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A National Public Radio interview last month correctly points out tens of millions of 

Americans live in poverty, yet the issue received scant attention on the presidential 

campaign trail. That does not mean the effects of poverty somehow bypassed the nation, 

Florida, and our most vulnerable populations. 

A disturbing new report analyzes homeless public school students in the Sunshine State, 

whose shadowy living conditions are invisible to most of us. Interpreting data from the U.S. 

Department of Education, where state and local numbers are available for the first time, 

the Institute for Children, Poverty and Homelessness finds over 71,000 Florida school 

children are without a home. That’s more than the population of cities like Fort Myers and 

Ocala. 

Most often, these children are “doubled-up” with other families where rent is shared, 

presumably so everyone can reduce household expenses. In other words, thousands of 

struggling students are essentially hidden in plain sight where it’s not obvious they are 

homeless in the way we perceive adults on the streets of urban America. In terms of raw 

numbers, the young and homeless are concentrated in the suburbs of Orlando, Tampa and 

Miami. Relative to overall population, student homelessness is seen at higher rates in our 

rural areas. The larger panhandle counties, including Leon, experience homeless students 

approaching 1,000 or more. 

Imagine the disruptions to school attendance, completing homework and graduation rates 

among children crammed into living quarters with other families. Those of us on the front 

lines of poverty refer to this as “adverse childhood experiences” and behavioral studies 

show it creates a cycle of poverty. According to the National Association for the Education 

of Homeless Children and Youth, homelessness at a young age has been linked to 

increased reliance on welfare and school failure. 

In this era of added scrutiny on federal and state government budgets, it’s unrealistic to 

expect Washington or Tallahassee to solve youth homelessness. Local community 

involvement and action is the key. In Tallahassee and elsewhere the private sector and 

nonprofits are confronting this difficult problem. 

For example, Capital City Youth Services in Tallahassee provides hundreds of young 

people with a safe place to sleep each year, according to their website. Even more receive 

crisis counseling, recognizing that children face other challenges in addition to housing. 



Moreover, the organization’s second annual “Sleep Out” earlier this month raised 

awareness of youth homelessness. 

Tallahassee businessman Rick Kearney is assisting Sarasota’s community leaders on 

building a homeless shelter there. Beginning as a charitable effort by a local church, the 

Kearney Center in Tallahassee scaled into a community-wide effort, moving into new 

facilities last year. 

This presidential campaign missed some important issues – they all do. Yet we need not 

rely on national political campaigns to know what’s important. Data analysis like that 

provided by the Institute for Children, Poverty and Homelessness help us see what would 

otherwise be hidden in communities throughout Florida. 

Vann Ellison is the CEO of Naples-based St. Matthew’s House, providing innovative 

solutions to poverty, homelessness and substance abuse. 

 


