Giving Homeless Preschoolers a Chance

Meet Jason. He is three-years-old. He loves to play with his red ball in the shelter where he lives. He smiles when he is happy and loves to give hugs. When he is mad, he screams. When he needs attention, he jumps and whines. He doesn’t use words because he doesn’t talk yet. Imagine him in school in just two years.  
We may be weary from hearing statistics about homelessness. We know that the average age of a homeless individual in this country is nine. We are aware of the fact that families with children are among the fastest growing populations of the homeless. We are told that, nationally, 840,000 children are homeless, and that 352,800 of these children are under age five. 


We know the facts now. But do we know what these facts actually mean for the small children who represent the statistics, for Jason? Do we consider what it means to be homeless for them and their families, or for their futures? Do we know why these facts are so important?


Project Connect works to ensure education for children experiencing homelessness throughout Greater Cincinnati. My work involves discovering and connecting preschoolers to resources, identifying barriers and gaps in services, and spreading awareness on these issues. Through this work, I see the importance of knowing the statistics.

These statistics are so significant because they represent the portion of the homeless who have no voice and absolutely no choice.


Homeless situations are extremely detrimental to children like Jason. Children in homeless situations are more likely to experience developmental delays. They receive inadequate health care, resulting in higher rates of health problems. They lack proper nutrition, have limited support systems, and endure high emotional stress and anxiety. They experience a loss of structure, routine, and stability as a result of their highly mobile lives. They can have strained attachments with their caregivers. They endure, in childhood, situations that a majority of Americans never have to experience, all of which put them into the “at-risk” category.

Studies have shown that early education can have a positive impact on Jason’s development. It gives him a place to develop social skills and healthy attachments. Children who participate in quality preschool programs show improved health. Preschool attendance can alleviate some of the risk factors these children face. 


In regards to Jason’s family life, his access to preschool or childcare can greatly affect his family’s abilities and limitations. Frequently, homeless parents cannot afford childcare, or enroll them in public preschool due to lack of space. Even if childcare or preschool are feasible options, it is difficult to obtain reliable and consistent transportation. When these situations occur, it is tough for a parent to find and maintain employment, potentially weakening their ability to find permanent housing.


Under the McKinney-Vento Act, the federal law that guarantees services to the homeless, Jason has the same rights as his housed counterparts. He has the right to a free, appropriate public education. Unfortunately for Cincinnati’s numerous preschoolers experiencing homelessness, many community agencies and public preschools do not offer transportation for all at the preschool level, and often do not have openings to accommodate those young children who need a place for supervision and learning, to enable their caregivers to go to work.


While it is important that Jason goes to preschool so his parents can work, it is absolutely vital that he goes to preschool to prepare for his education. In terms of future educational outcomes, poverty can be extremely detrimental in early childhood, and more developmental gains are made during this period than any other phase of life. The risk factors Jason is exposed to make establishing routine and stability in preschool all the more important. 

Being exposed to language, peers, tactile stimulation, and methods of learning all help the at-risk child be more prepared for kindergarten, and thus more prepared to succeed in school. School-readiness reduces the amount of children who require special education classes and the number of students that must repeat a grade, can increase rates of graduation and college attendance, and can decrease juvenile crime and the number of children who end up on welfare as adults.


For all of these reasons and numerous others, homeless children’s access to preschool is paramount to their success in both their present and their future. Because they are human, they should be given the rights, possibilities, and experiences that other children receive. Since we see the outcomes and consequences of poverty and homelessness, it is important that we do what we can to make this happen, and see that the law that protects these children is in full effect. 

The law is interpreted in different ways, varying by state. Some have been able to take the McKinney-Vento Act to levels that provide abundantly for preschoolers. Other areas, including Cincinnati, are still working at the state level to figure out ways to do this. Until then, we will continue to do what we can to give Jason and our preschoolers a chance.
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