
 

 

Will new leadership help homeless students? 
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Vann Ellison 

Guest columnist: Central Florida will see a profound effect if homeless kids are not addressed. 

New leadership to fight homelessness is an opportunity to address new challenges, and here is one 

hidden in plain sight: Just more than 71,000 Florida public-school students are homeless. 

It's not easy to tell these children are homeless because they are enrolled in school, attend class and on 

the surface may appear to be living normal lives. But when they go "home," conditions can be squalid, 

and that's often because families are sharing residences, thereby reducing household expenses. 

These are the findings of the Institute for Children, Poverty and Homelessness, which interpreted data 

from the U.S. Department of Education, where state and local analysis is becoming available for the first 

time. 

Nationally and locally, new leaders have an opportunity to confront student homelessness and the 

factors causing it. The next president will begin the transition process after the election, selecting key 

members of the administration. 

One federal Cabinet department has been on the front lines of addressing homelessness since the mid 

1960s, but decades later the results are mixed. The General Accountability Office, the nonpartisan 

watchdog function of Congress, finds Housing and Urban Development has chronic difficulty collecting 

data needed to track progress toward its goals. Since federal public-housing dollars flow through to 

state and local government agencies and nonprofits, we all have a stake in knowing what is working and 

whether limited resources are going where they are needed most. 

Housing and Urban Development champions what is called "Rapid Re-Housing." Like the name implies, 

this Obama administration initiative is focused on getting people into homes as quickly as possible. 

Implemented as part of an ambitious political promise to end homelessness, the program will not meet 

that expectation. 

Moreover, the results of Rapid Re-Housing in terms of helping homeless individuals attain self-

sufficiency are not yet in. Could this program be more effective, efficient and have a lasting impact if it's 

targeted to student homelessness? The new administration should find out. 



Meanwhile, the Central Florida Commission on Homelessness is already moving ahead with 

fundamental changes. As the Orlando area's chief public advocate, community coordinator and leader 

on planning and fundraising, it has a demonstrated track record of taking action. 

One proposal under consideration would merge this organization with another one that administers 

millions of dollars in government funding. Executed correctly, this merger would align local government, 

businesses, faith-based institutions, private charities and public schools so key institutions can confront 

the complex challenges of homelessness. 

Widely seen as generating energy and enthusiasm with campaigns to "re-think homelessness" in recent 

years, its new CEO Shelley Lauten will take over this dynamic organization. Familiar with the local 

community and housing policy, she has an opportunity to address challenges like student homelessness. 

Disruptions to school attendance, completing homework and graduation rates are among the learning 

impediments facing children crammed into living quarters with other families. Referred to as adverse 

childhood experiences, behavioral studies show it creates a cycle of poverty. Homelessness at a young 

age has been linked to increased reliance on welfare and school failure, and left unchecked, it will 

impact Orlando profoundly. 

The Orlando area has more homeless students than any other part of Florida. According to the Institute 

for Children, Poverty and Homelessness, of seven school districts statewide with a homeless population 

of more than 3,000, four are in the Central Florida counties of Lake, Orange, Osceola and Polk. Although 

it's unclear why there is such a heavy concentration in suburban Orlando, bringing the right institutions 

together can provide local analysis, insight and solutions. 

Homelessness — whether visible on the streets of urban America, or less obvious with multiple families 

living together — is caused by poverty, which remains America's No. 1 social ill. Poverty itself is caused 

by factors including substance abuse, lack of education, job skills and employment, broken families, 

mental disorders and domestic violence among others. There are programs to address these issues. The 

federal government alone administers 80 programs intended to help low-income Americans, ranging 

from food stamps to cash assistance and public housing. Together they account for $744 billion in 

annual federal spending. 

If these programs worked seamlessly and reached enough people who needed assistance, in theory 

there would be neither poverty nor homelessness. 

The reality is different: We simply do not know if the next president will take on difficult issues like 

poverty and homelessness. But new leadership is always an opportunity to confront difficult challenges. 

Reducing rates of student homelessness is a great place to start. 

Vann Ellison is the CEO of the St. Matthew’s House in Naples, which provides innovative solutions to 

poverty, homelessness and substance abuse.  

 


