiencing homelessness outside of traditional early care and learning settings. 

•  In Oregon, regional Early Learning Hubs were mandated to include representation from 
the Oregon Department of Human Services, which manages many of the state’s homeless 
service programs.  

• In both states, collaboration happened at both the state and local level, which allowed for 
sustainable relationships to be built that address the specific needs of different regions as 
they change over time. 

Other states may replicate examples from Massachusetts and Oregon by fully understanding  
their state’s homeless service system, identifying agencies and programs that work with children 
age 0-5 that are experiencing homelessness, and intentionally bringing these agencies and 
programs into their early care and learning conversations to create collaborations whenever 
possible.  

Recommendation #2: Build Connections between Parents, Service Providers, 
and Agencies 

Massachusetts and Oregon have increased their ability to receive and respond to direct feedback 
from program participants by building connections between the parents of children experiencing 
homelessness, service providers, and state agencies.  

• In Massachusetts, the Department of Early Education & Care organized a social event to 
build strong relationships that allow for constructive feedback among parents of children 
experiencing homelessness and service providers.  
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• In Oregon, parents must be represented on the coordinating committee of regional Early 
Learning Hubs. 

Other states can solicit direct feedback from program participants by hosting creative social 
events, engaging parents in the local governance structure of early care and learning programs, 
and/or capitalizing on previously established parental engagement/feedback processes in other 
programs, such as Head Start. 

Recommendation #3: Provide Cross-Training Opportunities for Homeless 
Service Providers and Early Childhood Agencies/Providers 

Massachusetts and Oregon have strengthened the capacity of their states’ early childhood 
workforce by providing cross-training opportunities for early childhood and homeless service 
professionals. This builds skills, expertise, and relationships among the diverse group of people 
who have a large effect on the development of young children experiencing homelessness. 

• Massachusetts hosted cross trainings for homeless service providers/agency staff and 
early childhood service providers/agency staff.  

• In Oregon, the diverse governance structure of the Regional Early Learning Hubs will 
lead to natural sharing of skills and knowledge. These trainings allow representatives 
from multiple sectors to share their expertise and ensure that safe, developmentally 
appropriate environments are pursued by all who work with young children experiencing 
homelessness.  

Other states can work to provide similar cross training by identifying programs and agencies that 
work closely with children age 0-5 experiencing homelessness, building relationships, and 
developing training materials that will provide information, resources and steps for supporting 
young children and families who are experiencing homelessness.  

Recommendation #4: Build on Past Efforts and Successes Serving Homeless 
Children 

Massachusetts and Oregon were largely successful in their efforts to expand access to high-
quality early learning programs for children experiencing homelessness because both states built 
on past efforts. The RTT-ELC coordinating committees were able to tailor messages to decision 
makers and navigate the large, at times complicated, homeless services system based on lessons 
learned. 

Other states can learn from the efforts of Massachusetts and Oregon by identifying successful 
past collaborations between the early care and learning sector and the homeless service sector. 
Highlighting and/or expanding on past or existing collaborations will help decision makers see 
the potential for successful collaborations.  

Recommendation #5: Share Data across Agencies  

A key aspect of the plan to expand access to high-quality early learning programs for children 
experiencing homelessness in both Massachusetts and Oregon was to share data collected on 
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families and children experiencing homelessness. Both states had difficulty tracking the 
interactions that these families and children had with their state’s social services due to their high 
levels of mobility and the fragmented nature of data collection across programs. Tracking and 
sharing data across agencies was beneficial to have a better understanding of the range of 
services or benefits accessed by homeless families. 

Other states may implement data sharing practices by building a better understanding of their 
state’s homeless service system, connecting state early care and learning, family homelessness, 
and education agencies that collect data on children age 0-5 who are experiencing homelessness, 
and developing Memorandums of Understanding or other contractual data sharing agreements 
among agencies. Sharing data is important to identifying benchmarks to measure progress and 
outcomes, developing holistic interventions for children age 0-5 who are experiencing 
homelessness, and communicating the importance of these interventions to decision makers and 
the public. 

Conclusion 

Children age 0-5 who are experiencing homelessness are particularly vulnerable to a host of 
negative outcomes, including behavioral and developmental delays, physical disabilities, and 
social emotional issues. Increasing access to high-quality early care and learning programs for 
this population will contribute to their healthy development and resiliency.  Federal programs 
including Head Start and Early Head Start, Child Care and Development Fund, Early Childhood 
State Advisory Councils, McKinney-Vento Homeless Education programs, and the Race to the 
Top-Early Learning challenge have given states and localities opportunities to tackle this 
problem. Massachusetts and Oregon leveraged their RTT-ELC grants as a method to implement 
innovative strategies for making their state’s early learning system more accessible to children 
experiencing homelessness. Lessons learned from Massachusetts and Oregon provide other 
states with an opportunity to develop targeted interventions for young children experiencing 
homelessness.  

Specifically, states can learn from Massachusetts and Oregon by: 

• Building relationships between homeless service agencies and early care and learning 
agencies at the state and local levels; 

• Integrating direct feedback of parents of children experiencing homelessness into their 
early care and learning system’s efforts; 

• Providing cross-training for the staff of homeless service agencies and early childhood 
agencies; 

• Expanding on past efforts and lessons learned to connect children experiencing 
homelessness to early childhood development services; and 

• Sharing data among agencies that serve families with children age 0-5 who are 
experiencing homelessness. 

Young children experiencing homelessness need these targeted interventions to support their 
healthy development due to the compounding barriers they face to accessing early care and 
learning programs. Considering the implementation of the above recommendations and 
identifying creative, state-specific policies can be steps in a process to strengthen early care and 
learning services for young children experiencing homelessness. 
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