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School Stability and School Performance

A Review of the Literature

While the topic of student mobility and its effects on school performance is of growing concern to educational researchers and practitioners, there remains a notable lack of rigorous scientific inquiry in this arena. A review of the literature reveals numerous studies addressing the topic in general; however, there exists a wide range of methodology and findings. While few studies were found to target homeless students in particular, the growing body of literature addressing mobility in general can be considered to inform issues related to school stability of homeless children and youth. The current review casts a wide net for purposes of identifying credible efforts to examine the relationship between student mobility and school performance and reporting findings that illuminate the issue. 
The Issue of Mobility

Mobility is not a new phenomenon for educators (Popp, Stronge, & Hindman, 2003). Americans change residences more often than any other industrialized nation (Heinlein & Shinn, 2000; Temple & Reynolds, 1999). Historically, these moves had been attributed to “upwardly mobile” families seeking to better themselves. However, during the 1970s, many of these moves were attributed to “downwardly mobile” families experiencing job loss, divorce, and other family issues (Popp, et al.). From the 1980s until the present, between 16% and 20% of the U.S. population move each year (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1996; Kariuki & Nash, 1999). Currently, in urban settings where mobility is more of an issue, it is not unusual to have a 50% turnover rate in elementary schools (Kerbow, Azcoitia, & Buell, 2003; Temple & Reynolds, 1999). Even a short distance residential move can result in a change in schools in an urban area.

Mobility as discussed in this literature review refers to students moving during grades K-12. Students who move several times during a school year are considered to be “highly mobile” (Popp, et al., 2003). The types of students who are typically highly mobile are children of migrant workers (Gouwens, 2001), military, families experiencing homelessness, and other unstable work/home situations related to high poverty (Popp, et al.). Mobility may refer to residential moves (of a short or long distance), a change in schools, or both, leading to confusion in research studies (Heinlein & Shinn, 2000; Wright, 1999). 

Frequent moves can have a negative impact on a student’s academic routine and potential success (Alexander, et al, 1996; Family Housing Fund, 2003; Kariuki & Nash, 1999; Popp, et al., 2003). Mobility and absenteeism are often associated with poor school performance (Alexander, et al.). When students were administered a measure of stressful life events, researchers found that students reported changing schools being as stressful as the hospitalization or incarceration of a parent (Alexander, et al.). Moving is especially stressful for children who are homeless because they may already be worrying about where they will be sleeping at night or if they will have food to eat (Rafferty, 1998). In addition to being unprepared for school due to lack of supplies, and no time or place to do homework, there also may be changes in curriculum from school to school (Noll & Watkins, 2003). Based on the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) of over 10,000 California high school students, Rumberger & Larson (1998) concluded that the risk of dropping out of high school is greater for students who are highly mobile during their first eight years of school than that of their less mobile peers. Further analysis of this six-year study led Rumberger, Larson, Ream, & Polardy (1999) to report a tendency for highly mobile students to suffer psychologically, socially, and academically. Mobility is also shown to negatively impact the classrooms and schools that have high rates of student mobility, impacting non-mobile as well as mobile students. A study of Texas students (Mao, Whitsett, & Mellor, 1998) found that students who were stable scored better on state standard achievement tests than their more mobile peers. While findings support a relationship between increased mobility and decreased academic performance, this relationship cannot be considered to be causal due to limitations inherent to the research design.

In a literature review on student mobility and academic success conducted for the Family Housing Fund (2003), researchers found that stability may be more important to children in primary grades because these are critical learning periods. They also found that children who were highly mobile more often were suspended (attributed to poor adjustment) and missed additional time away from school. Importantly, researchers reported that while the direct effect of mobility on achievement and adjustment was small, mobility is especially detrimental to children in families that are experiencing multiple stressors. Changing residences during stressful times exacerbates an already critical situation. According to the literature review, stable housing and strategies for schools to use to increase continuity for students are recommended (Family Housing Fund, 2003).

Mobility and School Performance

While there exists an apparent relationship between mobility and academic achievement, Kerbow, Azcoitia, and Buell (2003) suggest that students who move once during their school career rarely suffer any lasting effects. After analyzing six years of mathematic achievement data from Chicago Public Schools, the researchers reported that students moving once during a school year may achieve academically 10% less than expected. If, however, the students remain in their new schools for the remainder of their education, they are likely to overcome losses (Kerbow, Azcoitia, & Buell, 2003). The story is not the same for students who move more frequently. Kerbow, et al. suggest that the recovery time increases as the student continues to move. A major concern is that students may fail to learn certain basic concepts that they need later in school. This educational disruption may be particularly important for mathematics and reading. Likewise, highly mobile students enter classrooms at different times, possibly missing crucial information. It is also important to note that such students must adapt to different teaching styles and fellow classmates’ abilities with each move (Kerbow, et al.).

Several studies suggest a relationship between mobility and academic achievement as highly mobile students tend to perform at a level below that of their stable counterparts (Attles, 1997; Alexander, et al., 1996; Family Housing Fund, 2003; Temple & Reynolds, 1999). The United States General Accounting Office ([GAO], 1994) reported that, controlling for family income, children who have changed schools three or more times since first grade are much more likely to have repeated a grade or to have low reading scores by the third grade. Wood, Halfon, and Scarlata (1993) also found that students who moved frequently were more likely to have repeated a grade. Astone and McLanahan (1994), after controlling for several family and demographic factors, found that frequent mobility is associated with dropping out of school. Few reviewed studies examined school performance prior to mobility, thus precluding examination of a possible relationship between the two variables (Temple & Reynolds, 1999).

Attles (1997) found that homelessness/mobility has an adverse effect on academic achievement in a study of seven homeless children in grades 5-8. Attles proposes that without educational interventions, such students will continue to have academic problems for up to a year, even if their living conditions improve. The author states that results from this study may not be representative of other children experiencing homelessness because all of the participants lived in the same shelter and attended the same school during the study, but her findings do point to a trend of academic difficulty due to mobility.

In a study examining school transfers during the first five years of elementary school, researchers found that more frequent moves (two or more) seem to impact reading performance more than other skill areas (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1996). Participants were a representative (random) sample of 767 elementary school students (K-5). Researchers (Alexander, et al. 1996) found that students of color and lower socio-economic status (SES) often transferred within the city school system (short distance moves), while white students with higher SES often transferred out of the city school system (long distance moves). After the five-year period, more mobile students had lower test scores and grades, were more likely to drop out, and were more likely to receive special education services than were the higher SES students. When the researchers (Alexander, et al.) controlled for family background factors (parents’ education, ethnicity, family SES, etc.), however, many of these findings were no longer significant. Test scores taken prior to the study indicate that differences in school performance “predate children’s school moves.” The authors (Alexander, et al.) suggest that other factors, especially the home and family circumstances, cause children to move. 

The Family Housing Fund (2003) has coordinated several studies, including the Kids Mobility Study. This study examined mobility and academic achievement through interviews with 100 families. Researchers found that elementary school students who changed residences three or more times during the school year had average reading scores half that of students who did not move. The study also documented the connection between attendance and achievement. Students with nearly perfect attendance on average had reading scores 20 points higher than those who attended less than 84% of the time (Family Housing Fund, 2003). Attendance is an issue for highly mobile students who may have to miss school due to school policy barriers as well as participation in the act of moving itself. 

The issue of mobility and achievement in urban school systems has been a concern of educators for some time (McKenna & Goddard, 2002). In a study of Chicago elementary school students, only 50% of its students remained enrolled in the school over a three-year period (Kerbow, et al., 2003). Residential moves accounted for the majority of changes, but over two-fifths were school-related. Many students moved within a small network of schools connected by geography, racial/ethnic composition, and poverty (Kerbow, et al.). The authors found less academic growth in highly mobile students when compared to non-mobile students, all other factors being equal. The authors focused on the frequent movers (i.e., students who move three or more times before sixth grade). These students can be as much as a year behind their non-mobile counterparts (Kerbow, et al.).

In another study in the Chicago area, the Chicago Longitudinal Study, Temple & Reynolds (1999) examined the effects of school mobility on reading and math achievement for 1,087 low-income African American seventh-graders. They found that 73% of students changed schools at least once and 21% changed three or more times between grades K-7. Temple & Reynolds controlled for predictors and consequences of school mobility through their longitudinal design. Predictors of school mobility included prior achievement, number of years of preschool participation in an education intervention program, and parent education. Although students who frequently changed schools were a year behind non-mobile students on reading and math, the researchers suggest that only half of this difference can be attributed to mobility. Other reported reasons for low achievement are related to prior poor school performance. Adverse effects, however, were seen in children who moved only twice. Consequences of mobility were lower for students who moved into better schools. The researchers found that frequent mobility (not just occasional mobility) significantly increases the risk of underachievement.

Finally, a study of homeless children in New York City found that these students were less likely to score at or above grade level in reading or in mathematics, as measured by citywide achievement tests (Rafferty & Shinn, 1991; also see McChesney, 1993). Homeless students also were more likely to repeat grades, and their school attendance was worse than that of other New York City students (Rafferty & Shinn, 1991). Non-attendance, excessive numbers of school transfers, and poor conditions in shelters (66% had been in at least two shelters, 29% had been in at least four, and 10% had been in at least seven or more shelters) were judged to be important factors in educational underachievement among homeless children (Rafferty & Shinn). Rafferty and Shinn found that homeless children experience a number of stressors that may have a cumulative effect and impact the overall well being of children.

Confounding variables

Several studies found that mobility was not the only variable related to low school achievement (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1996; Heinlein & Shinn, 2000; Jeynes, 2002; McKenna & Goddard, 2002; Wright, 1999). There is some argument in the literature about the level of impact mobility has on student achievement (McKenna & Goddard, 2002). Part of the reason for this debate is that the term “mobility” is defined in different ways. Another issue is that mobility is highly correlated with other variables, such as SES, poverty, and homelessness.

Wright examined the mobility and academic achievement of third- and fourth-graders across 33 elementary schools over a 12-month period. Sixty-eight percent were ethnic minorities, and 71% were eligible for free or reduced lunches. The researcher found that low achievement scores were associated with students moving within the school district rather than out of the school district. Mobility as a variable was determined, however, to be confounded by low family income and ethnic minority status. The author suggests that low family income and ethnic minority status had a stronger relationship to low achievement scores than did mobility on its own (Wright). Wright also states that other factors related to achievement may be primary language, family income, ethnicity, grade level, and early school achievement. Wright suggests that student mobility may have implications beyond achievement, such as the assumption of classroom continuity when there clearly is not student population stability over time. Finally, Wright states that mobility should be considered one of many risk factors that must be addressed by teachers via classroom practices and curriculum and by the school structure, viewing mobility as an actuality, not the exception.

McKenna and Goddard (2002) examined the relationship between student mobility and reading achievement in a high-mobility, low-income urban elementary school. The researchers (McKenna & Goddard) also look at trends that may be useful in addressing the impact of high mobility on the classroom experience. Participants were chosen from one elementary school in Canada that was described as low income, urban, and ethnically diverse. In terms of the impact of student mobility on literacy, the researchers found that mobility itself was not a major factor in reading ability. In fact, most of the students fell into two groups: (1) at reading level and (2) two years below reading level regardless of the number of moves they made over a two-year period. The authors (McKenna & Goddard) suggest that more research, including longitudinal studies, needs to be performed to assess the influence of mobility on school performance. At this time, there appears to be inconclusive evidence in regards to mobility as the primary factor in low academic achievement. McKenna and Goddard suggest looking at the interaction of factors such as clustering highly mobile students in one classroom, SES, limited English proficient families, single parent homes, and first-generation students. Several limitations were reported including the literacy assessment used and lack of background information on the families as well as the reason for their mobility. McKenna and Goddard do report that mobility is a contributing factor and suggest that it greatly impacts teachers’ ability to teach and students’ ability to learn.

The Kids Mobility Study (Family Housing Fund, 2003) also addressed the possible relationship between mobility and other factors that influence academic achievement for elementary school students. Most (75%) families were selected because of their high mobility and because they were experiencing other stressors such as job loss, divorce, abuse, or poor housing. Researchers found that socioeconomic levels, race, out-of-state or -country birth, family structure, and attendance as well as mobility had a strong relationship to reading achievement. Teachers also reported that these students had higher absenteeism rates, lower academic achievement, and difficulty with social and emotional adjustment (Family Housing Fund, 2003).  

Need for further research

Several authors suggest that more research is needed to determine the effects of student mobility on academic achievement (Fisher & Matthews, 1999; Popp, Stronge, & Hindman, 2003; Temple & Reynolds, 1999). Temple and Reynolds suggest that few studies examining the effects of frequency of mobility and school stability on achievement are available. In addition, analysis of the prevalence, predictors of, and consequences of mobility need to be examined as well as the reasons why children move (Temple & Reynolds). Similarly, the Kids Mobility Project points to two possible areas for future research: 1) the development and testing of targeted intervention efforts to help explain the interrelationship of variables shown to impact student outcomes and 2) research to identify and quantify relationships between inadequate housing and school achievement and/or other factors that impact housing, such as family stability and employment (Family Housing Fund, 2003). 

Alexander, Entwisle, and Dauber’s (1996) review of the literature is consistent with other studies in that the evidence for the impact of mobility on school performance and academic achievement is inconclusive. Some findings reported were just short of statistical significance, while other researchers reported no evidence for the connection. Alexander et al. (1996) suggest that researchers need to operationalize their definition of mobility. For example, researchers typically use mobility to describe either a change in residence or a change in schools or both. It is not known which of those moves are more influential for children’s school performance or their perceptions of one being more or less stressful than others. The kind of move (short or long distance), reason for the move (upward mobility or family instability), and other variables (such as family background) all seem to be important factors to consider. Also the timing for the move (middle of school year or summertime) as well as age of the child must be considered. Researchers must be careful not to compare mobile versus non-mobile students without taking into consideration other aforementioned factors (Alexander, et al.).

Temple and Reynolds cite three methodological problems with studies on mobility and school achievement: 

1. School mobility is measured either at one point in time or retrospectively, both precluding causal or predictive findings. (Longitudinal studies are best.) 

2. Premobility is often not taken into account. (Studies that do not include controls for achievement or other measures of school adjustment prior to mobility will overestimate the effects of school mobility.)

3. There are few mobility studies on lower income children in urban schools. If mobility is detrimental to school achievement then it is more likely to affect lower income students who have fewer resources and support (Temple & Reynolds).

Fisher and Matthews (1999) suggest that few studies have examined school stability interventions or remediation of highly mobile students.  They recommend that researchers should examine the impact of sporadic attendance and school mobility on the academic achievement and psychosocial adjustment of students.  Although studies have examined seasonal/migrant patterns of attendance and academic achievement, fewer studies have examined students who may move less predictably (i.e., homeless students). Extra-curricular programs also need to be explored (Fisher & Matthews).

In conclusion, literature documents the positive relationship between school stability and school performance of students in general, with some, albeit limited, attention to variables inherent in homelessness. More research, however, is warranted to answer many of the questions that have yet to be explored regarding school success for students experiencing homelessness. 
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