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Teachers whose classrooms seem to have revolving doors, with students entering,
withdrawing, and even re-entering throughout the school year, face a variety of challenges in
meeting the needs of such highly mobile students and their more stable peers. This information
brief highlights some of those challenges and offers recommendations to teachers based on our
exploration of the literature and case studies of award-winning teachers with a variety of students
in their classrooms who moved frequently. Note: The complete study, which includes the
literature review and case studies, can be found on the NCHE Web site.1

What’s Mobility Got to Do With It?
The term “at risk” implies that a student faces factors related to the school, society, and
family that increase the likelihood of struggling in school, requiring remediation or facing
retention, and decrease the likelihood of becoming a high school graduate.2 Mobility is a
common experience found with other at-risk factors, such as high poverty, homelessness,
placement in foster care, or being a child of migrant workers. In fact, one correlate of student
achievement is student mobility.3 Changing schools frequently is associated with lower academic
achievement, decreased access to the full curriculum, and, ultimately, dropping out of school.4
Our school serves two ends of the spectrum. We have multi-million dollar
homes and motels where families live in the off season. Within the last
three weeks I have gotten three new students. It was stable until then. Two
of the new students are living in the motels and it is likely they will leave
before the end of the year.
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We have not had any students leave since the two weeks we’ve been in
school. But we have had 8 new students since the first day of school and
we are now in day 11. So, we’ve had 8 enter.

While there are varying definitions of highly mobile, with some researchers suggesting
students who change schools more than six times in their K-12 career5 and others positing that
more than one move per year should be considered highly mobile,6 many of our highly mobile
students far exceed such rates with multiple moves in any given year. Depending on the
reason(s) for moving frequently, highly mobile students can be among those at highest risk for
school failure.7
Consider the following statistics: 8
•

According to the 2000 census report, 15-18 percent of school-aged children changed
residence from the previous year and nearly 12 million children changed their place of
residence from 1999 to 2000.

•

Poor families move 50% to 100% more often than non-poor families.

•

One-half million children attended more than three schools between first and third grade
according to a 1994 U. S. General Accounting Office report.

•

Approximately 30% of children in low-income families change schools annually versus 8%
of children well above poverty.

•

In urban schools, the turnover rate for students ranges between 40% and 80% each year.

•

Frequent school changes have been correlated with lower academic achievement.

•

Students who change schools between middle and high school are more likely to drop out of
school than students who do not.
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One additional group of highly mobile students was included in our study: children of
military parents. Students who are military dependents also face high levels of school mobility;
however, one difference between this subgroup and others that have been listed is in the area of
academic outcomes. In 2003, Department of Defense (DoD) Schools experienced a transient rate
of 35 percent and had a minority student population greater than 50 percent, as well as
significant numbers of students receiving free and reduced price meals, yet students scored above
the national average at each grade level on a variety of assessment measures.9 While dependents
of military families share many characteristics with other mobile groups of students, they are not
likely to be considered at high risk. Looking at the supports and practices in military
communities and schools serving high numbers of military families may provide models that can
be adopted/adapted for other highly mobile students.

Qualities of Effective Teachers and the Needs of At-Risk/Highly Mobile Students
The examination of what makes an effective teacher of at-risk and highly mobile students
was based on a framework developed by James Stronge and published in Qualities of Effective
Teachers10. Through an examination of the extant research related to effective teaching, six
essential qualities emerged. These included:
•

Teacher Background Characteristics – Effective teachers have knowledge of the content
they teach and the pedagogical knowledge needed to teach their specific students and
content.

•

Teacher as a Person – Effective teachers are caring individuals who understand the needs
of their students and take the time to get to know their students and their families. They
are enthusiastic about learning and convey that enthusiasm to their students.
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•

Classroom Management and Organization – Effective teachers create a positive learning
environment and ensure that the physical environment of the classroom supports rather
than detracts from learning.

•

Planning and Organizing for Instruction – Effective teachers plan lessons based on
important concepts and skills that students need in order to be successful. They use
appropriate resources and convey high expectations through meaningful content, rather
than focusing on isolated facts.

•

Instructional Delivery – Effective teachers deliver high quality instruction through the
utilization of myriad instructional approaches to meet the needs of their students.

•

Monitoring Student Progress and Potential – Effective teachers monitor student learning,
provide feedback to students, and make adjustment to instruction in order to maximize
learning.

Central to the idea of what constitutes an effective teacher is the critical focus on meeting the
needs of students in the classroom. At-risk and highly mobile students have needs very specific
to their own circumstances. Our study focused on three types of needs that students may have:
•

Affective needs – At-risk and highly mobile students have unique affective needs.
Due to high mobility and living in an unstable environment, these students may
experience frustration, isolation, and lack of motivation to succeed.11 Meeting the
affective needs of these students includes helping them develop a sense of belonging,
developing intrinsic motivation, and attending to their emotional needs. For
secondary students, they may feel a sense of powerlessness in that they may be far
behind their more stable peers academically. This feeling, along with outside factors
related to mobility, contributes to students leaving school.
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… they have to trust me. I am basically there as their servant. I’m there to
make them successful. That’s my job. So whatever it takes, I will do.

•

.Academic needs - Children who are at risk of school failure have great academic
needs. Students who are highly mobile can take up to half a year to adjust
academically to a school move with a larger cumulative effect on achievement with
each additional move.12 In meeting the academic needs of highly mobile students,
teachers must have the ability to assess and plan for student needs, deliver instruction
effectively, and assess student learning.
Failure of a child is a reflection on you and your teaching methods, not on
the child.

•

Technical Needs - These needs include social services, correct grade placement, and
support from individuals who work with at-risk/highly mobile students.13 Many
homeless students at the secondary level may be unaccompanied youth. These youth
do not have a parent or guardian to advocate for them. They may have been told to
leave the house for a variety of reasons, including pregnancy, being gay or lesbian, or
just told to leave without a reason. Unaccompanied youth often have been victims of
physical and sexual abuse and are at a great risk of being victimized when they are
living on their own.14
Often, secondary students need help to receive credit for courses taken in previous
schools, which is the responsibility of the school counselor. According to Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs, the very basic needs of food, clothing, and shelter must be met
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before the academic and affective needs can be addressed.15 When students are
present for short time periods, basic, academic, and affective needs may have to be
addressed concurrently. Effective teachers address student needs prior to the students
arriving in the classroom, when students arrive in the classroom, while they are in the
classroom, and even when they leave.16
If they’re hungry, I have oatmeal in the class that we can heat up in the
microwave.

Several themes related to effective teaching and working with at-risk/highly mobile students
emerged from our examination of the qualities that make an effective teacher and the needs of
their students. The case studies of state and/or national award-winning teachers revealed that
these teachers:
•

Cared about their students both in terms of the unique challenges faced by students and
in terms of ensuring that their students acquired essential knowledge and skills while they
were in their classrooms. Caring included knowing students and providing support for
student success.
What motivates the students to stay in that class is the personal connection
to the teacher and I make it a point to learn about my students as learners.
I do not teach English I teach students.

•

Maintained a caring, positive learning environment by ensuring that all students were
valued.
That’s the environment that I want – that it’s safe to explore ideas and it’s
safe to change your mind. . .
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… if you moved ten times in your five years, you know more about more
places than anybody in here – there’s more to write about. If your parents
go to jail regularly, you know about something none of us know. If you’re
homeless, you know more ways to use scissors than anyone ever thought
of. They have a lot of knowledge.

•

Believed that they could make a difference in the lives of their students and continually
reflected on their own professional practice in meeting the needs of their students.
I take ownership into their learning process and involvement and there
should be no question on their part that I’m a player and that they don’t
stand alone. And I think that makes a big difference.

•

Held high expectations for their students through meaningful and engaging instruction
and through believing that their students could and would succeed.
I just do not believe in can’t and won’t. I don’t believe my kids are lazy
and unmotivated.
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Recommended Practices
It isn’t enough to chronicle the educational challenges faced by students who move a lot.
The essential question is: What can we do to help them succeed in school? The following pages
provide practical ideas on how to meet the needs of secondary at-risk and highly mobile students.
Although these suggested practices are specific to secondary students, they may also be
appropriate for elementary students.
The practical ideas are divided into three categories of student needs: affective, academic,
and technical. Within each category, ideas are further subdivided into practices that can be
employed in advance of receiving students, when a new student arrives in the classroom, while
the student is enrolled in the school, and when the student leaves. Dividing ideas into the three
area needs and further subdivision suggest that each idea is discrete. However, it is important to
recognize that the teachers included in our case studies saw much overlap in needs and how
planning, instruction, and assessment were woven together. While a practice may be listed as
meeting academic needs, it could easily support affective needs, as well.
Affective Needs
In advance of the student arriving …
•

Be caring, dedicated, motivating, encouraging, nurturing, supportive, and respectful.

•

Believe you can make a difference. High teacher self-efficacy translates into direct
actions with students.

•

Get to know the challenges that your students face. For example, one teacher strategically
selected professional development opportunities that focused on students similar to hers
who lived in poverty and were highly mobile.

•

Get to know the community in which you teach.
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•

Organize the classroom into pods of students (groups of three to four) to encourage
student-to-student interaction.

•

Establish and maintain a consistent routine so that students know what to expect and can
share expectations when new students arrive.

•

Consider involving students in setting class norms. Class norms serve as the “class rules”
and provide students with a sense of ownership in the classroom.

When the student arrives …
•

Send a student to the office to greet the new student and introduce the new student to the
class.

•

Assign a buddy to “show the new student the ropes.” Classroom ambassadors can provide
tours of the school, support learning the rules and procedures, and begin to develop
friendships with classmates.

•

Take a few minutes to welcome the new student officially to the class. (DoD schools
have a practice known as “Hale and Farewell”, where arrivals and departures are
celebrated.)

•

Model respect by always calling students by their correct names.

•

Handle disruptive situations in a private and respectful manner. Be a “warm demander” –
maintain a calm, quiet management style coupled with high expectations for behavior and
academics.

•

Review the class norms with the new student and the class and revise the class norms as
needed, providing the new student with the opportunity to contribute to the classroom
culture.

While the student is enrolled …
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•

Commit to student success by arriving early and/or staying late with students who need
additional time with you.

•

Get to know the student when he or she arrives. Take time to talk to him or her and to
begin to build a relationship.

•

Notice when a student is absent and convey that he or she was missed. High school
students can often fall through the cracks. They may wonder why they should come to
school if no one notices that they are not there. A simple, “We missed you yesterday” can
go a long way in conveying that you expect to see them in school.

•

Incorporate techniques that build a sense of classroom community. Classroom
management strategies such as classroom meetings and group problem solving give
students the opportunity to learn important negotiating and teamwork skills. Instructional
techniques such as cooperative learning can ensure students are included and, with
appropriate attention, can encourage appropriate social skills.

When the student leaves …
•

Provide the leaving student with self-addressed, stamped stationery to write back to the
class.

•

Provide the leaving student with a phone card so you can be called when the family has
settled in a new place.

•

If the student leaves without notice, compile your farewell “packet” and leave it with the
student’s records so it can be delivered when records are requested. Include your students
in writing/illustrating their farewells to the student who has left.

11 | P a g e

•

Send a letter from the teacher introducing the student to his/her new teachers. If you
know the student is leaving, give the letter to him/her and also provide a copy with school
records to be sent to the new school.

•

If the student knows what school he or she will be attending next, help the student get
information about the school to ease anxiety. With the expansion of the Internet, many
schools now have Web sites with maps, photographs, and current events. (Integrate
academic standards by comparing and contrasting and making predictions.)

Academic Needs
In advance of the student arriving …
•

Seek the content knowledge of subject matter and pedagogical skills needed to serve your
students (licensure, ongoing professional development tailored to yours and your
students’ needs).

•

Have extra copies of materials for current units prepared for new students.

•

Plan mini-units based on state expectations but also … ensure that learning objectives and
performance standards prepare students for transitioning from high school to college
and/or career17. The secondary teachers we studied focused not only on what students
needed to know for state tests, but what they needed to know to be successful beyond
high school.

•

Focus on literacy, as literacy is key to gaining understanding in other subject areas. Have
resources on a variety of reading levels that address the same content and topics.

•

Have your rules and procedures printed so they can be distributed to students who
weren’t in class during the first few weeks of school when such items are a main focus.

When the student arrives …
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•

Review any student records that arrive with the student that provide an indication of
previous learning.

•

Use curriculum-based measures (CBM) 18 to determine current skill levels quickly.

•

Assess student interests to hook them into learning. One teacher found that having a
student read Friday Night Lights rather than Hamlet accomplished the learning
objectives: to read critically and to write persuasively. The student read because he was
interested in the subject.

•

Examine student records to determine the student’s risk of dropping out of school. These
include: high absenteeism, previous course failures, and past grade retention.19

•

If space allows, set up different learning areas in the room. One teacher had the main
instructional area, a reading area with a sofa and bean bags, and a computer station area.
Work with the resources and space you have to accommodate different student learning
styles.

While the student is enrolled …
•

Provide relevant, meaningful, and challenging learning opportunities that focus on
essential knowledge and skills.

•

Provide opportunities for one-on-one or small group tutoring, as this practice has been
shown to increase student achievement20 and reduce drop-out rates.21

•

Solicit feedback from students about their own learning and interests.

•

Use a variety of teaching strategies and change strategies when one is not working. On
average, the teachers we observed used eight instructional activities per hour of
instruction, meaning that students were engaged with different activities and at different
times. The change in activities among the teachers wasn’t simply for the sake of change;
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rather, the teachers had a clear agenda and vision regarding what activities they wanted to
use, when, and under what circumstances.
•

Include teacher-student talk and student-student talk.

•

Model, model, and model what students should know and be able to do.

•

Be flexible with lesson plans, allowing for the give and take of student learning. Some
students may need more time with a concept while others may be ready to move on to the
next concept; thus, plan for differentiation.

•

Maintain student engagement by being engaged yourself … make frequent eye contact
with students, use students’ names, and encourage student discussion.

•

Allow students to complete homework at school, focusing only on critical homework
assignments. Remember that some of your students do not have the resources to complete
homework at home.

•

Assign homework that is practice, rather than grappling with new concepts. If students
leave the classroom not knowing how to write a thesis statement, they will certainly not
be able to write one by themselves.

•

Assess in small increments, providing feedback for improvement.

•

Use ongoing assessment to inform instruction continuously, both planning for tomorrow
and adjusting during lessons.

•

Keep work samples and CBM records to document progress. Such portfolios can provide
the next teacher with useful insights.

•

Include students in a goal-setting process in which they analyze pre-assessment data,
chart their own goal progress, and determine goal attainment through analyzing postassessment data.22
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•

Help students make up work due to mobility or frequent absences.

•

Give credit for work the students have completed, even if the work is partially done.
Recognize the knowledge and skills that the students have attained, while continuing to
work on the knowledge and skills not yet attained.

When the student leaves …
•

If you have prior knowledge that the student is leaving, create a portfolio showing student
work and the knowledge and skills the student has learned so that the next teacher will
have an understanding of where the student is academically.

•

If the student leaves without notice, give the portfolio described above to the school staff
so that it can be sent to the next school when school records are requested.

Technical Needs
In advance of the student arriving …
•

Have extra school supplies on hand.

•

Have wholesome snacks or food in the classroom, as some students may come to school
hungry.

•

Know and coordinate with the school staff who can provide additional support to your
students: school counselors, social workers, school nurse, etc. These support staff can
link children and youth with services and make referrals to address technical needs.

•

Get to know outside resources such as community/school liaisons, Boys and Girls Clubs
organizers, youth centers, and other afterschool programs so that you can seek help when
needed. Coordinate with local homeless education liaisons for those students who appear
to be experiencing homelessness.
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•

Get to know the community in the school’s residency area. Visit local shelters where
your students might reside.

•

Organize a tutoring program to meet the needs of students in the community. For
example, a school in an urban, high-need area could partner with a large, local business to
establish in-school tutoring opportunities for students.

When the student arrives …
•

Review student records to make a determination about the student’s needs so that you can
contact school officials or community agencies. “The most at-risk students with multiple
indicators for dropout are often located in the highest poverty areas in unstable homes
and community environments, and require more than academic, structural, and systemwide interventions.”23

While the student is enrolled …
•

Keep running records on students indicating needs when they are with you. Do they
frequently come to school hungry or without proper clothing?

•

Provide students with coats from a coat closet or meet other needs they may have.

•

Hold parent meetings in places the parents may be more likely to attend, e.g. community
centers, local churches, homeless shelters, etc.

•

Locate individuals to serve as interpreters in parent conferences.
I have become friends over the years with a lot of the parents - even
though we don’t speak the same language. One girl said, “How can you
be friends with my Mom when you don’t even speak the same language?”
I said, “We speak the language of love, we both love you!”
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When the student leaves …
•

Notify school officials and/or community agencies if a student who is highly mobile has
not been in school for a few days.

17 | P a g e

Concluding Thoughts
Whether they have a day, a week, a month, or a year with a child, teachers play a key role
in the lives of their students. Effective teachers are able to blend the academic, affective, and
technical needs of their highly mobile students across their planning, instruction, and assessment
to make of the most of the time they have with students. These teachers are aware of school and
community resources that link families to stabilizing supports and lessen mobility. Effective
teachers also recognize that ssome mobility is beyond their control. So, they arrange classrooms
that can integrate new students quickly, involve ongoing assessment and feedback loops in
instruction to capture even small gains, and prepare for the possible exit of the student to ease the
transition for both the student who moves and the peers that remain.
In our study of effective teachers, we asked the teachers we interviewed and observed to
create a metaphor that would describe how they view working with at-risk and/or highly mobile
students. One teacher who taught students at the highest risk of dropping out of school provided
this metaphor:
A magician – you’re a magician and you’re teaching other magicians. You
are actually teaching people who have no idea that they can be magicians.
That wonder -- that moment of “I wish I could” -- is what you’re trying to
capture. Unlike a magician you’re trying to show these kids that they can
be magicians, too - that these secrets are not something that are held only
by the practitioner but by the audience, as well. And that’s the moment of
teaching.
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Another question we asked of teachers is what advice they would have for new teachers. A high
school English teacher who taught migrant students had this to say:
It has to be a calling; it has to be your mission …. Some of us not only
survive - we thrive in this environment because everyday I go to work I
think, “Today is the day I can make a difference in a kid’s life.” What
could be more awesome than that?

The metaphor and the advice demonstrate what we found with all the teachers included in our
study – An effective teacher of at-risk and highly mobile students is committed to and passionate
about meeting the needs of her students and is always striving to increase her own effectiveness.

19 | P a g e

Endnotes and Resources
1

Grant, L., Stronge, J. H., & Popp, P. A. (2008). Effective teaching and at-risk/highly mobile students: What do
award-winning teachers do? Case studies of award-winning teachers of at-risk/highly mobile students. Retrieved
June 30, 2008, from: http://www.serve.org/nche/downloads/eff_teach.pdf.

2

Ornstein, A.C. & Hunkins, F.P. (1998). Curriculum: Foundations, principles, and issues (3rd ed). Boston: Allyn
and Bacon; Slavin, R.E., Karweit, N.L., & Madden, N.A. (1989). Effective programs for students at risk. Boston:
Allyn and Bacon.; Zill, N., & West, J. (2001). Findings from the condition of education 2000: Entering
kindergarten. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. (NCES 2001-035)

3

Barton, P.E. (2003). Parsing the achievement gap: baselines for tracking progress. Princeton, NJ: Educational
Testing Service. Retrieved August 1, 2006 from http://www.ets.org/research/pic/parsing.pdf; Kober, N. (2001). It
takes more than testing: Closing the achievement gap. Washington, DC: Center on Education Policy. Retrieved
August 1, 2006, from http://www.ctredpol.org/improvingpublicschools/closingachievementgap.pdf.

4

Rumberger, R.W. (2003). The causes and consequences of student mobility. Journal of Negro Education, 62(1), 6
– 21.

5

Michigan Public Policy Initiative. (2001). Spotlight on applied research: Families on the move. Retrieved June 18,
2001, from http://www.icyf.msu.edu/publicats/mobility/mobility.html.

6

U.S. General Accounting Office. (1994). Elementary school children: Many change schools frequently, harming
their education (GAO/HEHS-94-45). Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

7

Rafferty, Y., Shinn, M., & Weitzman, B.C. (2004). Academic achievement among formerly homeless adolescents
and their continuously housed peers. Journal of School Psychology, 42, 179-199.

8

See Michigan Public Policy Initiative. (2001); United States General Accounting Office. (1994); and U. S. Census
Bureau. (2001). Annual geographical mobility rates, by type of movement: 1947-2000. Retrieved July 7, 2003
from http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/migrate.html

9

Department of Defense Education Activity. (2004). Department of Defense Education Activity: An Overview,
2002-2003. Retrieved November 15, 2006 from http://www.dodea.edu/aar/2004/pdf/overview2004.pdf; Smrekar,
C.W., & Owens, D.W. (2003). “It’s a way of life for us”: High mobility and high achievement in Department of
Defense Schools. Journal of Negro Education, 62(1), 165 – 177.

10

Stronge, J.H. (2007). Qualities of effective teachers. (2nd ed.). Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development.

11

Walls, C.A. (2003). Providing highly mobile students with an effective education. New York: ERIC
Clearinghouse on Urban Education. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED482918).

12

Kerbow, D. (1996). Patterns of urban student mobility and local school reform. Journal of Education for Students
Placed At Risk, 1(2), 147-169.

13

Berliner, B.A. (n.d.). Educating Homeless Students. WestEd. Retrieved August 1, 2006 at
http://www.wested.org/pub/docs/431; Rasmussen, L. (1988). Migrant students at the secondary level: Issues and
opportunities for change. ERIC Digest. Charleston, WV: ERIC Clearinghouse on Rural Education and Small
Schools. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED296814).

14

National Association for the Education of Homeless Children and Youth, National Center for
Homeless Education, & National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty. (2005).

20 | P a g e

Unaccompanied Youth: McKinney-Vento: Law into Practice. Greensboro, NC: Author. Retrieved
October 4, 2008 from http://serve.org/nche/downloads/briefs/youth.pdf.
15

Maslow, A. (1968). Toward a psychology of being. New York: Van Nostrand.

16

Popp, Stronge, & Hindman, 2003.

17

Kennedy, L. & Monrad, M. (2007). Approaches to dropout prevention: Heeding early warning signs with
appropriate intervention. Retrieved August 5, 2008 from
http://www.betterhighschools.org/docs/NHSC_ApproachestoDropoutPrevention.pdf

18

See Curriculum-based measurement (CBM): Student assessment. Retrieved August 25, 2005, from University of
Minnesota, College of Education and Human Development Web site:
http://www.education.umn.edu/Pubs/ResearchWorks/CBM.html; application to highly mobile students is
addressed in Popp, P. A. (2007). Reading on the go! Volume 2: A handbook of resources. Greensboro, NC:
NCHE. Available at: http://www.serve.org/nche/downloads/reading_on_the_go2.pdf.

19

Kennedy & Monrad, 2007.

20

Bloom, B. S. (1984). The search for methods of group instruction as effective as one-to-one tutoring. Educational
Leadership, 41 (8), 4–17.

21

Balfanz, R., & Legters, N. (2006). Closing “dropout factories”: The graduation-rate crisis we know, and what can
be done about it. Education Week 25(42), 42-43.

22

Bassoff, T. C. (2006). In what ways can I adjust my teaching style to provide meaningful entry points into Title
Math Lab for my homeless and highly mobile students? In A. James & J. Martinez (Eds.). Action research to
study homelessness and high mobility in school communities: A collection of essays 2005 – 2006. Denver, CO;
National Center for School Engagement. Retrieved October 4, 2008 from
http://www.schoolengagement.org/docs/REPORTS%20-%20ALL%20CHAPTERS.pdf.; Stronge, J.H., & Grant,
L.W. (in press). Student achievement goal setting: Using data to improve teaching and learning. Larchmont, NY:
Eye on Education.

23

Kennedy & Monrad, 2007.

21 | P a g e

