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Chapter 2

General Educational Support Systems for Highly Mobile Students


At the school district, school, and classroom levels, educators have identified a variety of practices that may support students when mobility is high. These practices have resulted in decreased mobility in some instances,
 assisted students and their families when moves do occur, and even provided schools and teachers with assistance that ease the challenges they face when the schoolhouse and classroom appear to have a “revolving door.” 


Communicating the message that school is a safe, welcoming place to students (and parents) is an important part of the planning that goes into the opening of school every year. This is communicated through the rites, rituals, and everyday procedures of the learning community.
 Teachers, principals, and central office personnel spend significant amounts of time learning about each other and their students and working to establish smooth operations. Doing so early in the school year sets the tone for the remainder of the year. For highly mobile families and their children, the challenge is to receive that “beginning of school information” quickly and clearly whenever there is another move. How can we initiate relationships and communicate a district’s, school’s, or classroom’s culture at various points throughout the year? 

The first step in reaching out to families and their children is to identify and meet the needs of incoming students. One framework for looking at students’ needs is Maslow's hierarchy of need.
 Maslow theorized that our basic needs must be met before needs at higher levels can be fulfilled. Thus, students will not be ready to learn until these basic needs are addressed. The physiological needs of students include food, shelter, clothing, and medical attention, whereas their social/emotional needs include safety, security, and belonging. In addition, mobile students may require assistance with school records, supplies, transportation, and instruction in areas of weakness or content not covered in a previous school. When planning to meet the needs of highly mobile students, considering these levels provides a useful framework for identifying the specific needs of students. The following interventions have been employed by educators who work with students experiencing high mobility.

District-Level Practices

 
School boards and central office personnel play an important role in supporting highly mobile students and, in some instances, reducing the incidence of mobility in their districts. Note that analyzing the underlying causes for mobility is necessary to effectively select interventions to address a district’s specific context. Actions districts have employed include:

· Establish procedures that ensure transmittal of school records in a timely fashion. Delays in receiving school records lead to delays in enrollment and loss of instructional time. Use technology to transmit information quickly.
· Create a parent booklet with transfer suggestions. Providing parents with information regarding appropriate withdrawal and enrollment procedures can shorten delays when moves occur. Checklists of important steps to complete at the old and the new school can keep parents on track. The National Center for Homeless Education has developed a “Parent Pack,” a folder for maintaining important school records that includes checklists of what items should be included (visit their website at www.serve.org/nche).

· Allocate additional resources. While this requires funding, smaller class size, additional teachers, free summer school for students not on grade level, and community homework centers can provide instruction to increase academic achievement for students. 

· Provide guidance to parents about the effects of school transfers. Brochures and public service announcements alert parents to the potential challenges children face when multiple school transfers occur. An example of such an initiative is Chicago’s Staying Put Campaign,
 which encourages greater stability for students. Procedures to reconcile disputes that lead to school transfers within the district also may be reviewed or developed.

· Become involved with interagency efforts to provide families with resources needed to reduce mobility, when possible. Student mobility is often a symptom of larger problems. Availability of affordable housing, local jobs, and accessible transportation are critical factors that can affect mobility. Schools can educate policy makers and other community leaders regarding the impact of student mobility in efforts to make it a consideration in the allocation of resources and planning. One example of such an initiative took place in Rochester, New York where collaboration between the schools and community partners resulted in a reduction of school mobility.

School-Level Practices


With effective leadership, principals and teacher leaders also can implement many of the activities described for district-level initiatives at the school level. In addition, the focus on a welcoming community environment becomes a greater focus at the school level. Potential strategies to consider include:

· Prepare in advance for incoming and departing transfers. Establishing routines that have been communicated to faculty and staff can make transfers less disruptive. Involve faculty and staff in developing procedures with opportunities for training, procedure review and revision.

· Have counselors meet with parents and student when registering. Personal contact provides a welcome to the family and an opportunity to begin identifying needs through informal conversations.

· Arrange a parent follow-up several weeks after enrollment. Questions often arise once a student has begun attending school. Some parents may be reluctant to contact the school with questions. A positive contact a few weeks after the child was enrolled can open the door to clarify information for families.

· Create an orientation video or CD for your school. Develop a video/CD for new parents and students to preview when they enroll. A virtual tour of the building, review of important policies, and an introduction to the faculty, staff, and student body can be an entertaining way to welcome newcomers. (The development of the video could be undertaken by high school students, and language arts and technology standards could be incorporated in the video production.) Consider multiple languages if families are non-English speaking. Arrange for a comfortable location in the school where the video may be viewed if families lack access for home viewing.

· Create an orientation brochure for your school. The content addressed in a video could be included in a written document. Again, consider what languages are needed for your community.

· Create and train student volunteer coaches to orient new students. Student “ambassadors” can assist in building community and provide a buddy system at the classroom or school level.

· Conduct schoolwide acquaintanceship activities/contests. Principals and counselors may arrange “New Kids on the Block” lunches as an optional activity for new students. Have a “welcome party” for new students and a “good-bye party” for those who are leaving.

Classroom-Level Practices


Teachers have the most direct contact with highly mobile students and may find their instruction for all students impacted by multiple transitions. Teachers should consider how to prepare before students arrive, how to develop activities upon class entry, and how to bring closure to departures.

· Before the student arrives. Planning ahead and being organized can ease transitions for both teachers and students.

1. Maintain a list of classroom rules and procedures along with the class schedule.
2. Have “welcome gifts” (school pencils, writing paper, trade book, etc.).

3. Make a “New Student Box” for the room. Include nametags, precut contact paper or roll of tape to affix names to desk or locker, marking pens to label possessions, extra labels for classroom charts (job charts, student-of-week projects, birthday charts, reading club, etc.).

4. Prepare “New Student Files.” Include things to go home to parents, classroom and school rules, supply list, extra sets of supplies for those who can’t afford them, copies of general letters to parents, class schedule and special classes (art, music, library, P.E.), activity ideas for home, things for the child to use at school (quick interest survey for the older child to complete, “all about me” drawing paper for primary grades, get acquainted form or project, classroom and school rules, and classroom procedures.

5. Maintain a teacher management checklist. Remember to update locker assignment chart, seating chart form, class list, and lunch list.

6. Develop short assessments for reading, writing, and mathematics if records are delayed (e.g., curriculum-based tasks, reading inventories, current unit pretests).
 

7. Create learning packets of background information and activities for “catch up” if students arrive mid-unit or make extra copies of materials for review when new students arrive without prior notice.

· When the student arrives. Providing a warm, welcoming, and safe community for all children is important. It is especially critical for new members to the school and classroom to feel safe and welcome the moment they arrive at the school doors. Feeling connected starts new children in the right direction. It helps them feel grounded and establishes their place in the classroom. Playing welcome games or similar inclusion activities can make the transition into the classroom more comfortable for the new student and the whole class. When students feel they belong, they have some ownership in their new room. New students must learn how the class operates, and get a feel for expectations and routines. In addition, current students should be given the opportunity to build new relationships and recognize how classroom dynamics shift when a new person is included. This connection between the new student and class facilitates learning and the resumption of routines for all.

1. Assign a buddy for recess, lunch, etc.

2. Introduce the student to the class. Give new students an opportunity to share information about themselves (e.g., interviews, story writing).

3. Introduce the student to others who arrived late and are succeeding.

4. Make time to chat with new students individually to welcome them and set aside a brief “chat time” when students arrive in the morning to allow them to talk about heir day.

5. Nurture social skills and new friendships with structured activities.

6. Laminate examples of best work for durability. This can help ensure quality work will be available for the next teacher if another move should occur.

7. Use a Polaroid or digital camera to take an individual picture on the child’s first day and a picture of the child with the class. 

8. Use tutors/volunteers/mentors to provide one-on-one support. Even if the student does not need remediation, this can provide a connection with someone else in the school.

9. Closely monitor the educational progress of students with three or more previous school moves.

· When the student departs. Supporting students in saying goodbye is as important as welcoming activities, yet it is often neglected. Providing a formal goodbye, whether the child is present or has already left, allows the class to transition by providing closure. Children need to know that it is O.K. to feel sad, for example, when a classmate leaves and develop appropriate ways to express their feelings. Some examples of formal goodbye procedures follow.

1. Have classmates write letters to their departing peer. If a student leaves without notice, the letters can be kept in the office file until records are requested and then sent to the student with the official record transfer.

2. Prepare a “Goodbye Book.” It can be as simple as sheets of paper stapled or tied together with yarn or as elaborate as a laminated and spiral-bound booklet. Give students time to autograph the book and brainstorm with the departing student about special memories. For example, younger students can draw pictures with language experience sentences. Also, consider decorating the book with a Polaroid or digital pictures of the class.

3. Maintain a departure file with sample work that the student can bring to the new school. Consider including exemplary work (laminate, if possible), journal recalling events from classmates (“Goodbye Book”), individual and class photos, self-addressed stamped envelopes to your school and class and stationery for the departing student to write back, a letter from the teacher introducing the student to his/her new teacher, trade books the student has read, and a note listing the similarities shared by schools to lessen anxiety of the unknown that children wonder about when starting in a new school. If there is time, contact the new school and provide the departing student with answers to questions that have been identified. 

4. Send the student departure file with the student (or place in office file as listed in #1). 

5. Use technology to keep in touch. Explore e-mail correspondence with the new class.

The practical suggestions listed in this chapter support the premise that schools have begun to explore the impact of mobility on students and are implementing strategies at many levels to lessen the potentially negative aspects of that impact. Most of the current literature addresses mobility at these levels. Less has been written about specific instructional practices for reading, mathematics, and other content areas. The following chapters will, by necessity, review current research and practice in reading that are more general or, when available, that have addressed reading practices for students who experience high poverty. 
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