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Abstract 

 The number of youths experiencing homelessness has increased over the last decade and 

has only been exacerbated due to impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although overall rates of 

homelessness declined in the last decade, the numbers of homeless youth continued to increase. 

Much of the existing body of research related to homelessness fails to capture the experiences of 

homeless youth and their families, many of whom are excluded from mainstream relief efforts 

due to the classification of nighttime residence categories. The McKinney Vento Act is a federal 

program established and reauthorized to allow additional resources for homeless youth and their 

families to reduce barriers to academic achievement. Despite these resources, McKinney Vento-

eligible youth experience poorer academic outcomes and attendance rates than their housed 

peers. One consistent challenge for this population is transience, and protocols aimed to address 

transience often leave families without support or access to academic instruction for weeks at a 

time. With the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, school districts were left to find solutions 

to new barriers for all students and implemented virtual learning opportunities on an 

unprecedented scale. This study examines how one school district’s approach to virtual learning 

resulted in new means to accessibility for this vulnerable population, despite high levels of 

transience. Through retrospective analysis of 191 de-identified student transcript records for 9th-

12th grade McKinney Vento youth from the 2018-2019, 2020-2021, and 2021-2022 school years, 

this project examined whether increased accessibility through virtual course opportunities would 

yield greater academic outcomes for McKinney Vento youth. Academic outcomes (measured as 

pass rates) were consistent with pre-COVID years. Despite national findings indicating 

significantly poorer academic outcomes for all students during this time, for MV youth to have 

fared consistently to prior years can be considered a successful outcome with possibilities for 
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future implementation. Implications for practitioners, school social workers, and public-school 

faculty include greater congruence for MV youth remaining or achieving grade-level status, 

higher graduation rates, and reduced barriers to instruction. 

 
Keywords: McKinney Vento, homeless youth, virtual education



iv 



v 

Acknowledgement 

 
I would not be in the position I am in today if not for the support of friends, family, 

colleagues, and mentors. I am unbelievably grateful for those who have come alongside me 

throughout this process.  

To my committee members Dr. Leah Cheatham and Dr. Nicole Ruggiano, thank you for 

your guidance in helping me produce work that I am proud of, and for sharing your wisdom, 

expertise, and guidance over the last three years.   

To my teammates and colleagues in the field, thank you for enduring years of my 

questions and ideas, and for your continued support and camaraderie. Dr. Johnson, thank you for 

your mentorship, practical guidance, and insight. You helped me learn to set healthy boundaries 

and realistic expectations, and to lean into my passions and curiosities. I am forever grateful for 

your wisdom and your friendship. 

This endeavor would not have been possible without the support of my family and 

friends. To my beloved husband John, thank you for…well, everything. Your continued love and 

encouragement sustained me throughout these years and the wild ride we have endured together. 

Thank you for your unwavering support and picking up all the slack while I snuck away to write. 

Marlow and I are lucky to be loved by you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



vi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 

Table of Contents  
 
Abstract ................................................................................................................................x 

Introduction  .........................................................................................................................1  

 Homelessness in Youth ..................................................................................................1  

 The McKinney Vento Act ..............................................................................................2 

 Incongruence with HUD “Literally Homeless” .............................................................3 

 Population: Academic Impacts and Barriers to Student Achievement ..........................4 

 Policy Implications for McKinney Vento Implementation ...........................................5 

 Current School-Based Interventions ..............................................................................6 

 Setting up the Proposed Solution ...................................................................................7 

 Research Question .........................................................................................................9 

Methods………………………...………………………………………………………… 9 

 Population and Demographics – School District ……………………………………...9 

 Intervention: COVID-19 Pandemic and Virtual Response ..........................................10 

 Dataset  .........................................................................................................................11 

 Study Design & Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  ......................................................11 

Analysis .............................................................................................................................13 

Results ………………………………………………………………………………..….14 

Figure 1 .......................................................................................................................15 

Figure 2 .......................................................................................................................16 

Figure 3 .......................................................................................................................17 

Figure 4 .......................................................................................................................17 

 



viii 

Discussion ………………………………………………………………………………..18 

Limitations  ........................................................................................................................20 

 Synchronous vs. Asynchronous Instruction .................................................................20 

 Unaccompanied Youth .................................................................................................20 

 Environmental Factors  ................................................................................................21 

 Data Access ..................................................................................................................22 

 Future Research  ..........................................................................................................22  

Conclusion .........................................................................................................................23 

References ..........................................................................................................................24 

Appendix A ........................................................................................................................27 

 



ix 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Nighttime Residence Categories by Year: 2018-2019 

Figure 2. Nighttime Residence Categories by Year: 2020-2021 

Figure 3. Nighttime Residence Categories by Year: 2021-2022 

Figure 4. Classes Attempted & Classes Passed: SY 18-19, 20-21, 21-22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

Introduction 

Homelessness in Youth 

Over the last decade, the number of homeless youths in the United States has increased 

steadily and exponentially. According to the U.S. Department of Education (2021), the number 

of homeless students identified by public school personnel has increased 90% since 2008, “from 

approximately 680,000 to 1,305,000 students in the 2013-14 school year.” Since the 2012 school 

year, the U.S. Department of Education reports that public schools have enrolled and categorized 

over one million homeless children and youth each year (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 

Current estimates include that, “approximately one in 10 American young adults ages 18 to 25, 

and at least one in 30 adolescent minors ages 13 to 17, endures some form of homelessness” 

(Morton et al., 2017, p. 2). According to the National Center for Homeless Education (2022), the 

number of homeless children enrolled in public school in the United States for the 2018-2019 

school year was 1,384,300. Reasons for homelessness vary amongst individuals and families, but 

three significantly consistent contributing factors include the lack of affordable housing, 

institutional discrimination, and high rates of child and family poverty (Morgan, 2018).  

 The impacts of homelessness on children are significant, and often their living situations 

contribute to significant barriers to education and achievement, such as encountering health and 

well-being challenges (Pavlakis et al., 2020). Public school liaisons work to identify barriers and 

needs experienced by homeless students and reported in 2020 the most significant unmet needs 

as, “internet (64%), shelter/housing (64%), food (47.3%), child care (36.7%), and health care 

(21.5%). Mental health concerns and lack of transportation also were frequently cited as 

concerns. These unmet needs pose significant challenges to health and well-being, in addition to 

learning” (University of Michigan, 2020, p. 12).  
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Factors such as segregation, redlining, and structural racism embedded in the foundation 

of the country contribute to disproportionate experiences of homeless among historically 

marginalized groups in the United States: According to 2019 census data, Black families 

represent 15 percent of U.S. families, but account for 54 percent of families living in homeless 

shelters (Edwards, 2020). Further, amongst homeless youth, “A 2018 study surveying more than 

26,000 participants across the country found that Black youth between the ages of 16 and 24 

years are 83 percent more likely to report having experienced homelessness than youth of any 

other race” (Edwards, 2020, p. 126).   

The McKinney Vento Act 

 Across the United States, K-12 public school faculty including registrars, counselors, and 

social workers identify students as homeless when they are experiencing a loss of housing due to 

an economic hardship. This often involves youth and their family member(s) residing in an 

extended stay hotel, motel, or shelter. Students who are living doubled up with others due to 

economic loss, unaccompanied youth, and unaccompanied, undocumented minors also meet the 

eligibility criteria for the McKinney Vento (MV) program. Qualified students are granted 

educational rights through the federal McKinney Vento Act, which provides rights and funding 

for services to children experiencing homelessness (SchoolHouse Connection, 2020).   

The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act authorizes the federal Education for 

Homeless Children and Youth (ECHY) and was reauthorized in 2015 through the Every Student 

Succeeds Act (The National Center for Homeless Education, 2022). This act establishes a federal 

education definition of homelessness and is intended to reduce barriers to attendance and 

achievement for students experiencing homeless to, “have access to the education and other 

services they need to meet state academic standards” (National Center for Homeless Education, 
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2021, p. 1). Under this act, the U.S. Department of Education sets expectations and allocates 

funding for individual school districts to support McKinney Vento students and, in turn, school 

districts are required to record data related to the population and funding utilization.  

Despite consistent findings indicating that persons of color are disproportionately 

represented amongst homeless individuals and students—some studies finding up to three 

quarters of the homeless population — “McKinney Vento fails to mention race, and federal 

reports required by the McKinney-Vento Act do not disaggregate student enrollment numbers of 

achievement data by race” (Edwards, 2020, p. 128).   

Incongruence with HUD “Literally homeless” 

Students that meet the eligibility criteria for the McKinney Vento (MV) program do not 

necessarily meet the definition of homelessness as defined by Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD). HUD (2012) establishes the criteria for an individual to be categorized Literally 

Homeless as: 

[An] Individual or family who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence, 

meaning: (i) Has a primary nighttime residence that is a public or private place not meant 

for human habitation; (ii) Is living in a publicly or privately operated shelter designated to 

provide temporary living arrangements (including congregate shelters, transitional 

housing, and hotels and motels paid for by charitable organizations or by federal, state 

and local government programs); or (iii) Is exiting an institution where (s)he has resided 

for 90 days or less and who resided in an emergency shelter or place not meant for human 

habitation immediately before entering that institution. (p. 1) 

 Often, McKinney-Vento (MV) eligible youth do not fall in any of the above categories 

and thus are ineligible for federal or local-level housing or rental assistance. MV eligibility 
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criteria is determined by the students’ primary nighttime residence and accounts for those 

residing in hotels/motels, shelters, doubled up with other individuals due to economic loss, 

unsheltered, and/or unaccompanied youth. The National Center for Homeless Education (2021) 

found that in the 2018-2019 school year, 77% of the students categorized as MV shared housing 

with others due to economic hardship or loss of residence, 12% lived in a shelter, 7% resided in 

hotels or motels, and 4% were unsheltered. In the same school year, the reported number of 

enrolled MV youth in the United States was 1,387,573 (National Center for Homeless Education, 

2021). It is estimated that students living doubled up are significantly under-reported due to lack 

of knowledge about the MV program and resources available to students and families. 

Population: Academic Impacts and Barriers to Student Achievement 

Although the MV program intends to reduce barriers for youth, this population often 

suffers from lack of school connectedness or belonging, and consistently struggles with chronic 

absenteeism and poor attendance outcomes. Graduation rates for MV-eligible students are 

staggering: “Youth experiencing homelessness are also 4.5 times more likely to not complete 

high school than their stably housed peers” (Edwards, 2020, p. 125).  

According to SchoolHouse Connection (2020), MV youth are consistently more absent 

from school “at a rate at least twice that of the overall student population, and significantly more 

often than their housed, low-income peers.”  The attendance outcome data most commonly 

referenced by public school officials, court personnel, and in national reports is related to 

truancy. The Compulsory Attendance Law defines a truant student as any child who has more 

than five days of unexcused absences during a calendar school year (Georgia Department of 

Education, 2014). MV youth’s poor academic outcomes are consistently evident throughout 

much of the existing body of research. One study found that homeless students consistently 
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demonstrated lower reading and mathematics achievement scores and lower rates of academic 

growth than their peers, including those who were economically disadvantaged but stably housed 

(Stone & Uretsky, 2016). Conclusions from this same study suggest that, “accumulated research 

suggests that the experience of homelessness is uniquely, and in combination with high mobility, 

negatively associated with school achievement. It implicates attendance as a crucial mechanism 

explaining this relationship” (Stone & Uretsky, 2016, p. 604).  

When providing guidance to educators of MV youth, Morgan (2018) states that this 

group would benefit from targeted academic interventions, such as individualized instruction to 

break down assignments. Morgan continues on to include that educators should be mindful of the 

social-emotional needs of the population and proposes the utilization of cooperative learning to 

strengthen the students’ interpersonal skills and increase their opportunities to interact with their 

peers.  

Policy Implications for McKinney Vento Act Implementation 

The McKinney Vento Act provides guidance to school districts to best accommodate 

transient youth. Significantly, if a student is deemed MV-eligible within a given school year, that 

child can choose to continue their education within their school of origin if they move out of the 

attendance zone of the school, in the case that it is in the best interest of the child to remain. This 

provision is intended to eliminate students attending multiple schools within a given academic 

year. Students are also afforded the opportunity for immediate enrollment, as the family is given 

additional time to collect required documents and immunizations. According to the MV Act, 

school districts receive specific funds for McKinney Vento youth that are restricted to be used to 

assist with identifying and enrolling homeless youth. Funds can be accessed and utilized for 

transportation costs and in-kind needs such as school supplies or uniforms. School districts must 
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apply for the funds annually from the state Department of Education by describing how they 

used the funds in the previous school year and by outlining specific budget proposals for the 

upcoming year. The funding requests are submitted concurrently with data related to MV 

students from the previous school year.   

A component of the McKinney Vento Act intended to provide continuity and reduce the 

number of schools attended in a given school year allows families to choose to remain at the 

students’ school of origin through the course of the academic year if it is in the student’s best 

interest, even if the school falls outside of the attendance zone of their new nighttime residence. 

Due to the high levels of transience amongst MV-eligible families, this choice can leave families 

without short-term transportation solutions until the school district is able to accommodate the 

student at their new location. School districts are encouraged to allocate MV funds for 

transportation costs and to partner with local counties and school districts to accommodate the 

requests. As a standard guideline, transportation departments require approximately two weeks 

to establish a new bus route for MV students. This leaves many youths and their families without 

short-term transportation solutions, which exacerbates attendance issues and school 

connectedness and belonging.  

Current School-Based Interventions 

In secondary education, responses to student outcomes traditionally presented by MV 

youth have historically involved a zero-tolerance approach including suspensions, often resulting 

in missed instructional time. According to Fronius et al. (2014), “Zero-tolerance policies 

increased the number of youths being “pushed out” (suspended or expelled) with no evidence of 

positive impact on school safety” (p. 2). Students with ten or more unexcused absences are 

subject to a referral to a Truancy Officer which often results in a truancy charge with juvenile 
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court. 

In considering the largest academic challenges for MV youth, chronic absenteeism and 

dysregulated behavior consistently drive school-based interventions for the population. Previous 

attempts at addressing K-12 student attendance are largely punitive in nature and not tied to 

positive youth outcomes nor do they correct the primary issue of school connectedness and 

missed instruction time. Punitive measures have not been found to help the student learn from 

their choices, nor shown to prepare the student for more productive future choices. “Students 

who face harsh discipline often feel alienated from their schools, resulting in more absenteeism” 

(The Advancement Project, 2014). In referencing punitive approaches and consequences for 

disruptive behavior, the same methods are often employed to address attendance. Sprague (2014) 

states, “Paradoxically, these practices have been shown to actually increase aggressive behavior, 

truancy, vandalism, and school dropout/disengagement; these practices are also 

disproportionately used with students of color, with a disability, and from lower-income 

families” (p. 11). Harsher outcomes have also been tethered to discipline measures as well: 

“Zero-tolerance discipline sends a clear message to students that they are not valued. 

Unfortunately, that message has gotten through to far too many students who have been pushed 

out of school by unnecessarily severe disciplinary measures” (The Advancement Project, 2014, 

p. 3). MV youth are often represented in the category of students who are traditionally 

disproportionately targeted by harsh discipline measures, widening the gap for achievement and 

student success.  

Setting Up the Proposed Solution  

McKinney Vento-eligible youth interventions must be strategic in addressing the 

systematic challenges experienced by the population. Although data indicate that significant 
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numbers of youth experience homelessness each school year, there is little to no data in support 

of targeted interventions for this group. Further, Toro et al. (2017) stated, “Although there is 

some evidence that school-based interventions can benefit school age children who are homeless 

with their families, we are not aware of any school-based interventions that target 

unaccompanied homeless youth. However, we believe that such interventions could easily be 

adapted for homeless youth, most of whom do attend school (even if not consistently)” (p. 13).  

 Given the wide gap for MV youth in school attendance and connectivity, one can 

hypothesize that accessibility to instruction regardless of transient status would result in 

improved academic outcomes. With the unforeseen challenges presented by the COVID-19 

pandemic, public schools across the United States were forced to pivot to virtual platforms for 

academic instruction. The new modes of content delivery presented new and unique challenges, 

but also beg the question if this new model contributes to solutions to accessibility for vulnerable 

youth.  Within this study, MV student transcript data from the academic school years of 2018-

2019, 2020-2021, and 2021-2022 are used to understand whether one school district was able to 

address a gap in services for this population through the utilization of virtual classroom 

opportunities and access to technology for all students and whether it led to positive academic 

outcomes. 

Research Question 

In considering the greatest barriers to academic achievement amongst MV students, this 

researcher seeks to answer the question: Does accessibility of instruction and access to 

technology for virtual education opportunities contribute to positive academic outcomes for 

enrolled high school McKinney Vento students? The research hopes to highlight that although 

transience is a heavy contributing factor for poor academic outcomes amongst MV youth, 
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accessibility through virtual platforms may more evenly level the field for this group. 

Methods 

Population & Demographics - School District  

 This study was conducted in an unidentified city school district in Metro Atlanta, Georgia 

comprised of roughly 8,600 students. The poverty rate for the total school district in FY2021 was 

57.3%. Roughly 5% of the student population in this school district were identified as McKinney 

Vento youth within the 2021 school year. The district reported their 2021 data to the Georgia 

Department of Education (GA-DOE) for the McKinney Vento grant application including 463 

identified MV K-12 youth for the 2021 school year, which increased from 328 the year before. 

According to the GA-DOE, the U.S. Census Bureau estimates that ten percent of families living 

at or below the federal poverty level are homeless. Given the district’s poverty rate of 57.3%, 

and total students living in poverty count of 4,927, it can be estimated that in 2021, 463 students 

were eligible for MV status. The most recent census data indicates an increase in the population 

of the city and an overall decrease in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). Of the reported 

housing units, multi-unit structures account for just under half of the housing units. The decrease 

in the percentage of multi-unit housing units coupled with an increase in population contributes 

to the displacement of families, pushing more families into temporary or transient housing. 

Although the poverty rate in the overall county is declining, the poverty rate in the city being 

studied is still about 14%, whereas youth enrolled in school indicate a rate of 26%. Given these 

estimates, this district demonstrated high congruence—94%—in their homeless identification 

efforts. Eighty percent of students enrolled in this district are people of color, with the majority 

being Hispanic and Black, which is significantly higher than the state average. For the purpose of 

this study, de-identified transcript data for McKinney Vento youth enrolled at the single high 
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school was assessed. No student demographic information was available for the purposes of the 

study, but given the high rates of disproportionality amongst individuals experiencing homeless 

as well as the high rates of minority enrollment in the district, the reader can presume high 

congruence in the category of MV youth as well. The study received IRB approval (as “exempt”) 

and can be referenced in the Appendix of this document or found through IRB Application # e-

protocol 22-08-5831 with an expiration date of September 7, 2023.  

Intervention: COVID-19 Pandemic & Virtual Response 

 On March 13, 2020, students and faculty were instructed to bring their belongings home 

from the school buildings, as school would not be occurring in-person for at least two weeks due 

to the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the scope of the pandemic progressed, school 

districts across the country shifted to accommodate the learning needs of students as well as the 

health and safety of students and faculty. In the academic years 2020-2021 and 2021-2022, 

instruction occurred both virtually and in-person, and students were offered the choice of which 

method they preferred to engage with. All students enrolled in the school district were given 

personal devices (Chromebooks) to access their coursework and virtual instruction. Families 

were also provided wi-fi-enabled hotspots paid for the entire school year by the district to allow 

for internet access.  

This study focused on evaluating classes attempted and classes passed by MV high school 

students within given school years pre- and mid- COVID-19 pandemic. At the onset of the 2020-

2021 school year, the school district studied here allocated large amounts of donations and 

funding to be able to offer all enrolled students a personal device (a Chromebook) to complete 

schoolwork on, and a wi-fi enabled hotspot if needed. For students with transportation barriers, 

taxis were set up for the families to allow for pick-up of the devices, or devices were delivered to 
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homes, motels, and shelters where students were residing. The district partnered with a local 

domestic violence shelter to install wi-fi devices in the residence areas for the women and 

children to have clear internet access for schoolwork. Although the COVID-19 pandemic 

brought new challenges and presented new barriers to educational access, the district studied 

here was uniquely afforded opportunities to serve children and families in an unprecedented way. 

At the start of the 2020-2021 school year, all K-12 instruction was delivered virtually. After the 

Thanksgiving break in 2020, students were given the option of remaining virtual or choosing to 

come to school in-person. For the 2020-2021 school year, classes were held live Monday- 

Thursday, and students used Fridays as a day to catch up on schoolwork or participate in 

tutoring. The entirety of the 2021-2022 school year was conducted five days a week, Monday 

through Friday. Students again were given the opportunity to participate virtually or in-person. 

Technology was available to students for the entirety of both of the school years being analyzed. 

Dataset  

The study will utilize data from the 2018-2019, 2020-2021, and 2021-2022 school years. The 

2018-2019 school year functioned as a baseline measure, when only traditional and in-person 

instruction occurred. Because the COVID-19 pandemic began in earnest in the United States in 

March 2020, transcript data from the 2019-2020 school year is not utilized in this study. This 

district allowed flexibility between in-person and virtual instruction for the entirety of the 2020-

2021 and 2021-2022 academic years. For this reason, data from these two academic years will be 

evaluated to determine if the accessibility of technology was a factor for students. All students 

were provided personal devices and wi-fi hotspots to complete their coursework during the two 

school years assessed.  

Study Design & Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
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The project conducted was an observational study with a sample size of 191 student records 

within each of the academic school years analyzed (SY 2019, 2021, and 2022). Student records 

were included if they indicated enrollment in high school (9th- 12th grade) and were categorized 

as McKinney Vento within each of the academic years. Student records were excluded which did 

not appear in the MV-eligible category. Further, data were not included for students who 

withdrew from the school mid-semester, or if they transferred to another school at any time prior 

to the end of the semester. Last, data were removed for any students who attempted no course 

content whatsoever. For students who attempted at least one item of coursework within a 

semester, data were included.  

It is important to note that most of the courses offered at this particular high school are 

valued at .5 credit. Student schedules are structured in 4x4 format, meaning block scheduling is 

offered with four classes a day totaling a maximum of eight possible courses per student per 

semester. The school alternates between A and B-day schedules. For example, students who 

attempt a traditional schedule at this high school would most likely take 8 half-credit courses in 

fall semester, and if all classes are passed, they would complete 4 total credits for the semester. 

Some courses are offered year-round with two sections (part A and part B) and the course 

offering is for 1 whole credit. This is also possible if the student is dual-enrolled at the local 

college. For these reasons, the data has been formatted to show classes taken by semester instead 

of credits attempted in increments of 0, .5, and 1. This allows the researcher to use whole 

increments throughout the analysis.  

 School years 2018-2019, 2020-2021, and 2021-2022 were separated by sheets within the 

document. Each line within the spreadsheet represented a class taken by the student within the 

given academic year and contained the name of the course, the Course ID number in accordance 
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with state reporting, the credit value (.5 or 1) possible, and the credit value earned. Only MV 

student data appeared within the student records for the purpose of this analysis.  

Analysis 

No student data were accessed, as only transcript data—classes attempted and classes 

passed—were evaluated. The study exclusively utilized secondary data from transcript records 

reported to the Department of Education. The format of the data was .csv and accessed through 

Microsoft Excel. Transcript data were pulled for SY 2018 (pre-COVID-19 pandemic), SY2021, 

and SY2022. Transcript data was semester-specific (fall and spring) and contain the numerical 

values of the credits attempted and obtained. 

Upon receiving the de-identified transcript data, several records required cleansing due to 

various factors. This study focused exclusively on the number of classes passed and failed. 

Students who were given a course credit of 0 due to a failing grade were included, whereas 

students who did not attempt any course content thus resulting in a 0% complete were removed 

from the data.  Students who do not attend school for ten consecutive days are withdrawn from 

school for lack of attendance. The course completion for these students appeared blank in the 

data and these student records were removed. Students who enrolled late in the semester were 

assigned to audit the course which did not result in a letter grade. For that reason, these records 

were removed from the data. Further, students who transferred from the school at any point 

before the end of the semester did not receive completed grades, and their data was removed as 

well. Students who transferred into school from a district with different schedule formatting (for 

example, not the 4x4 schedule offered at this high school) are granted a pass/fail option instead 

of a letter grade. These courses appeared as letters within the data and were removed. Last, the 

Department of Education utilizes specific alpha-numeric indicators to code course information in 
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specific circumstances. For example, students who transfer to a local school that specializes in 

special education for students with Severe Emotional Behavior Disorders and Autism are given a 

course credit of “Z.” Any course credits resulting in a letter instead of 0, .5, or 1 value were 

removed from the data.  

Once the data were cleansed, analysis commenced. A pivot table was created for each 

sheet (representing the three school years). Credit outcomes were separated by columns 

indicating the number of credit values earned in the increments of 0, .5, 1 for each student 

(represented by rows). A formula was applied to the classes offered in 2 semesters to ensure 

credit value increments were consistent. Two columns were added to the end with formulas 

applied to display classes attempted and classes passed. Each column was formatted with the 

auto sum feature at the bottom to display totals.  

Results 

 School district data submitted annually to the Department of Education categorizes MV 

nighttime residence categories as: sheltered, hotel/motel, doubled up, and unaccompanied youth. 

The nighttime residence category is determined based on where the student resides at the time 

the guardian completes the MV enrollment documentation.  

In the 2018-2019 school year, 81 initial student records were originally included. After 

cleansing the data, 57 student records remained to be evaluated. Of the 81 records, 51 students 

were categorized as residing in a hotel or motel; 10 students in shelters; 3 students unsheltered; 4 

unaccompanied; 13 doubled up. Of the 57 student records that were able to be analyzed, 779 

classes were attempted, and 636 classes were passed. The outcome was an 82% pass rate. In this 

pre-COVID-19 pandemic school year, instruction was exclusively delivered live, in-person. See 

Figure 1.  
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Figure 1 

Nighttime Residency Categories By Year: 18-19 

 

Note. 81 total student records 

In the 2020-2021 school year, 56 student records were initially included. After cleansing, 

46 records were eligible for evaluation. Of the 56 initial records, 16 resided in a hotel; 24 were 

doubled up; 5 in a shelter; 11 were unaccompanied youth. Of the 46 evaluated student records, 

545 classes were taken, and 429 classes were passed. The outcome was a 79% pass rate. A 

portion of this school year was exclusively virtual and then pivoted to student choice between in-

person or virtual after the week of Thanksgiving in November 2020. No classes were held on 

Fridays, and teachers were available for tutoring in person and virtually. All assignments were 

submitted through an online portal. See Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 

Nighttime Residency Categories By Year: 20-21 

 

Note. 56 total student records 

 

In the 2021-2022 school year, 113 school records were initially included. After cleansing, 

93 student records remained. Of the original 113 student records: 8 resided in a shelter; 31 in a 

hotel or motel; 1 unsheltered; 19 doubled up; 54 unaccompanied youth. Of the 93 student records 

assessed, 1216 classes were taken and 1031 classes were passed, which resulted in an 85% pass 

rate. For the entirety of this school year, students were given the opportunity to attend virtually 

or in-person. Class resumed five days a week including Fridays, and again all coursework was 

submitted through an online portal. See Figure 3. For pass rates including all years discussed, see 

Figure 4.  

Figure 3 

Nighttime Residency Categories By Year: 21-22 
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Note. 113 total student records 

 

Figure 4 

Classes Attempted and Classes Passed: SY 18-19, 20-21, 21-22 
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Discussion 

 The aims of this study were to determine if MV youth were able to achieve a higher pass 

rate of high school courses attempted when accessibility through virtual classes was offered to all 

students. Through an examination of two years of opportunity for virtual access, outcomes 

remained consistent with school years when virtual courses were not offered. Despite national 

studies indicating that identification of homeless youth plummeted throughout the 2020-2021 

and 2021-2022 school years, this district maintained MV student enrollment comparable or even 

higher to the pre-pandemic enrollment numbers. In the baseline year, 7 students were removed 

from the data for reasons previously explained. In the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 school years, it 

was anticipated that a far greater percentage of students would be removed due to failure to 

participate or lack of attendance. However, only 5 students were removed in 2020-2021, and 14 

students were removed in 2021-2022. 

Preliminary findings across the United States demonstrate that student outcomes suffered 

significantly throughout the pandemic. For this marginalized group with traditionally poorer 

outcomes than their housed peers to have fared similarly to their outcomes in a non-COVID year, 

it can be presumed that if this study were reproduced in a non-pandemic academic year that the 

pass rate for MV students would be of greater significance.  

Prior to the pandemic, the highest concentration of MV youth resided in hotels and 

motels. In the 2020-2021 school year, this shifted to the largest category of youth residing 

doubled up. One theory for this is the high concentration of federal emergency assistance funds 

that provided resources and financial assistance to families living in hotels and motels to move 

into apartments and rental units. It is estimated that families living doubled up increased due to 

the rise in unemployment rates. Further, it is speculated that often students who are living 
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doubled up go unidentified through MV enrollment processes because they do not recognize 

their eligibility. Whereas during the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 school years, these students 

would have been identifiable due to expressing need for wi-fi enabled hot spots and bringing 

their nighttime residence or stated academic barriers to the attention of faculty.  

The McKinney Vento Act includes implications regarding school districts’ ability to 

allocate funds to aid in meeting the needs of homeless youth by providing in-kind items such as 

school supplies, eyeglasses, and school uniforms, as well as transportation costs and before and 

after-school scholarships. Implications of this study as well as future research efforts could 

provide justification for school districts to expand their budget categories to include technology 

access and platforms to allow for virtual courses to include academic courses, electives, and 

credit recovery opportunities. This shift has the potential to increase graduation rates and reduce 

barriers to attendance for students who are highly transient.  

In considering transience as a key factor or performance indicator for students in this 

analysis, implications from this study could be expanded to a broader audience. For example, 

students entering foster care or 18-year-old students who are seeking to complete school in a 

nontraditional format often require the flexibility of access while completing their education and 

additional responsibilities such as parenting or entering the workforce. The benefit for students to 

have the flexibility between virtual and in-person education allows the student to have access to 

traditional school experiences such as on-campus activities, student clubs, and extracurriculars. 

This increases school connectedness and belonging and contributes to overall student wellbeing. 

Further, students who have access to a school campus experience the benefit of school 

counseling in addition to advisement by college and career or vocation advisors.  
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Limitations 

Synchronous vs. Asynchronous Instruction 

The majority of the transcript data reviewed in this time period was comprised of 

synchronous, live courses conducted simultaneously in-person and virtually. This required that 

teachers provide live recorded instruction while engaging with students virtually and in-person 

during set class periods to deliver academic content. Regardless of the mode of access, 100% of 

student coursework was submitted online through a portal created for every class. Few courses 

were offered via an online platform that allowed for self-paced, module-driven courses that could 

be taken asynchronously with no live instruction component. In non-COVID academic years, 

self-paced courses are traditionally offered for credit recovery opportunities. The 2020-2021 

school year began with all K-12 instruction offered exclusively through virtual platforms.  Late 

in the fall semester, 9th-12th grade students were offered the option to return to in-person classes. 

For the entirety of the spring 2021 semester through the end of the 2022 school year, students 

were given the option of attending school virtually or in-person. For the 2020-2021 academic 

year, no class or live instruction was conducted on Fridays. Instead, teachers were available for 

virtual or in-person tutoring, and students had the opportunity to make up coursework. For the 

2021-2022 school year, students were required to attend instruction Monday through Friday 

every week.  

Unaccompanied Youth 

An eligibility category for MV includes unaccompanied youth, which often is applied in the 

circumstance where students live without a custodial guardian, most often with the primary 

nighttime residence categorized as ‘doubled up.’ One notable change impacted the data in an 

unforeseen way. Between the datasets for school years ending in 2021 and 2022, a federal policy 
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allowed for undocumented unaccompanied minors, also known as unaccompanied alien children 

(UACs) to enter the country to seek asylum, whereas the borders were closed in the 2020-2021 

school year due to the pandemic. This resulted in a significant increase of students enrolling in 

the school district who met the qualifying criteria for the McKinney Vento program, but their 

needs and educational experience were considerably different than those of their McKinney 

Vento peers. Many UAC students complete their education in their country of origin in the 6th 

grade, often the highest level of mandatory education in many Central American countries. 

Further, many youths migrating to the United States in this time spoke a Mayan dialect and did 

not speak Spanish or English. For students who could speak Spanish, many were limited in their 

capacity to read and write the language. In order to maintain compliance in the asylum-seeking 

process, however, UACs are required to maintain enrollment and school attendance. Students 

aged 15 and older were placed in 9th grade courses offered in exclusively English. It is highly 

probable that this skewed the data and academic outcomes for the McKinney Vento Youth 

analyzed in this study.  

Environmental Factors 

It is considerable to note that the data were collected amidst the peak of the COVID-19 

pandemic. On a global scale, student academic outcomes were impacted for a myriad of reasons 

throughout the time period being analyzed. Nationally, unemployment rates rose, childcare was 

inaccessible, contact tracing and quarantine guidelines fluctuated which meant faculty as well as 

students and their guardians were frequently required to stay home for several consecutive days. 

School administrators pivoted and plans changed often due to guidelines from the CDC and the 

direction of the school board. McKinney Vento Youth became harder to identify due to higher 

rates of transience. In fact, the University of Michigan (2020) reported that at least 420,000 
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fewer McKinney-Vento eligible children were identified in the 2020-2021 school year despite 

increasing rates of homelessness. 

While there had not been a precedent for virtual courses offered on such a broad scale, 

faculty and staff faced many obstacles with delivering content to students. Real-time virtual 

instruction was the most feasible way for this school district to adapt to the rapidly changing 

barriers presented by the pandemic and the technological capabilities available at the time.  

Data Access 

 Additional data could have supported the outcomes in this study but were inaccessible 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Attendance data would have provided a compelling glimpse 

into rates of student engagement but was not recorded consistently or accurately throughout the 

time period when virtual classes were available for students. Further, state standardized testing is 

often used as an indicator of student performance and capacity but were cancelled during the 

years when virtual classes were available to students.  Last, while it was possible to analyze 

nighttime residence categories and student transcript data separately, these reports existed 

independent of one another and were not tethered for the purposes of this study as all data was 

de-identified prior to analysis. Because rates of transience vary amongst youth across different 

nighttime residence categories, it would have been beneficial to analyze the correlation between 

these data points.  

Future Research 

Future researchers interested in expounding upon this study would likely see improved 

outcomes if the virtual educational content is offered independent of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Further, studies should explore the difference in outcomes if content and instruction is offered in 

asynchronous format that allows for more time flexibility and student autonomy as opposed to 
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the time-restricted live synchronous virtual classes. 

This study lends itself to a mixed-methods study and would benefit from a qualitative 

component. This would allow the researcher insight into the experience of the MV youth and 

their families to further understand the barriers experienced as well as contributors to academic 

success and intrinsic and extrinsic motivators.  

Because academic outcomes for MV youth are consistently poorer than their housed 

peers, researchers could explore outcomes when MV students are offered virtual courses (both 

for credit recovery opportunities and for on-level courses). For UAC youth and English language 

learners (ELL), English learning opportunities are essential for positive academic outcomes and 

student retention. 

Conclusion 

 In an examination of student transcript data to determine if the pass rate of courses 

increased when students had access to classes virtually, academic outcomes remained consistent 

to when students did not have virtual access. However, given the influence of environmental 

factors and declining national outcomes during this time, this study should be reproduced in the 

future to yield new results. Through virtual instruction opportunities and innovative educational 

access, the COVID-19 pandemic provided new opportunities to marginalized groups of transient 

students who otherwise are impacted by barriers to transportation and access to academic 

supports.  
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