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How can we expect students to learn if their very basic needs aren’t met? 
 
In February of 2018, Washougal High School opened the Panther Den.  The Panther Den is a resource that is 
available to students, run by students.  This resource offers students in need to access clothing, shoes, personal 
hygiene items, food, school supplies and more.  Washougal High School isn’t alone in their efforts to support 
students in need.  Schools across Washington State are responding to larger amounts of students who are 
homeless or have housing instabilities.     
 
The Seattle Times reported that there are over 50, 000 children who are considered homeless (Oct 2018).  This 
includes students who have any type of instability in their housing.  McKinney-Vento definition of homeless 
“includes children and youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence” (Seattle Times Oct 
2018).  Some examples include students and their families living with friends or relatives, couch surfing or 
moving to different locations on an irregular basis.  
 
The challenge housing instability poses for students is insurmountable.  According to School House Connections 
students are more likely to have higher absentee rates, more likely to fail courses and are more at risk to not 
graduate on time.  There are gaps in social emotional and academic development and for secondary students, 
they can be faced with decisions such as choosing to work over completing their education or attempt to do 
both.   Districts using the resources that the McKinney-Vento Act provides to push back on these barriers for 
our students and provide them with resources to be successful students.   
 
In an effort to improve educational outcomes and stability for homeless students, Legislation was passed in 
2016 to update the Homeless Student Stability Program (OSPI 2018).  The McKinney-Vento Education of 
Homeless Children and Youth Assistance Act provides districts with resources to help homeless students.  The 
key being to provide stability to their educational day; this can include ensuring that they are receiving 
free/reduced lunches, transportation to school (if they are staying outside of district boundaries) and makes 
sure that districts are efficiently identifying students.  The act also makes sure that students are not negatively 
impacted by fines/fees and is able to enroll in schools immediately.  Furthermore, students are able to access 
Head Start programs, extra curricular activities and more.  For our secondary students, they are able to receive 
support in post secondary planning which includes applying for financial aid so that they are able to access 
college.   
 
When high school teachers at Washougal were asked what stopped learning for their students, many 
responded with comments such as: they are hungry, don’t have a permanent home/couch surfing, work, taking 
care of their family.  Resources such as the Panther Den and more importantly access to resources provided 
through the McKinney-Vento Act provide hope to some of our most vulnerable students.   However, it is critical 
that districts are taking the lead to teach all staff member how to identify students who are homeless, how to 
refer and who to contact in their districts.  Quick identification will result in meeting their needs quickly.  If we 
can meet our students’ very basic needs and more, they will be able to learn, to hope and to thrive.  
 



 
Resources 
https://www.seattletimes.com/education-lab/washingtons-homeless-students-face-steep-academic-struggles/ 
 
http://www.k12.wa.us/HomelessEd/default.aspx 
 
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/MVtwopagesFINALAugust2018.pdf 
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