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New York City’s Department of Education spent
approximately $3 billion on special education

for close to one in five public school students in

SY 2013-14." Each of these almost 200,000
students had an Individualized Education Program
(IEP), a mandated plan outlining the special educa-
tion services they will receive to support their
learning while facing challenges within one of 13
disability categories such as speech/language
impairment and learning disabilities.? Meeting the
special education needs of students is critical to
their academic success; meeting the special educa-
tion needs of homeless students, who already face
so many challenges, is paramount. While in both
policy and practice, students’ needs should be iden-
tified as early as possible, homeless students are
significantly more likely to receive an IEP later than
their housed peers. This report demonstrates the
disparity in identifying homeless children for special
education and presents data suggesting that late
identification has significant impacts on retention,
suspension, and academic proficiency. Timely
identification and intervention is fundamental

to ensure homeless children do not needlessly

fall behind in school.*

Key Findings

Homeless students with special needs
receive IEPs later than housed students.
Just 41% of homeless students with special
education needs had an IEP by the end

of Kindergarten, compared to 55% of
housed students.

Homeless students who receive IEPs early
are more likely to remain with their age
and grade-level peers and to achieve grade
proficiency. Homeless students who had
IEPs by the end of Kindergarten were held
back at half the rate of those who received
IEPs later. They were also twice as likely

to score proficient on 3rd-grade State
assessments (17% compared to 9%).

Homeless special needs students who
receive IEPs early are suspended less. Less
than two percent were suspended in their
3rd-grade year, compared to five percent
who received their IEP after Kindergarten.

School stability helps homeless special needs
students connect with IEP services earlier.
Close to half (44%) of homeless students
who remained in the same school each full
school year received IEPs by the end of
Kindergarten, compared to less than1in 3
(28%) homeless students who transferred
more than once per year on average.

What Are Individualized Education Programs (IEPs)?

Every child with a disability has the right to a free appropriate public education supported by necessary

special education services, and districts are legally required under the Child Find law to identify and evaluate

all children with disabilities. The IEP is the mandated document outlining the specific individual supports

and services that the child will receive, created through a team process involving parents, teachers,

administrators, and others.

*The data presented in this report looks at a group of 15,368 students who met the following qualifications: (1) enrolled in Kindergarten in SY 2010-11, (2) of eligible

age to enter Kindergarten for the first time that year (turned age 5 between January 1, 2010 and December 31, 2010), (3) enrolled in a New York City Department of
Education (NYC DOE) public, non-charter school for all four years between SY 2010-11 and SY 2013-14, and (4) received an |IEP at some point over the four-year period.
Receiving IEP services and being identified for an IEP both refer to the point in time at which the student first had an active IEP in the NYC DOE computer system.
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Later Identification
of Special Needs

Over 31,000 students with special education needs
experienced housing instability between SY 2010-11 and
SY 2013-14.% These students face many challenges, and
key among these is the early identification and receipt
of services to meet their individual educational needs.
The federal Individual with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) requires each state to establish “child find”
regulations as to how schools will identify all children,
including those who are highly mobile such as homeless
children, as children with disabilities.® In New York City,
school districts must refer students for evaluation
when educators notice anyone failing to make adequate

Only 41% of
homeless special
needs students had
IEPs by the end

of Kindergarten,
compared to 55%
of housed students
(Figure 1). Not only
were homeless
students less likely
to have an IEP in
Kindergarten, but
they were also more
likely to get their
IEP in third grade,
considered quite
late by any measure.

progress in regular
classroom instruction.®
Nonetheless, homeless
special needs students
were less likely to receive
timely IEPs than their
housed peers—only 41%
of homeless special needs
students had IEPs by

the end of Kindergarten,
compared to 55% of
housed students (Figure
1). Not only were home-
less students less likely
to have an IEP in Kinder-
garten, but they were
also more likely to get
their IEP in third grade,
considered quite late by

any measure. In virtually every City school district where
data was available, the majority of homeless special
needs students received their IEP in their 1st-grade year
or later. The same was true for housed students in only
eight (or 30%) of those 27 districts.”

This inequality exists beyond the poverty and
resource-stretched schools that are so often blamed
when explaining why children are underserved. As shown
in Figure 2, more than one in every four (28%) homeless
students did not receive an IEP until their 3rd-grade
year (SY 2013-14) compared to 19% of low-income
housed students—nhighlighting the unique struggles and
educational consequences of housing instability. For
too many young homeless students, this meant going
without the educational supports needed to succeed
for the first three years of school.

FIGURE 1
Year Received an IEP,
by Four-Year Housing Status
SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14
= Housed (N=13,470 students)
= Homeless (N=1,898)
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Note: Housing status is over four years. “Housed” indicates that the student
never experienced homelessness; “homeless” indicates that the student was
homeless at some point in the four-year period. See footnote on page 2 for
study group qualifications.

Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by
the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.

FIGURE 2
Year Received an IEP, by Four-Year
Housing and Income Status
SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14
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Note: Housing and income status are four-year measures. “Housed” indicates
that the student never experienced homelessness; “homeless” indicates that the
student was homeless at some point in the four-year period. “Low-income” in-
dicates that the student received free or reduced-priced lunch at some point in
the four years; “not low-income” indicates that the student never received free
or reduced-priced lunch. See footnote on page 2 for study group qualifications.

Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by
the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.
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New York City’s school districts vary in their support
of homeless students’ disability needs. As shown in
Map 1, the percentage of homeless special needs
students that received IEPs after Kindergarten ranged
from 47% in School District 20 in Brooklyn to a stag-
gering 81% in Manhattan’s District 1. School District 1
also saw the greatest disparity by housing status: while
housed students were roughly following the citywide
average trend, the proportion of homeless students
who received IEPs after Kindergarten was 35
percentage points higher. Meanwhile, School Districts
13 and 23 in Brooklyn and Queens District 28 identified
homeless and housed students at the same rates (£2%).
These differences highlight important opportunities
for improvement and learning across districts.

MAP 1
Late IEPs, by Kindergarten School District
Percent of Homeless IEP Students Who
Received an IEP Late (After Kindergarten)

with Difference Between Homeless and Housed
SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

Percent of Homeless Students 47% of
Who Received IEP Late All Students
Citywide
47%-53% Received

54%-59% IEP Late

M 60%-65%
W 66%-72%
W 73%-81%

Difference Between

2% 1%
0%-6%
7%-13%
14%-21%
20%-35% -

Note: School districts with fewer than 30 homeless students in the IEP group
were excluded for data accuracy. School districts with 10 or fewer homeless late
IEP students were excluded to protect student privacy. Housing status is over
four years. “Housed” indicates that the student never experienced homeless-
ness; “homeless” indicates that the student was homeless at some point in the
four-year period. See footnote on page 2 for study group qualifications.

Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by
the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.

TABLE 1
Late IEPs, by Kindergarten School District
Percent of Difference
Percent of Homeless Between
City/Borough/ Housed Students Students Who Homeless
School District Name Who Received Received and Housed
(School District #) IEP Late IEP Late by District
New York City 44.7% 59.5% 14.8%
Manhattan 45.6% 58.8% 13.1%
Lower East Side (1) 81.3% 35.4%
Hamilton/Washington Heights/Inwood (6) 67.9% 20.9%
Central Harlem/Manhattanville (5) 61.0% 12.6%
Upper West Side/Morningside Heights (3) 60.0% 6.4%
East Harlem (4) 49.2% 6.1%
Financial District/Midtown/Upper East Side (2) - -
Bronx 42.7% 60.6% 17.9%
Williamsbridge/Baychester/Morris Pk/Co-op City (11) 71.8% 28.9%
Hunts Point/Longwood (8) 67.2% 25.9%
Riverdale/Bedford/Fordham/Belmont (10) 66.9% 17.0%
East Tremont (12) 63.5% 23.9%
Mott Haven/Melrose (7) 59.0% 12.4%
Highbridge/Concourse (9) 57.9% 15.1%
Brooklyn 46.5% 61.8% 15.4%
East New York/Starrett City (19) 17.4% 20.8%
Bushwick (32) T77.3% 30.1%
Bedford-Stuyvesant (16) 71.4% 12.6%
Crown Heights/Prospect Lefferts Gardens (17) 64.8% 16.0%
Brooklyn Heights/Fort Greene (13) 63.3% -1.1%
Coney Island/Gravesend/Ocean Parkway (21) 61.9% 18.0%
Flatbush/Flatlands/Sheepshead Bay (22) 61.2% 16.5%
Brownsville (23) 57.9% 2.3%
Carroll Gardens/Park Slope/Sunset Park (15) 57.1% 4.1%
Bay Ridge/Dyker Heights/Borough Park (20) 46.9% 5.9%
Williamsburg/Greenpoint (14) - -
East Flatbush/Canarsie (18) - -
Queens 44.6% 54.8% 10.2%
Hollis/Queens Village (29) 64.6% 11.0%
Woodhaven/Ozone Park/Howard Beach (27) 59.4% 10.8%
Sunnyside/Ridgewood/Maspeth/Elmhurst/Corona (24)55.8% 15.7%
Astoria/Long Island City (30) 54.4% 11.3%
Rego Park/Forest Hills/Briarwood (28) 52.9% -2.2%
Flushing/Whitestone (25) - -
Bayside/Little Neck/Fresh Meadows/Floral Park (26) - -
Staten Island 42.3% 58.2% 15.8%
Staten Island (31) 58.3% 13.5%

Top 5 Districts with Late IEPs for Homeless Students
1 Lower East Side (1) 81.3%
2 East New York (19) T7.4%
77.3%
71.8%
71.4%

3 Bushwick (32)
4 Williamsbridge (11)
5 Bedford-Stuyvesant (16)
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Timing of Services Matters
Grade promotion setbacks

For those homeless children who received their

IEPs early, the effect was dramatic. These students
were more likely to remain with their age and grade-
level peers over time. Homeless students with IEPs in
Kindergarten were held back half as often as those who
got their IEP later (Figure 3). This was also true for
housed students with early IEPs—early identification

is important for all students. However, the impact of
timely identification on homeless students remains even
greater. Close to half (46%) of ever-homeless students
were held back at some point if they did not receive

IEP services by the end of Kindergarten, compared to
33% of those who were always housed. Furthermore,
Figure 4 shows that
among homeless special
needs students who were
retained at some point,
the majority received
their IEP after they had
already been held back

a grade. This timing
suggests a missed oppor-
tunity to support those
young students before
they must repeat a grade.
Moreover, it is likely that
behavioral problems and other issues contributing to the
retention of these students are linked to the failure to
properly identify and serve these students. While this is
precisely what the “child find” requirements of IDEA are
designed to prevent, far too many homeless students are
slipping through the cracks.

Close to half (46%)
of ever-homeless
students were
held back at some
point if they did
not receive IEP
services by the end
of Kindergarten,
compared to 33%
of those who were
always housed.

Timing can matter even more for certain types of disabil-
ities. For instance, one in three IEPs (31%) issued last year
in NYC focused on speech or language impairments—
needs that, if identified at the beginning of a child’s educa-
tion, can be addressed before the student experiences the
educational consequences of falling behind. For homeless
students, these consequences further compound the
emotional trauma and other challenges they already face.

Academic setbacks

Examining State assessment scores provides another
useful benchmark for understanding why early IEP
intervention is critical. While proficiency rates for all IEP
students were far lower than for the overall student body,
homeless students who had an IEP by the end of Kinder-
garten were more likely to be grade proficient by 3rd
grade. These students scored proficient on State assess-
ments at roughly twice the rate of homeless students

FIGURE 3

Grade Retention, by Four-Year
Housing Status and Late IEP
Percent of IEP Students Held Back

At Some Point

SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

Il B B Received IEP by the End of Kindergarten
W™ Received IEP Late (After Kindergarten)
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15%
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Note: Housing status is over four years. “Always housed” indicates that the
student never experienced homelessness; “ever homeless” indicates that the
student was homeless at some point in the four-year period; “always homeless”
indicates that the student was homeless for all four years. See footnote

on page 2 for study group qualifications.

Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by
the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.

FIGURE 4

Timing of Receiving IEP and
Grade Retention, by Four-Year
Housing Status

SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

Held Back Before Receiving IEP Held Back After Receiving IEP

Overall (N=3,686 students)

Always Homeless (N=174)

Ever Homeless (N=483)

Always Housed (N=3,029)

49%

Note: Percentages may not add to 100% due to a small group of students who
were held back both before and after receiving their IEP. Housing status is

over four years. “Always housed” indicates that the student never experienced
homelessness; “ever homeless” indicates that the student was homeless at some
point in the four-year period; “always homeless” indicates that the student was
homeless for all four years. See footnote on page 2 for study group qualifications.

Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by
the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.
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who did not receive an IEP until 3rd grade (Figure 5).

This doubling of the proficiency rate highlights the poten-
tial impact of early IEP identification for students during
these early years when they are gaining skills and knowl-
edge crucial to academic achievement for the rest of their
lives. Without the appropriate supports, these students
are needlessly prevented from learning all they could in
these years, the effects of which may ripple into their
middle, high school, and even college education.

Behavioral setbacks

Children with special needs face social and behavioral
challenges as well as academic. Overall, New York City
public school students with IEPs experience more

suspensions than their peers: 2.1% of 3rd-grade special
needs students were suspended in SY 2013-14, three
times the rate of those without IEPs (0.7%). Homeless
students saw an even wider disparity: 3rd graders with
IEPs were suspended four times as often as non-IEP
students (4.3% compared to 1.3%). While this gap

is troubling, Figure 6 shows that early intervention
helped for homeless special needs students: just 1.8% of
those who had an IEP by the end of Kindergarten were
suspended in their 3rd-grade year (SY 2013-14). Mean-
while, homeless students who received their IEP later
saw an increasingly higher likelihood of being suspended
each year. By those students’ 3rd-grade year, 1in every
20 was suspended (5.0%). Outlining children’s support

FIGURE 5

3rd-Grade State Assessment Proficiency Rates, by Four-Year Housing Status and
Year Received an IEP with Comparisons to Average Group Rates
Percent of IEP Students Who Scored Proficient on One or Both State Assessments in 3rd Grade

SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

27% 27%

16% 7%

N=1,985

Kindergarten 1st Grade 2nd Grade 3rd Grade

Overall

Kindergarten 1st Grade

Homeless

28% 28%
21%
17%
9%
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Note: Grade levels indicate the year in which the student first received their IEP. IEP group students who were held back or followed a nontraditional path for
another reason were excluded from the chart. Only students who progressed from Kindergarten through 3rd grade over the four-year period were included.

Housing status is over four years. “Housed” indicates that the student never experienced homelessness; “homeless” indicates that the student was homeless
at some point in the four-year period. See footnote on page 2 for study group qualifications.

Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.

FIGURE 6

Suspension Rate Among Students Who
Received IEPs by the End of Kindergarten,
by Four-Year Housing Status

SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

M Homeless (N=769 students) M Housed (N=7,449)

2.5%
S 2.2%
1.8% 1.8%
0.8% 0.9% 1.0% 1.0%
SY 2010-11 SY 2011-12 SY 2012-13 SY 2013-14
(Kindergarten)

Suspension Rate Among Students Who
Received IEPs Late (After Kindergarten),
by Four-Year Housing Status

SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

M Homeless (N=1,129 students) M Housed (N=6,021)

5.0%
5 7% 3_7‘%/
1.9% 2.0% 21% 21%
1-1%/
SY 2010-11 SY 2011-12 SY 2012-13 SY 2013-14
(Kindergarten)

Note: Housing status is over four years. “Housed” indicates that the student never experienced homelessness; “homeless” indicates that the student was homeless
at some point in the four-year period. See footnote on page 2 for study group qualifications.
Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.
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FIGURE 7

Year Received an IEP Among
Homeless Students, by Number of
Mid-Year Transfers

SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

B Never transferred (N=529 students)

M 1to 4 transfers (N=1,225)

M 5 or more transfers (N=144)

44%
32%
40% 29%
28% 25%
SY 2010-11 SY 2011-12 SY 2012-13 SY 2013-14

(Kindergarten)

Year Received an IEP Among
Housed Students, by Number of

Mid-Year Transfers
SY 2010-11 to SY 2013-14

M Never transferred (N=8,393 students)

M 1to 4 transfers (N=4,981)
M 5 or more transfers (N=96)

SY 2010-11
(Kindergarten)

SY 2011-12

SY 2012-13 SY 2013-14

Note: Housing status is over four years. “Housed” indicates that the student never experienced homelessness; “homeless” indicates that the student was homeless
at some point in the four-year period. See footnote on page 2 for study group qualifications.
Source: New York City Department of Education, unpublished data tabulated by the Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, SY 2010-11-SY 2013-14.

needs in IEPs during early developmental years is critical
to help school administrators and teachers prescribe
appropriate behavioral solutions that benefit homeless
children’s progress and keep them in school.

School Stability Matters

Housing instability undermines school stability, with

one out of every four homeless students transferring
schools at least once during SY 2013-14, compared to
fewer than one in ten housed students.® Discrepancies
are found in special education identification as well:
homeless special needs students who spent each full
year in the same school had a better chance of receiving
an IEP early. As shown in Figure 7, 44% of homeless
students who never transferred mid-year received IEPs
by the end of Kindergarten compared to only 28% of
those who experienced high levels of school instability
—transferring mid-year more than four times over the
four-year period. Among those who transferred more
than once per year on average, students were most
likely to receive an IEP in their 3rd-grade year (32%).
With all homeless students far more likely to experience
this level of school turnover, we must ensure that special
needs children who transfer schools due to housing
instability receive the same attention and supports

as their peers.”®

Resolving the Disparity

Addressing the disparity in the receipt of special
education services for homeless students will require
multi-faceted solutions, from programs that strengthen

school engagement to an emphasis on early screening

and evaluations. Helping young students remain in the

same school for the full year and connecting them to
additional programs, whether after-school services,
English language learning programs, or others, can
ensure that children who have special education needs

are not overlooked. Schools are not the only place

where students can receive support, however; staff at

shelters or other public agencies can also request that
homeless children be evaluated for an IEP or connect

them to services before they even enter school." These
additional supports and others can ensure that special

education needs do not impede the educational path of

the already-marginalized group of children whose fami-
lies struggle with housing instability.
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