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Unaccompanied Youth Toolkit for Financial Aid Administrators

Financial Aid Administrators Checklist for Identifying Unaccompanied Homeless Youth
The CCRAA
 expanded the definition of “independent student” to include youth who are 1) unaccompanied and homeless, or 2) unaccompanied, self-supporting and at-risk of homelessness at any time during the school year in which they sign the FAFSA.

Q:
How is “unaccompanied homeless youth” defined for the FAFSA?

A:
An unaccompanied homeless youth is a youth who meets the McKinney-Vento education definition of homeless (lacking fixed, regular and adequate housing) and is not living in the physical custody of a parent or guardian. The legal definition of homeless includes youth who are:

· sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason
· living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to the lack of alternative adequate accommodations
· living in emergency or transitional shelters

· living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings.

Students who would be homeless but for living in a dormitory are to be considered homeless, as are students fleeing an abusive parent and living in a homeless situation, even if their parents would provide a place to live. A youth is 21 years old or younger or still enrolled in high school. Students who are older than 21 but not yet 24 and who are unaccompanied and homeless or self-supporting and at risk of being homeless qualify for a dependency override.
Q:
What do “self-supporting” and “at-risk of homelessness” mean?

A:
Self-supporting is when a student pays for his own living expenses, including housing. At-risk of homelessness is when a student’s housing may cease to be fixed, regular and adequate, such as a student who is being evicted.

Q:
How do youth become unaccompanied and homeless?

A:
Generally, youth leave home due to severe dysfunction in their families, including circumstances that put their safety and well-being at risk. Unfortunately, physical and sexual abuse in the home is common; studies of unaccompanied youth have found that 20 to 50% were sexually abused in their homes, while 40 to 60% were physically abused. Parental drug use or alcoholism and conflicts with stepparents or partners also lead to youth homelessness.
 Many other young people are forced out of their homes by parents who disapprove of their sexual orientation or pregnancy.
 In a survey of unaccompanied youth in California, over half felt that being homeless was as safe as or safer than being at home.

Q:
What are some strategies for identifying and verifying homeless youth?
· Avoid using the word “homeless” with students or colleagues, as it evokes stereotypes that do not match the reality of most young people who have lost their homes. Say “McKinney-Vento eligible”, “CCRAA independent” or “unstable, transitional or crisis housing”.

· Exercise sensitivity when talking with youth, who often are afraid to identify themselves as homeless due to fears of stigma or negative repercussions. FAAs are urged to use discretion and respect student privacy. Policy reports and Child Protective Services reports are not necessary.
· Have information about independent student status for unaccompanied homeless youth available in your office. Posters are available at no cost as part of this Toolkit.

· Create a process for verification that is sensitive to the unique needs of these youth.

· Conduct the interview within the same day of their college/university visits if at all possible.

· Do not interview the youth in front of others.
· If the students do not have paperwork, work with them.

· Let youth use resources that may not be readily available to them, such as the phone or fax machine.

· Remember that if the youth has verification from a school district homeless liaison, HUD- or RHYA-funded shelter or transitional living program, FAAs are not required to pursue additional verification unless they have conflicting information. It is not conflicting information if the FAA disagrees with an authority’s determi​nation. FAAs also may accept verification from recognized third-parties such as other homeless shelters and service providers, FAAs from another college, college access programs such as TRIO and GEAR UP, college or high school counselors, other mental health professionals, social workers, mentors, doctors, and clergy.
Q:
What are some tips for having the verification conversation?

· Explain who you are to the student and why you are asking for the information: “Hi, I’m Mary. I want to help make sure you get the aid you’re eligible for. I need to ask you some questions to determine if you meet the criteria for ‘independent student’ status. Some of these questions may seem personal, but I need to ask them to see if you qualify. I won’t share your information with anyone else, unless I get your permission.”

· Below are sample questions for determining homelessness. It is not necessary to ask all these questions; each FAA will determine which questions are necessary on a case-by-case basis:

· Tell me about where you are living. Is this a permanent arrangement or just temporary?

· Are you looking for another place to live? Do you plan to move out soon?

· Why are you staying in your current place? How long have you been staying there?
· Where were you living right before this place? For how long? Why did you leave?

· Where would you go if you couldn’t stay where you are?

· Are you staying with friends/relatives just for a little while?

· Could your friends/relatives ask you to leave if they wanted to?

· Are you all sharing the home equally, or are you more like a guest in the home?

· Do you stay in the same place every night? Do you move around a lot?

· How many people are living in the home? How many bedrooms/bathrooms does it have?

· Are you sleeping in a bedroom or a public area, like a dining room? How many people stay in one room?

· Does the home have heat/electricity/running water? Does it keep out rain and wind? Is it safe?
· Where would you be living if you were not living in your dorm room?
· Below are sample questions for determined if the youth is unaccompanied:

· Do you live with your parent/guardian? How often do you interact with your parents/guardians?
· Do your parents/guardians financially support you in any way? Do they help pay rent or other bills?
· How long have you been on your own?
· How are you supporting yourself?
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� All legal statements related to unaccompanied youth and financial aid are from the CCRAA and the AVG 2010-11, pages 28-30.
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