
Kanawha schools finding more homeless students  - 11/1/07 
By Anna Sale, West Virginia Public Broadcasting  
 
Lead:  What public school students attend is determined by where they live. But what happens 
when you don’t have anywhere to call home? Students who are homeless or in temporary living 
situations are guaranteed access to public schools by federal law. A program in Kanawha County 
is trying to keep that school attendance stable, even when nothing else in the student’s life is. 
And the number of students served is on the rise. Anna Sale reports.  
 
Sale: Social problems of all kinds find their way into our public schools. For this junior at Capital 
High, the trouble showed up first on her attendance sheets.  
 
Student: You know, you just come when you can, don’t come when you can’t. 
 
Sale: There were bigger problems behind her chronic absences.  
 
Student: My mom and drugs. So she cared about me but she didn’t care enough, so it was just 
kind of her, and her drug habit, and me trying to take care of her, not going to school.  
 
Sale: Along with that came constantly changing living arrangements.   
 
Student: I’ve been to like basically living with my mom’s friend, then putting me out, to going to 
with my aunt and her boys, not liking it there, to going with a friend, to being you know, where am 
I going to go? Where is my next meal going to come from? And why do I need to go to this school 
because, well, I have to have clean clothes to go. 
 
Sale: About halfway through her freshman year, she decided she was tired of her family’s chaotic 
lifestyle. She left her mother and moved in to an emergency teen shelter, and then into a long-
term program for youth on their own. But in the process, she moved out of Capital’s district.  
That’s where Kanawha County’s homeless assistance facilitator came in.  
 
Student: Frances, she helped me.  
 
Sale: Frances Pack’s full-time job is helping students stay in their schools when they lose 
permanent housing. According to federal law, homeless students are entitled to stay in their 
schools, even if they move out of district.   
 
Pack: What we want to say is one child, one school, one year. 
 
Sale: To make that happen in this case, Pack helped the student secure transportation to and 
from Capital. Sometimes that involves coordinating school bus routes to get a child to school. 
Other times, she hands out public bus bases.  
 
Pack: When someone has temporary housing, then a lot of times, they have to transfer schools. 
So what we attempt to do is to keep that child in what we call their school of origin, so they don’t 
have to make all those transfers.  
 
Sale: It sounds simple, but when dealing with real world emergencies, it can quickly get 
complicated. (sound of driving in car)  
 
Pack: Honey it’s okay, you don’t need to rush it, just…  
 
Sale: Pack is on her cell phone. A mother is facing eviction from a motel where she’s been living 
with her family. This is another part of the job: helping families navigate through different private 
and public assistance to make ends meet.  For this parent, Pack suggested contacting a local 
church-run charity.   



Pack: Yeah, just see if you can get like the nightly rate and see if they’ll just let you do that until 
we can get the rest of the balance in for the whole week. Okay?  
 
Sale: Like most of the families in Kanawha County’s program, this parent has a roof over her 
head, for now. But they still come under the program’s definition of homeless, which generally 
includes students who’ve lost permanent housing.  
 
Last year, Kanawha County’s program served 451 students. More than half them had lost 
housing and were living with family members. 95 of those students lived in homeless shelters. 
Then, there were students living in motels, awaiting foster care placement, or youth living on their 
own – who were either kicked out or ran away home. The numbers have gone up each year since 
Pack’s position was created in 2004, and they’re on track for another record year.  
 
Pack: On a daily basis, I’ll receive anywhere from two to ten referrals to so you can almost count, 
that will at least get couple of referrals in a day’s time and many times more than that. So yes, we 
are very faster paced this year.  
 
Sale: She attributes part of the increase to more awareness among school social workers and 
administrators. There’s also a new form students have to fill out that asks them specifically if their 
living situation is temporary. Once a homeless student is identified, Pack’s priority becomes 
keeping their school life stable.  
 
Pack: A lot of times, the school is the only consistent part of their life. Their life outside of school 
is who knows what, who knows where, and who knows where it’s going to be tomorrow. But they 
do know that they have the friends at school, they have the support at school, so if you can keep 
that consistency, it’s of major importance of to them.  
 
Sale: The student at Capital says being able to stay in her school kept her from dropping out. And 
she doesn’t think she’s alone.  
 
Student: I think a lot of kids would drop out because if they couldn’t find the school that they 
wanted to go to or stick with, because they moved away, they would just be like, I don’t want to 
go to school. You can’t make me. And then, I don’t’ think they’d have the willpower to go get a 
GED, so that means that we’d have more people on unemployment. 
 
Sale: Now, she’s got her sights set on college. She’s living with a foster family, and on the path 
toward adoption.  
 
Student: To come home to like, puppies, that just are like always loving, and to be like, well you 
know, they love me. And I’m like, wow, I’m loved. And to have someone every morning, wake up 
and say, you know I love you, kid, it’s a big moment for me.  
 
Sale: The federal law that governs this program in Kanawha County is up for reauthorization in 
Congress. The House and Senate are considering different bills. A key difference is the definition 
of homeless. The House version includes people who are doubled up with family or living in 
motels, while the Senate bill only includes those populations if they meet specific requirements.   
 
For WV Public Broadcasting, I’m Anna Sale in Charleston.  
 
 
 


