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H
omeless children are rarely seen on the

streets of Westchester County. h And yet,

growing numbers of kids have no stable

home and are “couch surfi�ng” in over-

crowded and sometimes dangerous situations, accord-

ing to a nonprofi�t tracking the numbers of homeless stu-

dents. Many are the children of the working poor in a

county with little aff�ordable housing. h “Children may

have a roof over their heads but still be unsafe, maybe in

an aunt’s basement or doubled or tripled up in an apart-

ment,” said Allison Lake, executive director of the West-

chester Children’s Association. “How do you succeed in

school when you don’t know where you may be sleeping

next?” h The WCA, a century-old nonprofi�t, has made it

a mission to expose Westchester’s “invisible” homeless

youth, who may not qualify for government services be-

cause they haven’t stayed in homeless shelters and are

not part of the system.
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A growing number of homeless
students across the county are
underserved and diffi�cult to track

By the numbers
The Westchester Children’s
Association released the 
following statistics:

2,357
students in Westchester
County are estimated to have
experienced homelessness
during the 2019-20 school 
year. That’s about ...

1.5% of all public
school students in the county.

92% of them were 
Black and Hispanic. Black and
Hispanic kids make up only ... 

48% of the 
public school population.

608 of the 2,357
students who experienced
homelessness received 
housing or other services
through the county.

Gary Stern Rockland/Westchester Journal News | USA TODAY NETWORK

See INVISIBLE, Page 8A

Mount Vernon has long sought outside help for a
litany of issues, from unsolved homicides to city fi�-
nances. 

Now it has gotten it, in the form of a federal civil
rights probe of the Mount Vernon Police Depart-
ment, one that will certainly dictate the course of law
enforcement in the city for years to come.

The announcement that the U.S. Department of
Justice was starting a pattern or practice investiga-
tion into whether there were systemic problems with
racially discriminatory policing or other abuses was
widely welcomed, even by the police union.

“This really just helps us to expand our bandwidth
to look into concerns that we have had and to uncov-
er things we may not even know about,” Mayor Sha-
wyn Patterson-Howard said at a Dec. 3 press confer-
ence shortly after the investigation was announced.

The close scrutiny of the Mount Vernon Police De-
partment came after secret recordings a police whis-
tleblower made of fellow offi�cers talking about police
misconduct were made public last year by Gotha-
mist.

Unknowns
surround
US probe of
city police
In Mount Vernon, fi�ndings could
usher in some dramatic changes
Jonathan Bandler Rockland/Westchester Journal News
USA TODAY NETWORK

See INVESTIGATION, Page 9A

Since the launch of USA Today’s New York police
disciplinary record database on Dec. 6, it has been
viewed tens of thousands of times. Not surprising per-
haps, given that the information it collates has been
largely inaccessible to the public for decades.

We also actively encourage your questions and com-
ments, and answer the fi�rst round of them in this article.

Keep the conversation going by submitting a ques-
tion using our submission form below, or by emailing
policerecords@democratandchronicle.com.

USA Today welcomes corrections or clarifi�cations
of the fi�les in the database. 

Are police disciplinary records exempted
from the Freedom Information Act?

Police disciplinary records were explicitly made
accessible under the state’s Freedom of Information
Law (FOIL) with the repeal of Section 50-a and the
addition to the FOIL of clear defi�nitions around what
constitutes “law enforcement disciplinary records.”

According to FOIL, law enforcement materials
that are now considered a matter of public record in-
clude: 

h The complaints, allegations, and charges
against an employee.

POLICING AND PUBLIC TRUST

Replying to reader questions
on NY police disciplinary records
Beryl Lipton 
MuckRock

See QUESTIONS, Page 9A
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According to the organization, at
least 2,357 students in the county ex-
perienced homelessness during the
2019-20 school year — about 1.5% of all
public school students — while only
608 of those children received housing
or other services through Westchester
County.

The WCA and other advocates sus-
pect that the real number of students
with no permanent address is much
higher.

To draw attention to this problem,
the WCA has posted a new dashboard
that shows the best-known numbers of
homeless students in each Westchester
school district between 2014-15 and
2019-20.

Advocates say the numbers are strik-
ing for two main reasons: 92% of all
homeless students in Westchester in
2019-20 were Black and Hispanic, while
those groups make up only 48% of the
public school population; and all types
of homelessness could soar when New
York State’s eviction moratorium ends
in January.

“That is a shameful racial disparity
that shouldn’t exist in Westchester, said
Karl Bertrand, who co-chairs a public-
private agency that coordinates home-
less-related services in Westchester

that get funds from HUD,
the federal Department
of Housing and Urban
Development.

“These numbers show
it’s not about personal
choices, but that there is
something racial going
on in the Westchester

housing market,” Bertrand said. “When
people think of the stereotypical home-
less person, it’s an alcoholic white male,
but the typical homeless person in
Westchester in an African American
child. People should imprint that image
on their souls.”

‘We had to leave’

Princess Gil, a single mother with
two kids in the Mount Vernon public
schools, is among those who are not of-
fi�cially homeless but do not have a per-
manent place to live. 

She said her family had an apart-
ment without stable heat and had to
move out before winter set in. They’re
currently staying with friends and
therefore don’t qualify for public assis-
tance and services they might get if
staying in a homeless shelter.

“Apartments are so expensive
around here,” she said. “Anything that is
aff�ordable isn’t decent housing.”

Gill said she has a bachelor’s degree
and was assistant manager of a group
home for the elderly disabled but left
before the COVID-19 pandemic because
of medical issues. Group homes then
went on lockdown. Now she’s thankful
to have a place to stay while looking for
a job and an apartment.

She stayed in a homeless shelter long
ago after a fi�re and doesn’t want that for
her kids, who are in the fi�rst and sev-
enth grades. She said they’re coping
fi�ne in school despite their lack of a per-
manent home.

“We had to leave where we were be-
cause it was cold,” Gill said. “It’s hard to

discuss all that with them.”
Such situations are all too common

in Mount Vernon, said Lillian Reynolds,
one of the school district’s two offi�cial
liaisons to homeless students and their
families. 

Mount Vernon has long had West-
chester’s largest number of homeless
students. In 2019-20, according to the
state Education Department's defi�ni-
tion, used by the WCA, 924 students
were homeless, or 11.8% of all Mount
Vernon students.

“Students in this situation normally
don’t tell anyone; they’re ashamed,”
Reynolds said. “We learn to recognize
when they don’t have clean clothes or
don’t smell right because they are not
bathing regularly. These are things I
deal with daily. We’re trained to have
our eyes and ears open.”

The federal Mckinney-Vento Home-
less Assistance Act of 1987 requires
school districts to screen children and
families about their living situation in
order to spot homelessness. Every dis-
trict must have a liaison who leads this
eff�ort.

Westchester school districts with the
high counts of homeless students in
2019-20 were: Yonkers, 412 (1.6% of stu-
dents); Tarrytowns, 245 (8.8%); White
Plains, 186 (2.5%); Peekskill, 128 (3.6%);
Port Chester, 112 (2.2%); and New Ro-
chelle, 111 (1%).

Reynolds said she works with chil-
dren living in attics and basements, in-
cluding a family living recently in a
fl�ooded basement.

“These people need assistance; we
need a system that is friendly to chil-
dren and youth,” Reynolds said. “In-
stead, we have problems responding to
homelessness because we can’t even
defi�ne it.”

Families avoid shelters

Most government services for home-
lessness, in Westchester and across the
country, are funded by HUD.

But HUD does not recognize people
who are overcrowded into apartments
or couch-surfi�ng as homeless. HUD
bases its funding on a “point-in-time”

count of homeless people in communi-
ties across the nation on a single night
in January, including those in shelters
and on the street. 

Advocates say that a primary goal of
most families that couch-surf is to
avoid shelters, which are often danger-
ous.

“Families don’t want to be in a shel-
ter; they’re afraid,” said Maria McGinty,
who has worked with many homeless
families as coordinator since 2001 of
Southern Westchester BOCES’ Home-
less Student Program. “We have so
many working poor here — working two
or three jobs to earn a living — and they
don’t want shelters. They want aff�ord-
able housing, which we don’t have.”

Further complicating things is that
the U.S. Department of Education does
recognize doubled-up students as
homeless, but doesn’t control the purse
strings.

This discrepancy has drawn the ire
of the Westchester Children’s Associa-
tion and other advocates. They want
improvements to a convoluted system
for serving the homeless that involves
federal, state and county governments,
many nonprofi�ts, and dozens of ser-
vices and programs.

“Westchester’s current eff�orts on
homelessness are inadequate for many
of its youngest residents because the
County does not have an accurate count
of this demographic and cannot appro-
priately tailor its eff�orts to their needs
across systems,” said a WCA report
about student homelessness, “Making
the Invisible Visible.

Getting people off the streets

In Westchester, housing and other
services for the homeless are overseen
by the county Department of Social
Services and a consortium of govern-
ment and private agencies, which is re-
quired by HUD, called the Westchester
County Continuum of Care Partnership
to End Homelessness.

The consortium budgets HUD fund-
ing — $19.5 million last year for housing
and services to the homeless — while
the county distributes other federal,

state and county dollars.
The county operates 11 shelters, sev-

en for individuals and four for families,
and has over 200 units of emergency
housing. 

Leonard Townes, who was appoint-
ed Westchester’s commissioner of so-
cial services in February, said he under-
stands the Westchester Children’s As-
sociation’s interest in the safety and
stability of children who have tempor-
ary living situations. But he said the
county focuses on those who are home-
less in the traditional sense.

“We’re looking to make sure people
are not on the streets,” he said. “We
consider people homeless who come
and look for help. People who choose to
double up we don’t count.”

Bertrand, co-chair of the consor-
tium, said that agencies that assist the
homeless don’t have good mechanisms
to assess whether doubled-up families
are doing well or are in unsafe or over-
crowded situations.

The Westchester Children’s Associa-
tion notes that Westchester County has
made concerted and successful eff�orts
to reduce homelessness among veter-
ans and to better serve victims of do-
mestic violence and should do the same
for homeless students.

“These are deep problems,” Lake
said. “We want the public knowing
where things stand so we can advocate
for change. We want to push the county
to give more services to kids.”

HUD, in a statement to The Journal
News/lohud, said that families and
youth who are couch surfi�ng or doubled
up are eligible for help though emergen-
cy grants provided by the federal
CARES Act from 2020. Westchester
County was awarded over got $5.2 mil-
lion in these funds.

Some families could also be eligible
for housing vouchers through the
American Rescue Plan, HUD said.

Advocates are fearful that the num-
ber of couch-surfi�ng students may soar
when New York State’s moratorium on
evictions ends in January. 

“Everyone is worried about what will
happen in January,” McGinty said. “It’s
going to be tough to house all these fam-
ilies and to provide some stability for
students.”

Gary Stern is an editor/writer cover-
ing K-12 education in the Hudson Val-
ley. Reach him at gstern@lohud.com.
Twitter: @garysternNY. 

“How do you succeed in school when you don’t know where you may be sleeping next?” said Allison Lake of the Westchester Children’s Association.

“Students in this situation normally don’t tell anyone; they’re ashamed,” said
Lillian Reynolds, one of the Mount Vernon school district’s two official liaisons
to homeless students and their families. Mount Vernon has long had
Westchester County’s largest number of homeless students.
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Invisible
Continued from Page 1A

Homeless students
per school district
School districts with the most 
homeless students in 2019-20 were

h Mount Vernon .................................... 924
(11.8% of students)

h Yonkers ................................... 412 (1.6%)

h Tarrytowns ............................ 245 (8.8%)

h White Plains ........................... 186 (2.5%)

h Peekskill .................................. 128 (3.6%)

h Port Chester .......................... 112 (2.2%)

h New Rochelle ............................. 111 (1%)

Online dashboard
The WCA has compiled its data 
on a new online dashboard at
https://wca4kids.org/.

Bertrand


