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Chapter 1

Reading and Highly Mobile Students

According to Phyllis Hunter, a nationally recognized educational consultant in reading, reading is “the new civil right.” Literacy is the key that allows us to access our rights as Americans, including the pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness. Amidst this renewed emphasis on literacy and its increased visibility as a national political agenda, reading experts continue to explore the “best” ways to teach children to read. Furthermore, the cry for scientifically based research that supports instructional strategies is loud. Thus, social, educational, and legislative influences are converging as educators are being asked to ensure that “no child is left behind” in our efforts to provide all children with the literacy skills required to be successful in this new millennium. 


This document is an effort to explore one such convergence of forces. While much is known about the teaching of reading and the acquisition of literacy skills, there are subgroups of students who typically omitted from the research upon which our understanding of the reading process is based. These are students who, for a plethora of reasons, spend such limited time in one school that the impact of reading interventions is difficult to ascertain. They are likely to be those students included in the attrition portion of reading and other educational research. In the literature, these children and youth are known as “highly mobile students.” 

Mobility can result from positive changes, such as job promotions, or it can be the result of challenges the students and their families are experiencing, such as domestic violence or poverty. This paper will focus on the second group—those students for whom mobility results from stressors in life. Additionally, while students who are highly mobile span the age range from preschool through high school, our discussion is limited to early literacy and elementary school-aged students.

Defining Highly Mobile Students

The freedom to move and seek new opportunities is a hallmark of our identity as Americans.
 However, while this freedom may be perceived as a birthright, mobility has its liabilities, especially when it comes to schooling. How many moves are needed to distinguish a student as “highly mobile”? The Michigan Public Policy Initiative defined students who move six or more times, excluding normal grade transitions (e.g., elementary to middle to high school), in the course of their K-12 career as “highly mobile.”
 Prorating for the actual number of years a child has been in school, this is consistent with a 1994 General Accounting Office (GAO) study that defined third graders as highly mobile if they had moved two or more times since kindergarten.

Mobility and Student Subgroups

Mobility affects many of us at some point in our lives. The 2000 U.S. Census Report revealed that 15 to 18% of school-aged children changed residences from the previous year
 and that nearly twelve million children changed their place of residence in 1999-2000.
 Mobility does NOT affect us all equally, however. The following statistics illustrate such differences:

· Thirty percent of children in low-income families (annual incomes under $10,000) changed schools, while only 8% of children from more affluent families (annual incomes over $50,000) did so.

· Inner-city students were more likely to change schools frequently (25% of third graders) than students in suburban or rural schools (14% of third graders).
 

· Some urban schools report student turnover between 40 and 80%.

· Students experiencing homelessness average three or more moves per year.
 

When educators are asked to list students they teach who are highly mobile, it does not take them long to generate the following list:

· Children and youth of families in the military;

· Children and youth whose families are migrant workers;

· Children and youth who experience great poverty;

· Children and youth experiencing homelessness;

· Children and youth in foster care;

· Children and youth whose families are struggling with domestic violence, emotional disorders, or substance abuse;

· Immigrants;

· Runaways; and

· “Third Culture Kids” (i.e., students whose parents are from the United States, but with jobs that result in their children being raised and educated in other countries).

Mobility and Student Achievement

How does such mobility impact student achievement? The effect is not consistent. Even among students who are highly mobile, some have demonstrated very strong academic achievement, while for other students success is beyond their reach. Consider the following:

· Students in Department of Defense Schools outperformed most students in most states on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

· The International Baccalaureate (IB) program, a prestigious advanced high school program in which students can earn college credit, was originally created to provide a consistent curriculum for children of diplomats who travel around the world, sometimes referred to as “Third Culture Kids.”
 
Now compare the above findings to the following:

· Frequent school moves have been correlated with lower academic achievement.

· Recovery from a school transfer may take four to six months.
 

· Highly mobile students are half as likely to graduate from high school as other students.

· Attendance rates are lower for mobile students, further impacting academic achievement.

· Mobile students are twice as likely to repeat a grade as their peers.
 

· Mobility of peers may impact the academic achievement of stable students in classrooms.

A review of the research that led to these divergent findings suggests that additional stressors as well as supports, beyond mobility, play a significant role in the academic outcomes for students. Table 1 provides a summary of student subgroups where high mobility may negatively impact achievement.

	Subgroup
	Incidence and Common Demographics
	Reasons for Mobility
	Challenges
	Outcomes (Samples of research findings) 

	High Poverty
	· 12.5 million receive Title I, Part A assistance through No Child Left Behind (NCLB)

· 16.3% of American children ages 18 and younger live in families with incomes below the poverty line

· Higher incidence for children of color: 30.2% of African American children and 28% of Latino children live in poverty compared to 13.4% of Caucasian children

	· Coping (e.g., unstable family or unsafe housing)

· Forced (e.g., eviction)

· Upward mobility (e.g., improved economic status)

· Lifestyle (e.g., cultural, familial norm to move frequently)
 
	· Basic needs:

· Safe housing

· Clothing

· Supplies

· Health care, including mental health services, when appropriate

· Links to other community services

· Legal counsel for housing issues

· Family counseling

· Information regarding the possible impact of school moves

· Quality of available education

	· Missed average of 6 days of school per year and approximately one third were retained

· Scored in the low-average range on measures of reading, spelling, and mathematics


	Migratory
	· Approximately 1% of youth ages 3-21; approximately 756,000 served in 1996-97
 and 660,000 in 1998

· 60% in poverty

· Large, intact families

· Needs of family are primary; education may be secondary

· Parents with limited education, but desire for children to have greater opportunities

· Limited or lack of English proficiency
	· Available work dependent on external factors, especially environment
	· Quality health care (exposure due to nature of work and limited living space)

· Improved school attendance (health and family responsibilities)

· Parental knowledge of health and education systems

· School supplies

· English as a second language

· (ESL) services

· Continuity of learning (gaps resulting from frequent moves)
	· Graduation rate of approximately 50%

· Lower teacher expectations, lower enrollment in advanced coursework



	Subgroup
	Incidence and Common Demographics
	Reasons for Mobility
	Challenges
	Outcomes (Samples of research findings) 

	Homeless
	· Estimates vary significantly, with a range from 930,200 to over 1.5 million children and youth experiencing homelessness during any given year

· Single mothers with young children comprise fastest growing subgroup experiencing homelessness


	· Domestic violence

· Lack of affordable housing 

· Poverty

· Time limits for shelter stays
	· “Bridge” for possible disconnect between parent or guardian and the education system

· Continuity of learning

· Health and dental care

· Social services support

· Counseling

· School supplies

· Transportation

· Academic support

· Stable, safe housing
	· Missed average of 6 days of school per year 

· Approximately one third were retained
,

· Scored in the low-average range on measures of reading, spelling, and mathematics
 

· 75% of children in New York City found to be reading below grade level


	Immigrant
	· In 1995, immigrant education served 822,000 students

· About one in every five students is an immigrant or the child of an immigrant

	· Unsafe conditions in country of origin

· Political exile

· Economics—desire to provide a more prosperous way of life for the family


	· Concern and legal response: immigrants limit access to jobs and reduce competitive wages

· Lack of awareness of U.S. laws and policies

· Undocumented immigrants’ fears, which prevent families from enrolling their children

· Lack of standard school enrollment records
	Outcomes vary significantly based on factors such as:

· Immigrant group’s compatibility with white middle-class culture 

· U.S. society reaction to ethnic “markers” such as culture and skin color 

· Political and economic capital of the immigrant group 

	Foster Care
	· Nationwide, approximately 588,000 children and youth are in foster care placements

· Twice an many children in foster care change schools three or more times after fifth grade than their peers not in foster care

	· Court decisions to provide children with a safer home


	· Higher incidence of physical, developmental, behavioral, and health problems

· Aging out of service at 18 restricts the extended support most children receive from their families as they transition into adulthood and master independent living skills
	· More than 60% of foster youth drop out of school

· High incidence (25-30%) of homelessness among individuals who had been placed in foster care

· 25-41% of former foster care children experience incarceration



Table 1. Overview of Subgroups of Highly Mobile Students (adapted from Popp, Stronge, & Hindman, 2003)

Serving Highly Mobile Students – An Historical Perspective

And then the dispossessed were drawn west—from Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico; from Nevada and Arkansas families, tribes, dusted out, tractored out. Carloads, caravans, homeless and hungry; twenty thousand and fifty thousand and a hundred thousand and two hundred thousand. They streamed over the mountains, hungry and restless—restless as ants scurrying to find work to do—to lift, to push, to pull, to pick, to cut—anything, any burden to bear for food. 

The kids are hungry. We got no place to live. Like ants scurrying for work, for food, and most of all for land. 

(John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath)

School mobility has been a challenge for educators in the United States since the inception of compulsory education. Originally, while teachers and administrators recognized the added work associated with students moving in and out of classrooms, the impact on students and their academic achievement was a lesser concern. Much of the early research from the 1880s through the 1950s emphasized school mobility as the result of an upwardly mobile society.
 Family moves were associated with better jobs and promotions. While there were exceptions to upward mobility during times of war or the Great Depression, these early studies found little evidence that school mobility had a negative impact on student achievement.


From the 1970s through the present, the reasons for movement in our society have shifted.
 Job promotions and opportunities for “a better life” still spur families to move, but the incidence of downward mobility has increased. Downward mobility may result from poverty factors, limited affordable housing, access to a living wage, and other economic realities such as corporate downsizing, and increased use of contracted work with sporadic employment. Social changes also have an impact, including an increase in the number of one-parent households, which often makes the family more vulnerable to the economic threats cited.
 Even concerns for school safety and effective faculty have been found to influence mobility rates.
 

This changing landscape of mobility over the years has led to research results that appear contradictory when school mobility is examined in relationship to student achievement. Varying supports, stressors, and expectations are among the complex factors that lead to divergent outcomes in student learning. Thus the impact of school mobility on student achievement appears to be dependent on these additional factors that the student and family experience.


The school and the classroom continue to be seen as settings to resolve the economic and social inequalities faced by the children we serve. However, no longer are educators confronted by school mobility among students who are likely to resemble themselves. Along with increasing downward mobility resulting in school moves, educators continue to face greater diversity in the classroom whether economic, racial, or ethnic, or in terms of English language proficiency.
 

Serving Highly Mobile Students – A Legislative Perspective

While education is an implied responsibility of states under the Fourth Amendment of the Constitution, Congress has intervened with federal legislation when inequities are evident in the educational opportunities afforded different subgroups of students. For example, the war on poverty, spearheaded by the Johnson administration, resulted in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, the first iteration of federal legislation now known as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (P.L.107-110). With the requirements of NCLB, the issue of school mobility and student achievement is gaining more and more attention. Monographs, entire issues of journals, and a significant increase in research and articles in recent years have created a forum for articulating what we know and what remains to be explored.
 

NCLB reflects the four pillars of President George W. Bush’s educational reform plan: 

· Accountability—Collecting data that show results for all students 

· Local control and flexibility—Designing programs based on documented needs of students

· Parental choice—Involving parents in a meaningful way in their child’s education 

· Doing what works—Using strategies backed by data showing their effectiveness 

The No Child Left Behind Act is sweeping legislation whose impact is still emerging. Among the students, teachers, and administrators placed in the spotlight by this law, are those likely to experience school mobility. How to merge these pillars of reform with the extant research poses significant challenges. Table 2 highlights several sections of NCLB and subgroups of students likely to experience mobility whose needs are addressed in the Act.

	NCLB Reference
	Targeted Subgroups
	Sample of Requirements

	Title I, Part A
	High poverty
	· Evidence of adequate yearly progress (AYP) through yearly testing (3-8 and high school end of course) in reading and mathematics, attendance, and graduation rates by individual schools, local education agencies (LEAs), and states

· Disaggregation of data for AYP by high poverty, disability, limited English proficiency, and race/ethnicity

· Consequences when AYP is not met

	Title I, Part C
	Migratory workers
	· Funding for supplemental educational services

· Outreach to migrant families

· Development of a computerized data base to facilitate school record transfer

	Title III
	Limited English proficient  (LEP)

Immigrant students
	· Development of high-quality research-based language instruction programs

· Annual assessment of English proficiency for LEP students 

· Inclusion of LEP students in school accountability systems

· Disaggregated data for LEP students in determining AYP 

	Title X, Part C
	Homeless 
	· Maintenance of school of origin, when feasible, to increase academic stability

· Transportation to school of origin

· Appointment of local homeless education liaisons in all local school districts


Table 2. Sections of the No Child Left Behind Act That Address the Needs of Students Who May Be Highly Mobile

As its title suggests, the No Child Left Behind Act not only targets students traditionally served by ESEA, but also includes requirements designed to influence the achievement of all students. For example, adequate yearly progress (AYP) will require analysis of reading and math performance for all students served by public schools, including disaggregated data for students who traditionally have been less likely to meet achievement benchmarks. The importance of analyzing disaggregated data in this way has been supported by studies of high-poverty/high-achieving schools.
 Disaggregating achievement scores for students with disabilities, students with limited English proficiency, minority students, and students living in poverty will likely include many students who may be considered highly mobile, adding to the current interest in these special populations.

The Reading First Initiative

The No Child Left Behind Act clearly articulates the priority reading must play in meeting the needs of all students. Thus, the Reading First Initiative, Title I, Part B, Subpart 1, is described as the cornerstone of NCLB. It is a six-year entitlement to state education agencies (SEAs) to assist states and local districts in applying research-based practices to teach reading. The goal is to have every child reading on grade level by third grade. To achieve this goal, the Reading First Initiative focuses on high-quality, research-based instruction in K-3 classrooms using state-approved programs that demonstrate strong validity and reliability. Such reading programs fall into two categories: (a) comprehensive programs that incorporate all the basic components of effective reading instruction and (b) supplemental programs and materials that can be used to complement core programs by highlighting components that are challenging and require additional reinforcement for some students. Resource A includes a summary of the most frequently state-adopted comprehensive programs. (Please refer to your state department of education to identify which programs have been approved in your state.)

All approved programs must maximize student learning through effective and efficient use of time. Comprehensive programs must incorporate the five major components identified as critical to early literacy:

· Phonics: the relationship between sounds (phonemes) and letters (graphemes) and how letters are combined to spell spoken words.

· Phonemic awareness: the ability to hear, identify, and manipulate the individual sounds (phonemes) in speech.

· Vocabulary: understanding of the meanings and pronunciations of words necessary to communicate in writing and speech.

· Fluency: the ability to read text accurately and quickly.

· Comprehension: the ability to understand, recall, and discuss what has been read.

Goals of This Document

A primary purpose of this document is to summarize key findings from the reading research as translated into the realities of teaching highly mobile students. Little research exists that specifically targets reading and highly mobile students; therefore, this document is not intended to provide the scientifically based evidence being called for in current reform efforts. Rather, our intent is to provide a framework for future research efforts.

Second, this document is intended to provide practitioners who serve highly mobile students every day—who do not have the luxury of time to wait for definitive studies specific to mobility—with resources and promising practices being implemented by colleagues throughout the country. Effective teachers daily play the role of scientist. They provide instruction and interventions, collect data on student outcomes, and continually revise and reshape their teaching based on observations of their students’ current and evolving learning needs. The information presented here is intended to add to teachers’ repertoire by highlighting how the extant research is currently influencing reading practices.

 Finally, educational leaders may find this resource of value when confronting the complexity surrounding high mobility in their schools and determining future efforts. Promising practices and current issues rely heavily on programmatic and administrative leadership. In addition to the mobility of individual students, many schools and school systems experience high mobility, with 40% to 80% turnover in the students who begin the school year compared with those in attendance at the end of the year. Where mobility is systemic, leadership must play a role in addressing the many factors facing students, teachers, and whole schools. 

The following questions have guided the development of our work:

· What information does the existing research provide on the academic challenges faced by elementary school-aged children experiencing homelessness, high mobility, and poverty?

· What are the specific literacy needs of students experiencing these conditions? 

· What are criteria for programs and practices appropriate for addressing the literacy needs of students experiencing high mobility? 

· What programs and practices exist that successfully address the literacy needs of students experiencing high mobility?

· What data support the effectiveness (in terms of student achievement and growth) of these programs and practices?

· How may these programs be categorized (i.e., instructional programs and practices in the classroom, tutoring, school infrastructure)?

· What are the common features of these programs?
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