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Ninety-percent of brain growth occurs during the first three years of life, making these years a critical
period with a profound impact on lifelong health and learning. Yet infancy is also the time during
which a person is most likely to experience homelessness in the United States, and the Americans
who are most at risk of eviction are infants and toddlers. Homelessness during these early years
jeopardizes children’s long-term health and development, and creates barriers to accessing early
childhood development programs that can mitigate the impact of homelessness while making
crucial connections to housing and services. In fact, an analysis from SchoolHouse Connection and
Poverty Solutions at the University of Michigan estimates that there are over 360,000 infants and
toddlers experiencing homelessness nationally, yet only 11.45% are enrolled in an early
developmental program. 

SchoolHouse Connection has created this ongoing series of case studies to offer successful, real-
world practices and strategies for increasing access to early childhood development, housing, and
other services for infants, toddlers, and families experiencing homelessness. The programs
highlighted here and those forthcoming in the series all emphasize a two-generation approach to
service delivery, recognizing that addressing the needs of both child and caregiver contributes to
overall family well-being and success. Each case study offers lessons learned and provides starting
points for taking action. 

Introduction

Case Studies
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https://schoolhouseconnection.org/article/infants-and-toddlers-experiencing-homelessness-prevalence-and-access-to-early-learning-in-twenty-states


Primary Programs and Services Offered: Home Visiting
Location: Chicago, Illinois

Infants, Toddlers, and
Families Experiencing
Homelessness Served

232

Prenatal 180

0-3 Months 40

4-6 Months 12

Home Visiting for Homeless Families

“Families [experiencing homelessness] get defeated
trying to access services, so this is a different experience

with their home visitor and doula, it does not make them
feel marginalized and helps them navigate all the

systems and red tape. This is paramount to be able to
see the world, themselves, and their role as a parent

differently.” 

- Shawanda Jennings, Program Specialist, Start Early

Program Description

Start Early “advances quality early learning for families with children, before birth through their
earliest years, to help close the opportunity gap.”  In addition to working with providers to improve
services, Start Early’s advocacy secured a birth-3 state funding stream and a designation to
prioritize the enrollment of children experiencing homelessness into high quality early
developmental programs. 

The Maternal Infant Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) program provides federal funding for
home visiting programs that match expectant parents and caregivers of young children with a
designated support person (like a trained nurse, social worker, or early childhood specialist) to guide
parents/caregivers through the early stages of raising a family. Services are voluntary, and may
include caregiver coaching or connecting families to needed services. (For more about home visiting
programs, visit the National Home Visiting Resource Center). 

Traditionally, MIECHV programming has been provided in the family's home, which can be a
deterrent to participation for expectant parents and families experiencing homelessness who do not
have a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. To address these challenges, Start Early
created the Home Visiting for Homeless Families project in 2014, which seeks to remove the unique
barriers faced by families experiencing homelessness and make programming more responsive to
their needs.

Adapting Home Visiting Programs to Meet the Needs of Parents and Families Experiencing Homelessness
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https://nhvrc.org/what-is-home-visiting/
https://igrowillinois.org/home-visiting-homeless-families/


Successes & Outcomes

The HVHF program initially sought to connect three home visiting programs with their local
homeless service providers so that the homeless service providers could refer children birth through
three to home visiting, and the home visiting programs could connect families with housing supports
if that became an identified need. The program has since expanded, with nine participating home
visiting programs operating three different service delivery models, all utilizing Healthy Families and
Parents as Teachers curricula:

The first model is traditional: each home visitor at the participating program has a caseload of
families and is matched with a local homeless service provider to make connections whenever
necessary. 

1.

In the second model, participating home visiting programs hire specialized home visitors whose
entire caseloads are made up of families experiencing homelessness. 

2.

In the third model, homeless service providers hire home visitors to work with families who are
living in homeless shelters, providing services directly on site. 

3.

In 2022, HVHF partnered with Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago to conduct a formal
evaluation of their program. Overall, the evidence suggests that HVHF has improved access to
home visiting programs for young children experiencing homelessness. Families identified that
the program’s consistency and reliability were motivating factors for them. While the
evaluation discovered that home visitors felt challenged to deliver parent education when
families’ basic needs were unmet, it also found that families were grateful for both the
resources provided by their home visitor and for the trusting relationships they developed
together. Even more impressive is that a majority of the children enrolled in HVHF were found
to be doing as well developmentally as their housed peers. 

Lessons Learned

Shawanda Jennings (Program Specialist, Start Early) and the HVHF team have considered whether
program modifications or adjustments to eligibility criteria would have a more profound impact on
families’ participation in home visiting. The majority of the participating families in HVHF are staying
with other people temporarily (also known as ‘doubling-up,’ which is considered homeless under
federal early care and education law). Jennings explains that “...accurate identification is a huge
piece. Figure out how to get there without the stigma, how to have that conversation.” Jennings
emphasized that while it’s harder to visit highly mobile families every week, that doesn’t mean those
families aren’t fully engaged in the program and benefitting from the services, as evidenced from
child outcomes and parent testimonials. 
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Quick Tips

Home visitors have expressed disappointment that they are not able to help families find housing.
HVHF understands that the lack of affordable housing is a systemic issue, and would ideally expand
their team to include a housing specialist, an infant mental health specialist, and an Early
Intervention specialist.

The HVHF team also has been advocating for increased flexibility in what is considered best
practice for families experiencing homelessness. For example, home visitors reported utilizing more
creative means of outreach and support when families experiencing homelessness moved out of
the program’s catchment area, relying upon virtual visits and text communication more than in-
person visits. The reality of high mobility among these families makes it important to coordinate
services, especially with housing providers. They are concerned that families may feel pressured or
guilty if they have complex, ever-changing schedules, and seek leniency for participating home-
visiting programs who may not meet each monthly benchmark for families experiencing
homelessness on their caseload. The HVHF team has met with both Healthy Families and Parents
as Teachers leadership to discuss these adjustments to best practice and report that the
discussions have been promising. When asked about a key ingredient to the success of the entire
HVHF team, Jennings’ response was simple yet profound, “come from a strengths-based
perspective, build upon their [families’] inherent strengths, and promote those protective factors in
their lives.”

Offer a variety of program models in order to accommodate the unique needs of families
experiencing homelessness and remove barriers to their participation. This should include
developing partnerships with family housing providers, organizations serving parents and
children experiencing homelessness, and others.
Meet families where they are – literally! Consider ways to bring programming to where
families are staying and as they move between living situations.
Ask families what they need, what’s being met well, and what’s not - and make adjustments
based on their feedback.
Adjust programmatic requirements so that home-visiting programs are not unintentionally
disadvantaged or penalized for serving families with higher needs, including families
experiencing homelessness.
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Primary Programs and Services Offered: Early Head Start, 
Child Care, Housing, Shelter

Location: Fort Worth, Texas

Center for Transforming Lives

“We prioritize feedback from participants to
better tailor the program to meet the most
critical needs of families experiencing
homelessness.”

 - Carol Klocek
Program Description

The Center for Transforming Lives’ history began in 1907, when women of Fort Worth, Texas
founded the first YWCA to serve low-income women in their community, prioritizing housing and
employment supports. In 1989, the Center for Transforming Lives recognized the critical role early
care and education can play in the lives of young children experiencing homelessness. The Center
initially provided child care for children experiencing homelessness and low income families on a
drop in basis through partnerships with the United Way and various local faith-based organizations.
In 2013, the Center received its first Early Head Start (EHS) grant, and soon after acquired two
additional Early Head Start grants and a Head Start (HS) grant. Now, the Center for Transforming
Lives operates classrooms and centers in 11 different locations throughout Tarrant County, Texas,
prioritizing the enrollment of children experiencing homelessness. 

The Center has two primary goals, increasing access to early childhood development programs and
access to housing for both expectant parents and children prenatal to age three experiencing
homelessness. In addition to their EHS and HS classrooms, the Center operates community-based
transitional housing and rapid re-housing, as well as on site emergency shelter and transitional
housing, for pregnant and single mother families with children up to age 3. Families utilizing housing
services receive a private room and extensive two-generational case management services for both
caregiver and child(ren). Through the case management program, families have access to child care
and education, rental assistance, financial education and economic mobility coaching, job training,
healthcare services, clinical counseling and services for children (talk, play, Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing therapies). The Center also works extensively to build strong
community partnerships to improve the identification rates of children experiencing homelessness.
For example, school district homeless liaisons help the Center identify and serve more children who
are experiencing doubled up homelessness.

Integrating the Needs of Families Experiencing Homelessness into Program Design and Delivery

Prenatal to
Three
Children
Served
(2023)

393, 14%
experiencing

homelessness (all
children served are

at-risk of
homelessness)
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Successes & Outcomes

When the Center’s CEO, Carol Klocek, began at the Center in 2009, the average length of
participation in some of their early learning programs for children experiencing homelessness
was 30 days. Now, average participation for families experiencing homelessness is one year.
Klocek credits that change to integrating the needs of families into their program plan as well
as the staff’s ability to remove barriers to access, which keeps families coming day after day,
despite the difficult challenges they experience. Ninety-four percent of the children
experiencing homelessness in the Center’s programs are meeting the developmental
milestones that indicate school readiness and 30% of families have seen an increase in
employment status. Klocek attributes the organization’s impact to centering lived experience
and parent voice into program planning, design and evaluation. In an exciting new
development, the Center will be expanding in 2024, returning to their roots by offering free drop
in quality child care for women and caregivers on site. As the Center expands, it is committed
to continuing to center the voices of those with lived experience and addressing inequities to
disrupt generational cycles of poverty. 

Focusing on Doubled-Up Families

Families with young children are more likely to stay with others temporarily (doubled-up) because they are not
eligible for many housing assistance programs. Additionally, in communities where family shelters may be

available, spots are severely limited with long waitlists. When infants, toddlers, expectant parents, and families
are staying with others due to lack of alternatives, they are at greater risk for physical and emotional trauma, and

are exposed to potentially dangerous situations like abuse and sex trafficking. Staying in doubled-up settings
also jeopardizes child development because space is limited, access to areas like kitchens and bathrooms is not
guaranteed, and parents might be afraid of retribution from the lease holder if their infant or toddler cries, plays,

or crawls. Identifying doubled-up families for services can be difficult because of the fear and stigma associated
with this hidden type of homelessness, which is why it is critical to provide training to staff and partners on how

to approach conversations about housing status.

Lessons Learned

The Center frequently performs focus groups and surveys with parents with lived experience, asking
about their most difficult challenges, what their experience was like participating in Center programs
and housing, and how the Center team helped to achieve their individual goals. All parent comments
and perspectives are then delivered to program leadership and integrated into the next iteration of
the strategic plan. Additionally, each strategic plan must be approved by the Center’s Parent
Advisory Council before submission to the Board. The most recent parent feedback on the strategic
plan included:
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Transportation remains one of the biggest challenges, causing difficulty in families’ daily lives,
particularly trying to navigate the local Tarrant County bus system with small children; 
There is a clear and growing need for greater mental health interventions among parents
experiencing homelessness;
Parents are also seeking opportunities to support others in similar circumstances.

Notably, the Center learned that 25% of participants are involved with child protective services,
highlighting a need to more effectively help parents access government benefits (and know how to
use those benefits effectively) to increase income stability so that they can more consistently
protect their children. Klocek explained that they attempt to quantify the mother-child attachment
relationship in their work, the reciprocal regulation that can occur, and how the Center can mirror a
positive attachment relationship as an organizational structure. The Center wants their staff and all
the families that walk through program doors to feel “seen, valued, and respected” with the voices of
the families they serve to be consistently elevated to the top.

Quick Tips

Providers should utilize existing and new funding opportunities, including Head Start
grants, Preschool Development Grants, and other sources, to prioritize the needs of infants,
toddlers, and expectant parents experiencing homelessness, including through prioritized
enrollment and service delivery options;
Review program policies, forms, and procedures to ensure all families experiencing
homelessness are identified, particularly those who are staying with others temporarily due
to lack of alternatives (doubled-up);
Partner with community-based organizations to diversify program delivery that can best
meet the needs of families experiencing homelessness, such as offering shelter-based
care, and assisting with transportation to and from services.

Case Studies in Supporting Infants, Toddlers, and Expectant Parents Experiencing Homelessness | 8

Center for Transforming Lives



Primary Programs and Services Offered: Early Head Start, Head Start,
Child Care, Playspaces, Family Partnership, Policy and Advocacy

Location: Boston, Massachusetts

Horizons for Children 

“We strive to take a family centric strength-based
approach in our two-generation service model, as
a child’s well-being is ultimately tied to the well-
being of the parents.”

 - Kate Barrand, CEO
Program Description

Horizons for Homeless Children in Boston, Massachusetts uses a multifaceted approach to support
expectant parents, infants, and toddlers experiencing homelessness, including providing high quality
childcare, facilitating access to safe play opportunities across the commonwealth, working with
parents to achieve economic mobility and engaging in public policy to lift families out of poverty and
homelessness.

Children utilizing Horizons’ early childhood education center are referred from the homeless shelters
where they stay with their families. Horizons has partnered with the Emergency Assistance family
shelter system throughout the Commonwealth for over 25 years, working to ensure children have
access to child friendly play spaces with developmentally appropriate play and literacy materials.
Horizons has elevated this partnership even further to also bring play and education into these
shelter environments through their Playspaces program, which creates and maintains child-friendly
rooms where families are staying to encourage play and development. At the start of 2023, the
Playspaces program operated in 55 shelter locations staffed by a team of 600 trained volunteers. In
the past year, the MA family shelter population has doubled, leaving family shelters filled to capacity
and the state rushing to expand services to large hotels. Hotels do not typically have
developmentally appropriate play spaces for children, yet families could find themselves staying
there for several months. Horizon’s Playspaces team has been instrumental in building out 15 new
hotel play spaces, while also leading play groups for the children and their families. These new
rooms have also provided space for additional service offerings including early intervention and
mental health support. 

Systematically Removing Barriers to Enrollment and Attendance in 
Early Childhood Development Programs

Infants, Toddlers,
and Families
Experiencing
Homelessness
Served: 

90 (infants
and toddlers

age birth
through
three)
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Horizons currently serves 224 children in their state of the art early childhood education center
accredited by the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), providing free
full time year-round care to infants, toddlers, and preschoolers staying in shelter with their families.
Their curriculum focuses on literacy and Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM), and
every classroom has a bilingual teacher and support staff specifically trained “to address the unique
circumstances children experiencing homelessness face.” As one of the largest providers of
Boston’s universal Pre-K program, Horizons will often receive sibling referrals for infants and
toddlers. Families who are experiencing homelessness who are staying in doubled-up situations
also participate in Horizons early childhood programming, and are either referred by the school
district or through Horizons’ website.

Horizons also operates as a subcontractor of a local Head Start and Early Head Start grantee, and
have voucher contracted child care slots from the State Department of Education. Additionally, the
program has a particular focus on supporting early relational health and well-being, leveraging a
team of early relational health professionals who work in multiple classrooms. Through their Next
School Initiative, Horizons partners with Boston Public Schools to facilitate placements into
kindergarten once children graduate from their program. Horizons’ Family Advocates work with
parents to connect them with educational opportunities and provide financial literacy and parenting
classes using an evidence-based coaching methodology called Mobility Mentoring designed to
move families toward economic self-sufficiency. In the last 6 months, 428 of their parents
experiencing homelessness participated in education classes and 202 parents participated in their
family based programs, such as partner-relationship group, Dads group, and physical/emotional
well-being classes.

In addition to this innovative programming, the staff at Horizons for Homeless Children also work to
enact policy change to improve the lives of families experiencing homelessness, removing their
barriers to accessing services such as Early Intervention and childcare subsidy. They are currently
promoting Bill H147, which states that any family meeting the definition of homelessness under the
McKinney-Vento Act is categorically eligible for childcare assistance vouchers and Early Intervention
screening and services for children in that family age birth to three. The bill is currently in committee,
awaiting a vote, and is anticipated to have a significant impact on families’ access to necessary
services to help maintain their children’s healthy development during their experience of
homelessness.
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Successes & Outcomes

Infants and toddlers experiencing homelessness are more
likely to experience delays in language, literacy, and

social-emotional development, and the developmental
impacts of homelessness are potentially long-lasting, even

after children and families are stably housed. Disrupting
the negative consequences of homelessness as early as
possible is crucial for ensuring infants and toddlers have
the best chance at success long-term.Early Intervention
services are designed to address development delays or

concerns through speech therapy, physical therapy or
other types of services. Prioritizing infants and toddlers

experiencing homelessness for these services could help
infants, toddlers, and their families reset the path to

breaking the cycle of homelessness through education
and learning. 

Horizons recently collaborated with the Harvard School of Public Health to publish a peer
reviewed article in Children and Youth Services Review that not only found clear proof of the
developmental deficit young children experiencing homelessness face, but also found that the
younger they began participation in the Horizons program, notably as infants, the greater their
rate of academic deficit reduction over time. A total of 459 children under age 6 were
assessed, 361 of whom were ages birth through 36 months at enrollment. Developmental
domains assessed included Social-Emotional, Motor, Language, Literacy, Cognitive, and
Mathematics. Earlier enrollment and participation in Horizons for Homeless Children was
associated with higher developmental domain scores assessed through Teaching Strategies
GOLD and over time, faster and better progress in the literacy domain, specifically. The study
found that “...children enrolled early both perform better than children enrolled later and
improve more rapidly.”
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Quick Tips

Work with community partners who also serve infants and toddlers, including shelters, to
assess and update physical spaces to be safe and developmentally appropriate.
Train staff to understand the developmental impacts of homelessness on expectant
parents, infants, and toddlers, including how to recognize signs of delay and what to do
about it.
Advocate with systems leaders on behalf of families with infants and toddlers who are
experiencing homelessness to remove barriers so they have better access to early
childhood development and other services and supports.

Lessons Learned

Over their five year analysis, Horizons for Homeless Children found that children experiencing
homelessness have a higher likelihood of developmental delays, even when compared to children
living in poverty. They also found that family factors, like low education attainment for caregivers,
exacerbated these developmental delays, particularly within the Cognitive domain. One significant
effect that is promising for advocates of young children experiencing homelessness and
policymakers alike is that the younger a child enrolled into the HHC program, the better their
performance in all assessed domains, especially Literacy development. This outcome necessitates
the increased availability of high quality early childhood developmental programs for the youngest
children experiencing homelessness: infants, toddlers, and expectant mothers. Access to these
programs could significantly mitigate the delays associated with homelessness. Early enrollment
coupled with the family interventions and classes that HHC offers could improve family well-being
overall and potentially improve developmental and academic outcomes for children throughout the
lifespan. The HHC team recommends more longitudinal research to better understand the growth
and development of infants and toddlers experiencing homelessness beyond their first six years of
life and to determine if the significant effects found in their current analysis have long-lasting
consequences for children through young adulthood.
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