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A 1994 U.S. General Accounting Office
study reported that by the end of the third
grade one out of six children had attended
three or more schools, and that students of-
ten changed schools more than once during
the school year.2 A Texas study found that
one of six students in the state’s public
schools3 changed schools during the 1994-95
school year.4 A National School Boards As-
sociation article5 reports, “it’s not unheard
of for a child to change schools six or seven
times in a single year.” A Las Vegas elemen-
tary school reported 700 transfers in or out
in a single year among a total student body
of just over 900.6 A California study reported
that approximately one-quarter of students
made unscheduled school changes three or
more times over the course of their public
school career.7 While a majority of Califor-
nia high schools have student mobility rates
ranging between 10 and 30%, approximately
20% of the state’s high schools have very high
student mobility rates — more than 30%.8

Not surprisingly, high mobility rates are
even more daunting when viewed over time:
Over the course of four years, overall school
stability can fall to under 50%.9

The extensive literature on problems with
the county’s education system, along with
the many proposed and needed reforms, has
paid far too little attention to the issue of
transiency, or high classroom turnover. And

while there is a modest amount of literature
in the professional, academic, and technical
journals, little appears in general circulation
periodicals that speak to the wider public.10

Smaller schools and classrooms, better
trained teachers, better buildings and equip-
ment, and other essential improvements can
have only minimal positive impact if the
classroom is something of a revolving door,
with high proportions of the students leav-
ing and arriving during the school year and
from school year to school year (although a
case can be made that instituting reforms
such as these might serve to reduce tran-
siency).11

In locales receiving large numbers of im-
migrants, there is of course a fairly steady
influx of such children entering the school
system throughout the school year — stu-
dents with acculturation and language issues
that require special attention. Beyond the
special case of immigrant-receiving commu-
nities, to the extent the incidence of such
transiency is disproportionately higher
among certain identifiable groups — in par-
ticular, low-income, homeless, farmworker,
and minority children — the already inad-
equate education received by such students
is grossly magnified. Research from the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s Center for School Im-
provement reported that “a disproportion-
ate number of predominantly African-Ameri-
can schools have low stability” and that such
students are twice as likely as white students
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to switch schools in the middle of the year.12

An Austin study reported that “low-income,
African American and Hispanic students
were more likely to be mobile than middle-
income or White peers.”13 A Minneapolis
study reported that “students of color moved
far more often than white students” and that
“1 in 4 low income students moved one or
more times during the study. Only 1 in 10
students who did not qualify for the free
lunch program moved.”14 In California, “. . .
mobility was clearly related to family income
and socioeconomic status — low-income stu-
dents were more mobile between the 8th and
12th grades than high-income students.”15

In sum, there is clear need for recognition
of the problem of transiency: its magnitude,
incidence, causes, and results. And based on
that knowledge, there is concomitant need
to mount a serious attack on the problem,
reducing it where possible, handling it in the
most constructive manner where it persists.
The federal government, as well as state gov-
ernments and most school districts, have not
dealt with this serious issue in any way com-
mensurate with the problem. And unless
policies and programs are put into place to
deal with the fact that “schools [mainly ur-
ban schools] are actually unstable places
where the movement of students penetrates
the central aspect of school work — the in-
teraction of teachers and students around
learning,”16 there will surely be millions of
children left behind.

Students of course move from one to school
to another when passing through the vari-
ous grade groupings — elementary, middle,
and high schools. Our concern is with (non-
promotional) moves that occur within those
groupings. Some occur in between school
years, others within a school year. While
both of those changes may have deleterious
effects, obviously the more disruptive of the
two are within-school year changes. As a Los
Angeles study concluded, “Intraschool
[within school year] site transfer is espe-
cially damaging to the instructional pro-

gram.”17 Not all such changes are damaging
or undesirable: Families may move in order
to improve their housing or work situation;
students may change to a different school or
classroom in order to secure a more appro-
priate educational environment or leave an
unsatisfactory or damaging one. A very large
portion of such moves, however — almost
certainly the majority, particularly for low-
income, minority, homeless, and farmwor-
ker students — are triggered or necessitated
by factors that are not associated with posi-
tive change for the family or student.

What triggers such potentially damaging
moves may be categorized as either exter-
nal to or internal to the school situation and
environment. The former category consists
primarily of residential changes on the part
of the student’s family, which in turn may be
caused by the workings of the housing sys-
tem or (less frequently) by changes in the
household situation, such as family breakup;
the latter refers to a range of reasons, in-
cluding expulsion by school authorities and
problems or dissatisfactions on the part of
the student and his/her family that lead to
transfers. In the case of lower income, mi-
nority, homeless, and farmworker children
— the principal concern of this chapter —
residential changes are for the most part not
under the family’s control or, in the case of
farmworkers, are dictated by expected and
planned changes in employment location.
The housing-related forces that cause invol-
untary residential changes include eviction
or mortgage foreclosure proceedings,18 an-
ticipated eviction, inability to pay rent or
utility bills, housing code enforcement, emi-
nent domain actions, condominium conver-
sions, upgrading rehabilitation, and other
gentrification pressures.

To the extent such involuntary residential
moves, as well as “push” factors from within
the school environment, cause harm to a
student’s education, it is certainly an impor-
tant goal of public policy to reduce their in-
cidence wherever possible. A second public
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policy goal is to put in place systems that, to
the extent feasible, minimize the deleteri-
ous impact of these moves. Such steps are
vital if we are to take seriously the right of
all children to an adequate education.
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High student mobility has consequences
for mobile students, nonmobile students,
teachers, and schools. For students, the long-
term effects of high mobility include lower
achievement levels and slower academic
pacing, culminating in a reduced likelihood
of high school completion. Data on how
highly mobile classrooms affect nonmobile
students in those classrooms are rare, but
in all likelihood such patterns significantly
retard curriculum pacing and decrease so-
cial and educational attachments to fellow
students.19 Migrant farmworker children,
who arrive and leave in relatively large num-
bers, staying for just a short period, are par-
ticularly disruptive for the nonmobile stu-
dents in these classrooms. (In Washington
State, one school segregated migrant stu-
dents from regular classrooms, holding that
integrating them would be too disruptive to
the school.) For teachers, although again
there are no available data, it is likely that
teaching and teaching satisfaction suffer
from the need to repeat and review lessons,
constantly introduce new students to the
class, experience the sudden departure of
other students, and preside over a generally
less stable environment. For schools, high
mobility rates clearly place a strain on school
resources — an example being loss of text-
books when departing students fail to return
them.20

Regarding what causes this mobility, the
primacy of housing instability as the trigger

to move a child out of his/her classroom is
evident in several reports. As a general phe-
nomenon, “families that are poor move 50%
to 100% more frequently than families that
are not poor.”21 The Chicago study docu-
mented that 58% of elementary school
changes were related to residential moves.22 
In California, parents reported approxi-
mately 55% of high school changes were as-
sociated with residential moves.23 A Minne-
apolis study reported that of the residential
moves, 80% were associated with housing
problems, such as substandard conditions,
inability to find affordable housing, problems
with landlords, evictions, or property con-
demnation.24,25 But residential moves are
sometimes made for reasons other than cop-
ing with a housing issue, such as lack of trans-
portation or availability of employment.

Homelessness — the ultimate housing
problem — is of course a major reason why
children must change schools. And since the
child’s school is usually his or her second
most important stable environment, losing
both home and school represents a doubly
powerful blow. It is not uncommon for home-
less families to move several times a year,
and as a result, homeless children may
change schools several times. Homeless chil-
dren continually face difficulty in school: For
example, young children may lag behind in
basic skills acquisition; high school age chil-
dren often drop out due to difficulty in accu-
mulating credits or schools’ refusal to enroll
unaccompanied youth. Two prevalent edu-
cational practices that exacerbate the nega-
tive impacts of mobility for homeless chil-
dren are application of residency rules and
failure to provide transportation.26 A further
significant problem for such students is fail-
ure to transfer school records, leaving the
new teacher with inadequate information as
to the child’s past preparation and current
needs. A recent development is the estab-
lishment of “shelter schools,” opened in
homeless shelters, a controversial, possibly
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illegal step with as yet unstudied implica-
tions for classroom transiency.27

Welfare reform has had a still incompletely
documented impact on residential, hence
school, mobility.28 Employment programs
may necessitate a move in order to arrange
a workable commuting pattern; and those
who reach welfare support time limits may
no longer be able to afford rent and utility
payments. Research on welfare reform sug-
gests that those who leave the welfare rolls
are more likely to be residentially mobile
than those who remain on welfare, doubt-
less caused in large part by employment op-
portunities that require or prompt a move.
Such “success” thus has costs and unintended
consequences. People who leave welfare are
also somewhat more likely to have trouble
paying rent, to be evicted, or to move their
children in with another family because of
inability to maintain a household continu-
ously.29 More distant moves — from one state
to another in response to state differences
in welfare policies (or scarcity of affordable
housing) — also are reported. A 50-state sur-
vey indicated that welfare reform may lead
to unstable family income, which in turn cre-
ates a greater likelihood that children will
experience turbulence, such as more resi-
dential and school changes.30 A National As-
sociation of Child Advocates presentation
concluded, “evidence suggests that welfare
reform has increased student mobility for a
small but particularly high risk population
of students.”31

As noted above, migrant families, largely
located in Texas, California, and Florida,
typically move temporarily from a homebase
community to other communities within the
state or other states, following harvests and
crop-related agribusiness in migrant
streams. As a report in the Title I Monitor
described their situation: “[T]he mobility of
migrant children plays havoc on the planned
schedules of this nation’s schools. These chil-
dren ping-pong from school to school, swell-
ing classrooms for often brief periods until

they leave again. Because of variations in
weather, changes in crops, and the difficul-
ties in finding work, migrant families have
in recent years been forced to alter tradi-
tional patterns of migrancy, often traveling
to new states or even new regions of the
country in search of work.”32 These increas-
ingly fragmented migrant streams have ex-
panded to become international as well. And
so migrant children typically change schools
several times a year. Similar to homeless
children, migrant children often face barri-
ers to enrolling in schools; youth often have
difficulty accumulating academic credits and
therefore face difficulty completing high
school. The records transfer problem noted
above for homeless children is even more
severe for children of migrant families, as
their moves generally are far more distant.
Since the vast majority of migrant family
school-age children are Latino, language and
cultural adjustment problems are prevalent.
Research consistently finds that migrant
children face limited educational opportu-
nities, oftentimes resulting in high dropout
rates as well as low achievement rates and
slower academic growth.33

Foster care children often have to change
schools each time they are removed from a
home. The failure of local child protection
systems to make prompt placements adds to
this instability.34 Like homeless and migrant
children, foster care children can have diffi-
culty with transfer of records, including
health records. Additionally, children who
are having difficulty negotiating the stresses
of being placed in foster care are often dis-
proportionately moved to special education
classes as a result of behavioral problems.

While residentially related reasons pro-
duce the majority of mobility, at least among
the subpopulations that are the primary con-
cern of this chapter, it is also important to
recognize that a considerable portion of mo-
bility is not associated with residential
changes. Among the nonresidentially related
reasons for school changes reported in the
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Chicago study, 76% were motivated in whole
or part by dissatisfaction with the school,
trouble with peers or teachers, academic dif-
ficulties, or school safety concerns.35 Inter-
views with students in California revealed
that a majority of student-initiated high
school changes were made in order to escape
a bad situation (social isolation, unsafe con-
ditions, etc.) rather than to seek a better situ-
ation, and that school-initiated transfers
were administrative decisions in response
to a disciplinary situation, poor attendance,
truancy, or poor achievement.36

Research findings on the academic impact
of high student mobility show that it can
have a slowing effect on basic skills acquisi-
tion, which has the long-term effect of in-
creasing the chances of school failure and
dropout. A review in the Journal of Research
and Development in Education concluded:
“[T]he educational research literature seems
quite consistent with regard to findings that
high student transiency rates are strongly
and negatively associated with academic at-
tainment at school.”37 A carefully designed
study of data from the National Health In-
terview Survey concluded that “frequent
family relocation [school changes were not
recorded, but the relationship between resi-
dential and school relocation is obvious] (ap-
proximately five or six moves over the life of
the child [6 to 17 years old in this study] . . .
was significantly associated with an in-
creased risk of failing a grade and with mul-
tiple, frequently occurring behavioral prob-
lems [which of course are associated with
poor school performance as well].”38 For el-
ementary students, the negative educational
impacts are especially obvious. Students
who are highly mobile during their elemen-
tary school years are much more likely to
change schools during their high school
years.39 In Chicago, even after controlling for
socio-economic status, mobile students on
average have lower student achievement
scores than their stable counterparts.40 With
just one move, students appear to recover

over time, but each additional school change
results in a cumulative academic lag. Over a
period of six years, students who have moved
more than three times can fall a full aca-
demic year behind stable students.41 A study
of reading achievement tests in California
showed that students who moved three or
more times scored nearly 20 points lower
than students who did not move.42 And “there
is overwhelming evidence that mobility dur-
ing high school diminishes the prospects for
graduation: students who changed high
schools even once were less than half as
likely as stable students to graduate from
high school, even controlling for other fac-
tors that influence high school completion.”43

High school changes may disrupt credit ac-
cumulation and therefore affect graduation
levels.44 Students who changed high schools
at least twice were more than 30% less likely
to graduate than students who remained in
the same school throughout their high school
career; the graduation rate of students who
moved at least twice is approximately 60%.45

The graduation rate of migrant students is
about 50%.46 Attendance is related to mobil-
ity and to school performance. The Minne-
apolis study reported: “Attendance proved
to be a strong predictor of performance for
students in the study, a correlation found in
other local and national research. . . . The
less students moved, the better their atten-
dance rates. Students who did not move dur-
ing the course of the study had an average
attendance rate of 94%. Students with three
or more moves dropped to an 84% average
rate.”47 Schools’ failure to track students who
leave and to transfer records promptly
doubtless is one important factor affecting
attendance. Student mobility also affects stu-
dents’ engagement with schools, resulting in
increased incidents of misbehavior and lower
participation in school activities.48 Children
who move around a lot not only get a poorer
educational experience, they also are sub-
ject to social and emotional stress caused by


����12�
��$������������%�
��������������������� �������������������	*



��������	
 ����������
 ��
 ��
��
 ������
���

disruption in their relationships with class-
mates and teachers.

For schools, high student mobility rates
place a greater burden on their resources
and budgeting. Teachers have reported that
student mobility can affect decisions related
to personnel and staffing, resource utiliza-
tion, school program planning, instructional
delivery and continuity, curricular pace, and
student evaluation.49 Student mobility can
also constrain staff time, detract from per
pupil resources, and slow school-improve-
ment and community-building efforts.50
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The federal role in education primarily
focuses on meeting the needs of disadvan-
taged students, and certainly the subgroups
who are most mobile are among the most
disadvantaged — their high mobility rates
adding considerably to their other disadvan-
taging characteristics. Despite what should
suffice as overwhelming evidence of the mag-
nitude and deleterious impact of high class-
room mobility (only a portion of which has
been presented here), there has been a far
too minimal role and responsibility taken by
the various levels of government to deal with
the issue. What little there is that specifi-
cally deals with transiency problems ap-
pears in legislation and programs for those
most obviously transient: homeless and
farmworker children. Funding states receive
through the Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act does provide important support-
ive educational services, but for the most
part in the form of general assistance for a
larger class of problems rather than that fo-
cused specifically on problems caused by
high mobility.

Pursuant to the Stewart B. McKinney
Homeless Assistance Act’s Education for
Homeless Children and Youth program, re-

authorized/signed into law in January 2002
as the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assis-
tance Act, homeless children and youth have
a right to equal access to the same free, ap-
propriate, and nonsegregated public educa-
tion provided to other children.51 The origi-
nal and reauthorized Acts impose a duty
upon state and local agencies to remove bar-
riers to enrollment, attendance, and success
in schools. The newly reauthorized Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act and the
new McKinney-Vento legislation provide
new strength to provisions designed to keep
children who become homeless in their
school of origin, for the remainder of the aca-
demic year even if the child is permanently
housed outside that school’s boundaries (sub-
ject of course to parents’ or guardians’
wishes); provide that if the homeless child
chooses to attend a school in a more conve-
nient location, the school shall immediately
enroll the child even if appropriate records
and proof of residence are unavailable, and
the school is obligated to obtain necessary
records from the child’s previous school; re-
quire local education agencies to provide and
pay for transportation to and from the school
of origin (and in cases where the student
relocates outside the district served by that
agency that obligation falls on the agencies
in both areas); bar (with grandfathered ex-
ceptions in four designated counties) segre-
gation of homeless students in separate
schools or separate programs/settings
within schools. The newly reauthorized
ESEA requires states to coordinate their
Title I plan and services with the McKinney-
Vento Act.52

Useful examples of state and local govern-
ment policies and programs are as follows:
Illinois state law requires school districts to
share responsibility when homeless children
cross district lines.53 The Victoria (Texas)
Independent School District, with a heavily
Latino enrollment, has implemented, as part
of its McKinney program, a “One Child, One
School, One Year” policy that supports

��������	* ����������
����12�
��$������������%�
���������������������



���

��������	
 ����������
 ��
 ��
��
 ������

homeless students’ efforts to remain in their
school of origin, by providing transportation
services; creating a Family Connection pro-
gram that operates after-school community
homework centers located near subsidized
housing developments, low-rent motels, and
homeless shelters; operating a Parent Place
to check out school materials, provide
snacks, and run small computer labs; ap-
pointing parent liaisons who counsel highly
mobile families; and coordinating services
for children and their families in transitional
living situations.54 The Houston Indepen-
dent School District also has a “One Child,
One School, One Year” policy, and its trans-
portation department will bus homeless kids
anywhere in the district.

The Migrant Education Program, funded
under Title I of the ESEA, provides supple-
mental help to support the educational needs
of migrant children, in recognition of the fact
that the local education agency-based struc-
ture of the basic Title I program did not meet
the needs of children who constantly are on
the move from school district to school dis-
trict. Funds are available for summer and
intersession programs, tutoring and coun-
seling, and accurate credit accrual and
records transfer systems. This last-men-
tioned issue is of particular salience, given
that children of farmworker families move
considerable distances (often interstate).
Health as well as academic records are cru-
cial — the former particularly important,
given the multiple dangers of farm labor from
pesticides and dangerous equipment, the
possibility of over-immunization, and gener-
ally poor access to health care. Texas’ New
Generation System,55 developed by the Texas
Education Agency, and supported by a con-
sortium of state migrant education pro-
grams, provides to subscribers Internet ac-
cess to a comprehensive (but confidential)
database of education and health informa-
tion on more than 200,000 migrant children,
school facilities where migrant children have
been enrolled, a range of general informa-

tion, and a toll-free technical assistance line.
Other Texas-initiated programs are Project
SMART [Summer Migrants Access Re-
sources Through Technology], a national dis-
tance learning program, using public televi-
sion stations, cable operators, tapes, and vid-
eocassettes, available in nearly two dozen
states;56 ESTRELLA, “a [five-year interstate
initiative] program using laptop computers
to transform the home into a dynamic learn-
ing environment,” designed for students
home-based in Texas;57 and the Texas Mi-
grant Interstate program, whose goal is “to
increase the graduation rate of migrant stu-
dents by promoting coordination/cooperation
of migrant education programs that provide
services to migrant students.”58 A National
Hotline for Migrant Families, sponsored by
the U.S. Department of Education, provides
assistance with education issues (in addition
to assisting with health, housing, food, and
clothing problems).59 To deal with the in-
creasingly salient issue of back-and-forth
Mexican-U.S. migration, the Binational Mi-
grant Education Program provides a range
of services. In the education area, these in-
clude a binational teacher exchange pro-
gram, a free textbook distribution program,
adult literacy programs, and binational docu-
ment transfer services.60 The recently passed
Elementary and Secondary Education Act
reauthorization contains significant streng-
thening of existing records transfer provi-
sions, and also adds provisions tightening the
parent involvement requirements.61

���� ��������	��
���

There is a great deal that can and should
be done to reduce damaging mobility and to
handle mobility in the most constructive way
when it is unavoidable. A crucial threshold
step is making policymakers in a variety of
areas, as well as the general public (parents
in particular), aware of the prevalence and
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severity of the problem and the ways it may
inadvertently be caused or exacerbated by
various public policies. Policy changes are
needed at all levels of government, and in
far more areas than just the sphere of edu-
cation. A starter list includes:

(�� ����������
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The federal accountability framework
should provide adequate safeguards, and
enforce them strictly, to ensure that state
and local entities protect educational rights
for highly mobile students. In particular, the
federal government should take the lead in
improving records transfers and communi-
cations among states and school districts, as
well as between the United States and coun-
tries (notably Mexico) that regularly send
migrant workers to the United States.

States should mandate standardized col-
lection and reporting of school mobility data,
as a vital tool in understanding the nature
of the problem and devising solutions. Ac-
cording to a survey of state departments of
education research and assessment officials
conducted by the Harvard Graduate School
of Education’s Principals’ Center, “few state
departments of education report student
mobility rates” and although “school districts
typically report some form of student mobil-
ity rate . . . its pervasiveness is difficult to
assess because equations are based on vary-
ing formulae and timetables.” (The Center’s
report also notes that “national data on stu-
dent mobility is particularly scarce.”)62 State
leadership and a supervisory role are par-
ticularly important with respect to
interdistrict moves, as well as ensuring that
adequate attention and responsibility exist
for the time between school moves, as there
often is a several-week period when the stu-
dent is attending no school at all.

While federal and state government have
key roles to play in mandating responsibil-

ity and providing necessary resources, it is
at the local level that changed practices are
needed and where effective improvements
can manifest themselves. School districts
should make every effort to retain students
who move a short distance (even if they move
out of the district), at least until the end of
the school year. To the extent this requires
transportation assistance, this should be
made available. When students do leave,
health and academic records should be
promptly transferred to the receiving school.
Best practices of some local school districts
should be widely promulgated for adoption
all over the country. As one example, the
Minneapolis Public Schools enable students
to maintain school continuity whenever pos-
sible, so only approximately 5% of intradis-
trict student mobility results in school
changes.63 Among their practices is institu-
tion of a districtwide curriculum that en-
sures that children who move frequently will
find their new classrooms at approximately
the same instructional point as the classroom
they left. The work of the Victoria Indepen-
dent School District described above is a
model, particular for families in transitional
housing situations. The Chicago Panel on
School Policy has promulgated a Mobility
Awareness Action Plan (titled “Staying Put”),
designed to make educators, students, and
parents aware of the damaging academic and
social consequences of student mobility; pro-
mote establishment of school-based pro-
grams to deal with mobile students; and dis-
seminate information about the Chicago pub-
lic schools’ open enrollment policy as an al-
ternative to changing schools. Their bro-
chure, “If You Move . . . your children could
lose more than their next door neighbors,”
imparts basic data on the negative conse-
quences of changing schools, outlines exist-
ing rights to avoid an unwanted transfer, and
provides “If you do move” tips.

A case study of a Los Angeles elementary
school with extraordinarily high (60-90%)
annual transiency rates among its exceed-
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ingly poor, overwhelmingly Latino student
body illustrated the many ways in which
unavoidable transiency can be handled as
humanely as possible to create a “culture of
caring.” Included in the school’s armamen-
tarium of approaches are a sensitive intake
process; restructured classrooms to handle
the problem of limited English proficiency;
team structures to support teachers, stu-
dents, and parents; and strategies for pro-
viding individualized instruction.64 Las Ve-
gas uses a “buddy system” to ease the ad-
justment period for newcomers, pairing each
arriving student with a long-timer.65 School
construction plans and policies should fac-
tor in the impact on mobility required by such
activities; attention should be given to alter-
natives that call for rebuilding schools in
existing neighborhoods over new construc-
tion in more outlying locations.66 Local
school board redistricting decisions, fraught
as they already are with so many consider-
ations, focusing primarily on race and class
concerns, should also take into account the
impact on student mobility.67 And to the ex-
tent that issues such as school suspension
policies and dropout prevention programs
intersect with mobility, they need to be
handled with that problem in mind, particu-
larly since those issues disproportionately
impact the same student populations who are
highly mobile.68

A somewhat different aspect of school poli-
cies has to do with the recent move toward
accountability, embodied in the reauthorized
Elementary and Secondary Education Act,
which has much to offer in ensuring educa-
tional rights. Highly transient schools are
very likely to show up poorly in performance
indicators and other measures by which they
are evaluated.69 This creates the risk that
transient children may be left outside the
boundaries of public accountability. In par-
ticular, we must guard against the possibil-
ity that accountability systems will increase
interschool mobility by creating incentives
to transfer students as a method of exclud-

ing students from school data. It is vital that
all students be included in whatever ac-
countability systems are created. And of
course the concomitant obligation is to pro-
vide whatever assistance is needed to ensure
that mobile students do not fall behind. Ac-
countability systems can employ strategies
and policies, use multiple measures, create
shared responsibility for students, provide
opportunity to learn standards, and evalu-
ate student progress over a period of years
in order to hold schools accountable for all
students. Implementation of accountability
systems that employ high-stakes strategies
without investing in opportunities to learn
will inevitably lead to unacceptable results.

5�� -�������
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Whereas there is overwhelming evidence
that the majority of school mobility is a func-
tion of housing mobility, the school mobility
literature has paid surprisingly little atten-
tion to housing policy reform — virtually all
recommendations focus on school policies.
But as a study using National Health Inter-
view Survey data concluded: “our findings . .
. suggest that residential stability may me-
diate the ill effects associated with children’s
school lives.”70

The greatest boost to residential stability
— hence to school stability — of course would
come from a vast increase in the supply of
decent housing affordable to all. That would
create a situation where pressures to move
— from demand exceeding supply, unafford-
able rent increases, gentrification, and other
destabilizing market forces — would be
markedly reduced. Ideally, such new and
newly rehabilitated housing should be pro-
duced by socially oriented, rather than
profit-oriented, entities. A program to ac-
complish this goal will require far greater
amounts of government subsidies than now
are provided, plus stronger direction of these
subsidies into the below-market sector.71
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Over recent years, there has been a mas-
sive loss in the supply of low-income hous-
ing units. Housing trends nationally reflect
a decreasing supply of housing that is both
affordable for and available to low-income
families, generally resulting in a sharp de-
crease in the supply of affordable private
market rentals.72 Minorities of course still
face overt and covert discrimination on the
part of the various housing gatekeepers.
Since existing research indicates that hous-
ing instability and changes are the principal
trigger for school changes, and since for
lower income, minority, homeless, and
farmworker families such changes tend to
be largely involuntary, any substantial re-
duction in the incidence of housing-related
school changes necessarily involves interven-
tion in the housing system. That small por-
tion of the nation’s housing stock that is in
public and nonprofit ownership offers the
most hopeful prospect for reduction in un-
desirable school changes; since such hous-
ing is disproportionately occupied by those
families who are the primary concern of this
chapter, some important gains are possible
here. We recommend the following:

� Local public housing authorities should
be made aware of the impact of forced
displacement on children’s education.
Notably, the HOPE VI program, which
is demolishing tens of thousands of units
in public housing projects all over the
country and displacing occupants,73

should at a minimum time its displace-
ment activities so as to avoid the neces-
sity for children to change schools dur-
ing the school year; and family relocation
programs should factor in locational con-
siderations so as to minimize the prob-
ability that students will need to change
schools. The federal Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development (HUD)
should mandate such planning proce-
dures for local housing authorities. Simi-

larly, eviction actions initiated by local
housing authorities should take into con-
sideration such timing questions and in-
sofar as possible not act so as to impose
unnecessary educational damage on fami-
lies they feel they must remove.

� Community development corporations
(CDCs)74 and other nonprofit sponsors/
owners/managers of housing — entities
that are in the housing business not to
maximize profits but to provide a decent
residential environment at the lowest
cost — should take school relocation is-
sues into account when they feel they
must force tenants to move.

Privately owned rental housing of course
is more difficult to regulate or influence;
owners of such housing generally have little
interest in the overall welfare of their ten-
ant families, and in their efforts at profit
maximization will take steps detrimental to
sitting tenants. What can help such tenants
most in creating the residential stability
that in turn ensures school stability for their
children are local and state regulations cre-
ating something along the lines of a “right to
stay put.”75 Obviously, rent and “just cause”
eviction controls, as well as condominium
conversion and demolition controls, can do
a great deal to ensure residential stability,
and to the extent that in turn ensures school
stability, this adds to the argument that such
housing regulations benefit those being
harmed by the workings of the unfettered
housing market.76 To the extent that vari-
ous federal, state, and local anti-discrimina-
tion laws help create additional stability,
these too can assist in reducing school mo-
bility problems; and expanding the category
of factors that fall under such laws will add
to such protections. Mortgage foreclosure
programs and eviction prevention programs
in place in some localities provide an addi-
tional source of stability, and these should
be adopted widely.77
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The society’s interest in promoting school
stability — which can and should be en-
hanced via dissemination and wider under-
standing of research results showing the
harm caused by instability — might also lead
to limited eviction protections based explic-
itly on avoiding the harm of forced moves
during the school year. We already have scat-
tered laws that forbid or postpone eviction,
at least temporarily, under certain circum-
stances. Examples are local ordinances that
disallow eviction (or utility shutoffs, which
can effectively force people to move) when
the temperature falls below a certain level.
An amendment to the District of Columbia
Landlord-Tenant Act (section 2, D.C. Act 4-
143, new section 501a) stipulates that “no
landlord shall evict a tenant on any day when
the National Weather Service predicts at 8
a.m. that the temperature at the National
Airport Weather Station will not exceed
twenty degrees Fahrenheit within the next
twenty-four hours.” And the 1940 Soldiers’
and Sailors’ Civil Relief Act (besides requir-
ing temporary reduction in mortgage inter-
est rates, hence monthly payments) forbids
or closely regulates evictions and mortgage
foreclosure actions for reservists and Na-
tional Guard personnel called up for active
duty.78 Relatedly, the Secretary of Housing
and Urban Development issued a telegram
in February 1977 (“Subject: Weather/Fuel
Shortage Problems”) to all HUD regional and
area offices enunciating a policy that “no
persons will be evicted from HUD-owned
property unless you are certain that the per-
sons evicted are able to move into decent,
safe, sanitary and satisfactorily heated hous-
ing. Absent such assurances, no occupants
will be evicted.”79 A unanimous Massachu-
setts Supreme Court decision upheld a Cam-
bridge ordinance that gives the city discre-
tion to grant or withhold eviction permits
when the purchaser of a condominium wants
to evict the current occupant so a new pur-
chaser can move into the unit. The court held
that there was a legitimate public interest

to be served in government regulation of
evictions.80 To the extent it can be shown that
forced displacement imposes severe educa-
tional costs on those most in need of a good
education, laws might be passed forbidding
eviction — in tandem with programs provid-
ing short-term financial relief — so that such
forced moves could not occur during the
school year. A property owner’s absolute
right to evict tenants is already constrained
in a number of other ways, at least in some
jurisdictions (e.g., when the eviction is in
retaliation for the tenant’s assertion of rights,
such as having the housing code enforced).
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The few existing federal categorical pro-
grams that assist educational stability and
educational success for homeless and mi-
grant students should be preserved and ex-
panded, and of course adequately enforced.
Information about successful model pro-
grams at the state and local levels should be
widely disseminated, and replicated all over
the country.

In the area of welfare reform, greater
awareness of and attention to the classroom
turnover problem are warranted. Welfare
policies that result in family relocation must
be analyzed in light of their unintended nega-
tive consequences for education rights: If
intergenerational patterns of poverty and
welfare dependence are to be ended, ad-
equate education of children is as important
a consideration as are issues of parental
employment. Timing and necessity of resi-
dential relocation in order to meet require-
ments of or take advantage of opportunities
under welfare reform programs need to take
place with full appreciation of the associated
educational impacts. Federal and state wel-
fare administrators should receive and dis-
seminate materials on the issue of classroom
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mobility, along with recommendations for
policy modifications in light of such under-
standing. Opportunity for adding this impor-
tant consideration presents itself during the
upcoming Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families Program (TANF) reauthorization
process. Among the ways in which welfare
reform can reduce student mobility are: use
of TANF dollars to avoid or postpone evic-
tions and assist housing programs (includ-
ing using Individual Development Accounts
designed to assist families in saving to buy a
home); and using TANF funds to assist with
after-school tutoring so as to minimize the
negative impacts of school change.81

Child welfare, in particular foster care, is
another area where increased sensitivity to
the problem of school/classroom mobility is
warranted. While decisions about placing
children in foster homes are complex, at least
one important consideration, with respect
to location and timing, should relate to the
impact on school stability. Wherever pos-
sible, such placements should avoid the need
to change schools, especially within a school
year. Again, educational materials and, as
appropriate, directives should be dissemi-
nated to government and private social work-
ers working in the foster care system.

In the area of migrant families, the U.S.
Department of Education must be far more
aggressive in ensuring that electronic inter-
state records transfer systems are put into
place. The Department also needs to ensure
that its financing formula acknowledges the
current geographical distribution of students
— who are appearing in many new places —
rather than basing allocations on outdated
demographics. Finally, the Department
needs to ensure, via closer enforcement, that
migrant student program funds are spent so
as to produce educational benefits most ef-
fectively.

$�� 7��������������

Clearly, this is an area where additional
research is needed.82 Among the questions
we have initially identified are:

� What is the impact of a highly mobile
classroom on the stable students in that
classroom?

� What is the impact of highly mobile class-
rooms on teachers?

� What are the ways in which welfare re-
form impacts classroom mobility?

� What are the ways in which the child wel-
fare/foster care system impacts classroom
mobility?

� What financial costs are imposed on
school systems as a result of high class-
room mobility?

� How does high mobility impact new ac-
countability systems?

� What is the experience of private/paro-
chial schools with classroom mobility?

� How does the Department of Defense
deal with classroom mobility in the
schools it runs?

� To what degree do the leading education
reform proposals — e.g., higher teacher
qualifications, smaller schools/class-
rooms, improved equipment — reduce
classroom mobility?

� What litigation possibilities – in the hous-
ing area as well as the education area —
exist to force needed change: what are
the legal theories, with respect to hous-
ing policy, school policy, and other rel-
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evant areas, that might produce desir-
able results?

A multipronged approach to addressing
high classroom mobility should seek to sup-
port family stability and family-school en-
gagement in an integrated and comprehen-
sive manner as well as protect educational
rights by instituting shared responsibility for
mobile students among schools, school dis-
tricts, and government at all levels. It is my

hope that this article will be a step in the
process of increasing awareness of the cen-
trality of the issue of high classroom turn-
over and beginning to implement changes in
housing, school, welfare, homelessness, mi-
grant worker, and foster care policies that
reflect the need both to reduce such damag-
ing turnover and to handle it in the least edu-
cationally harmful manner when it cannot
be avoided.
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