Reading on the Go!


Executive Summary


Exploring reading instruction for students who are highly mobile is a logical progression of the work undertaken by my colleagues and me as we work with the National Center for Homeless Education to further the quality of education for students experiencing homelessness. Our collaboration began with identifying resources specific to serving children and youth experiencing homelessness. As a means of expanding awareness of homelessness, we identified other populations who shared a common characteristic, namely, frequent moves both in residences and classrooms. Our most recent charge has been to sharpen the focus on instructional considerations for these challenging students. Given its critical importance in the foundation of student learning, reading was selected as the first topic for such an exploration. Specifically, the target population was composed of elementary-grade students who are highly mobile due to the stressors of poverty.


This manuscript is the outcome of the first year of a two-year project designed to explore what works in reading instruction for students who are highly mobile. The project includes several components. The first was to conduct an extensive literature review to identify what is already known (the focus of this document). In addition to the literature review, we are conducting focus groups and site visits to projects that have been successful supporting reading among highly mobile students to identify practical, real-life applications of the concepts and strategies found in the literature. This initial review and analysis of information will lead to further refinement of the current document.  Illustrative cases will be interspersed to further operationalize the concepts presented here. Finally, a major emphasis in the next phase of the project will be to identify resources that are easily accessible to practitioners. These will be disseminated as a “toolkit” companion to the current document.


In reviewing the literature on reading instruction for students who are highly mobile, we were faced with a serious challenge—the lack of specific research on this population. The virtual absence of a research base upon which to draw impacted the planned structure for our review. As a result, rather than focusing specifically on reading instruction throughout this document, the first chapters provide information about mobility. We chose to include this background information because reading instruction alone does not address the broader educational needs of students who are highly mobile. Chapters 1 and 2 describe students who are considered highly mobile, some of the causes for mobility, and a variety of educational strategies for working with them. It is important to consider the support systems that can be provided at the district, school, and classroom levels to make transitions easier for these students and, when possible, reduce the number of school moves they experience. Appropriate implementation of such general interventions can decrease the number of students who will be highly mobile while increasing the likelihood that mobile students are “ready” for effective reading instruction.


Given the emphasis on research-based reading instruction, Chapter 3 reviews the current expectations for quality research and provides guidelines for reviewing reading research. Mobility is a confounding factor for researchers. Tracking students who are moving is time intensive and not always successful, despite well-intended efforts. This chapter is somewhat technical in nature, but it is important that teachers become instructional leaders who can critically evaluate the reading literature and subsequently adopt practices that most effectively meet the needs of their students. For example, if you are teaching students who are highly mobile and are considering a particular study or reading program, it is valid to ask, “Are my students represented in the sample studied? How does this research apply to my students?”


As mentioned, reading research focusing on mobility is not widely available; however, there is a growing body of research on reading instruction for students living in poverty. Since poverty is a common factor across most of the subgroups of mobile students addressed in this project, this research aligns most closely and may suggest effective reading practices for students who are highly mobile. Many of these studies used the conceptual framework from effective schools research, which analyzed characteristics of schools and the actions of staff that resulted in greater student learning, now targeting reading practices in the context of schools and classrooms. Chapter 4 highlights practices identified by such studies as improving reading achievement for students living in poverty.


A number of focus group participants strongly voiced their belief that students who are highly mobile do not need “different” instruction and that, instead, we should focus on effective instruction for all students. Therefore, Chapter 5 addresses the major components of language and their reading counterparts, along with examples of instructional approaches to address them. While these elements are likely to be just as important for students who move frequently as they have been found to be for all students, teachers may experience special challenges in ensuring that their highly mobile students master and integrate all the skills needed to become capable readers. What these challenges are and how educators can overcome them will be the focus of our next year’s work.
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