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For 15 years, Susan Donnan
has been leading efforts to pro-
vide shelter for homeless fami-
lies in Southwestern Pennsyl-
vania.

And in her years as executive
director of the Interfaith Hos-
pitality Network, she has nev-
er had a problem. That was un-
til last year.

According to Donnan, IFHN
started a program in Washing-
ton in 1995.

Three years ago, it started a
second program in Crafton, and
that’s where problems arose in
October 2009, when Carlynton
School District officials sought
to remove four homeless chil-
dren from its schools, claiming
the family didn’t actually live
in the district.

Although the school district
was supported by the Pennsyl-
vania Department of Educa-
tion, Donnan reported the con-
flict to national homeless advo-
cates. Subsequently, a lawsuit
was filed by the Education Law
Center-Pennsylvania and the
National Law Center on Home-
lessness and Poverty, citing the
federal McKinney-Vento
Homeless Education Assis-
tance Act.

McKinney-Vento was enact-
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ed in 1987 to address the needs
of homeless children. It man-
dates that all children who are
homeless are legally entitled to
immediate enrollment in a new
school wherever they are living
and that they can continue to
attend that school for the dura-
tion of homelessness, or, if per-
manently housed, until the end
of the academic year.

On Monday, it was an-
nounced that a settlement was
reached in the lawsuit, ensur-
ing the continued enrollment of
homeless children in school
and significantly revises state
policies to better protect the
rights of homeless students,

“The economic crisis has
forced many Pennsylvania
families out of their homes, but
it should not force children out
of school,” said Nancy Hubley,
an attorney for the Education
Law Center, in a news release.

The state has issued a direc-
tive telling school districts that
homeless children who do not
always sleep in the same dis-
trict can enroll in any district
in which they regularly receive
services, conduct their daily ac-
tivities, stay overnight on a re-
curring basis or have some oth-
er substantial connection.

The children in question be-
came homeless last April when
their father lost his job and the

family was evicted from its
home. Donnan said the chil-
dren were enrolled in the Car-
lynton School District because
that's where they spent most of
their days. At night, the family,
through IFHN, stayed with host
churches in four different
school districts.

“Homeless families’ over-
night accommodations often
come in whatever form the
family can find for that night.
The new state guidance empha-
sizes that schools need to meet
families where they are to en-
sure their children’s education
doesn’t suffer,” said Eric Tars,
children and youth attorney at
NLCHP.

In Pennsylvania, more than
43,000 children were recog-
nized as homeless. More than
25,000 of those children are in
kindergarten through 12th
grade, according to the “Amer-
ica’s Youngest Outcasts: State
Report Card on Child Home-
lessness,” a 2009 report from
the National Center on Family
Homelessness.

Donnan said there are 150
IFHN networks across 40
states. And this was the first
problem that any of the net-
works have incurred, she stat-
ed.




