
O�ce of the Washington State Auditor
Pat McCarthy

Homeless students: Strengthening identification, support, 
and connection to services
Washington’s homeless student population continues to grow. The Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) reported that 39,000 homeless 
students were enrolled in 2015-16 school year, a 30 percent increase over recent 
years. Homelessness affects students’ ability to succeed in school. It is linked to 
chronic absenteeism, disciplinary issues, lower test scores, and a higher dropout 
rate. The high school graduation rate for homeless students in Washington is 
30  percent lower than their housed peers. These poor educational outcomes 
affect future employment prospects and the likelihood of experiencing 
homelessness as an adult. 
Federal and state governments have long recognized the critical role 
educational agencies can play in identifying and helping homeless students 
succeed academically. Schools are a hub for students and their families, with 
connections to the communities they serve. School staff can help identify 
homeless students and help them gain access to needed in-school support such 
as food, transportation and academic assistance. Schools can also connect 
homeless students to government and community organizations that offer 
housing, medical care, and other essential services that schools cannot provide.  
To improve the educational success of homeless students, federal law known 
as McKinney-Vento requires OSPI and school districts to identify, support, 
and remove barriers for students experiencing homelessness and provides 
some funding to do so. State law authorized the  Homeless Students Stability 
Program (HSSP). Through the HSSP, OSPI and the Department of Commerce 
offer grants to some school districts to help improve housing stability and 
educational outcomes for homeless students. Despite these and other efforts, 
schools face many challenges identifying, supporting and connecting homeless 
students to needed services. Stakeholders want insights into the problems facing 
homeless students and what educational agencies are doing to help them. They 
are interested in potential solutions to address gaps in educational agencies’ 
efforts, so that more students can be identified and helped succeed academically.

Preliminary scope and objectives
This audit seeks to answer the following questions:

• What are the characteristics, needs and causes of student homelessness 
in Washington’s K12 system?

• What opportunities exist to help OSPI and school districts strengthen 
their efforts to identify homeless students, support them, and connect 
them to services?

• How have school districts used McKinney-Vento and HSSP funding to 
help identify and support homeless students?

Timing We plan to publish the results of this audit in mid-2019.
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