
THE FIRST STEP  
To 

ENDING HOMELESSNESS AMONG CHILDREN AND FAMILIES 
 
The First Step to ending homelessness among children and families is to get them quickly back into a 
home.   
 
The First Step is $11 billion over ten years to provide homeless children and families with short- and 
long-term rental assistance, and help to get into a home or apartment. 
 
The First Step leads to housed children and families that can then be connected with the services they 
need. 
 
The outcomes of The First Step will be: 

• No children or families living on the streets, in long term shelter, or in temporary 
accommodation 

• Increased housing stability for the most poorly housed children and families 
• Improved health for children and their parents 
• Fewer child welfare cases from families having no place to live 
• Higher incomes as parents get and keep jobs 
• Better education outcomes as children stay in school and have a place to do their homework 

 
The First Step will not necessarily end poverty for homeless children and families, nor solve all of their 
problems.  But it will eliminate a basic barrier to achieving those goals:  it will end their homelessness. 
 
THE PROBLEM: 
Homelessness affects thousands of children and families in our nation every day.  Some are completely 
unsheltered, living in cars, tents, or on the streets.  Some stay in homeless facilities.  Some stay 
temporarily or unsafely with others, moving repeatedly in the search for stability and affordability. 
 

• At a point in time, there are nearly 65,000 families with over 120,000 children who live in 
shelters or are unsheltered.i   

• In the course of a year at least 253,000 school children are unsheltered or live in homeless 
facilities, and another 1,107,000 have no permanent place to live.ii 
 

Being homeless, even for a short time, is traumatic and detrimental.     
• Children experiencing homelessness may have:  “high levels of emotional and behavioral 

problems”;iii increased risk of serious health problems; and increased levels of anxiety and 
depression.  They are more likely to repeat a grade, be expelled, or drop out of school, and have 
lower academic performance compared to their low-income housed peers.iv  Fortunately, these 
impacts are not necessarily permanentv   

• Families experiencing homelessness have difficulty providing the support their children need 
and are at risk of losing their children to foster care.  Homelessness makes it more difficult for 
them to obtain or sustain employment and their poverty deepens.  Homeless parents 
experience tremendous stress, trauma and depression, which affect the whole family.  



Domestic violence may result or be exacerbated.   Parents find it incredibly difficult to be 
contributing members of their communities.   

 
THE PROPOSAL 

 
The First Step would provide $11 billion over ten years to pay for additional housing for homeless 
children and families.  Funds would go through existing programs at the US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development, to fund rapid re-housingvi and rental vouchersvii  for families experiencing or at risk 
of homelessness. Both vouchers and rapid re-housing are already proven to end homelessness.  
 
While The First Step would only pay for housing assistance and housing-related services, children and 
families that experience homelessness typically need other service assistance as well.  The partners 
proposing The First Step have committed to work together to ensure that they have access to needed 
health care, behavioral health care, employment, education, child development, and other services in 
the community.   
 
A game-changing feature of The First Step is that it would be funded on the “mandatory” side of the 
federal budget. This means that it would be a long-term commitment to address the housing needs of 
homeless children and families.  Funding would be reliable over ten years, and rural and urban 
communities would be able to fully concentrate on to-scale implementation. 
 
Recipients.  The funds would be distributed to local Continuums of Care (CoCs)viii and Public Housing 
Agencies (PHAs). ix These local organizations would coordinate with each other, and would be 
encouraged to involve mainstream service funders in decision-making and in the provision of services. 
 
Distribution of Funds.  The First Step funds would be distributed on the basis of need and performance.  
Data would be used to assess these.  Housing assistance would be available to children and families who 
are defined as homeless under any federal definition, but those who are unsheltered and others with 
the highest needs would be prioritized. 
 
Program Activities.  Communities would have some flexibility as to how to distribute the resources 
between housing vouchers and rapid re-housing, but it is anticipated that approximately one-third of 
households would be served with vouchers and two-thirds with rapid re-housing, with vouchers 
targeted to higher need households.   
 
Data and performance.  Grantees would be required to collect data via management information 
systems and counts.   CoCs, PHAs and their partners would be expected to use this and other data both 
to identify and target priorities, and to demonstrate performance.   
 

* 
While housing may not be the only thing that homeless children and families need, without housing, 
there is no solution. 
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vi Rapid re-housing would work with homeless families to identify landlords and locate appropriate housing, provide short-term financial 
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vii Housing vouchers would allow extremely low income families to rent modestly priced housing in the private market and pay 30 percent of 
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