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  Chapter 10  

Linking Housing Policy  
and School Reform

Amy EllEn SchwArtz And lEAnnA StiEfEl

Acommon mantra in the real estate world asserts the importance 
of “location location location.” Much of the locational advantage  
of residential property has to do with the quality of local public 

schools. Parents consider the quality of the schools their children will be 
able to attend when choosing where to live, although choice sets vary 
greatly by class and race. Teachers also weigh locational factors, includ-
ing salaries, cost of living, and working conditions at local schools when  
deciding where to apply for jobs and when to transfer between school dis-
tricts. These decisions of parents and teachers result in close ties between 
housing policy and educational attainment of our elementary and sec-
ondary school students. Yet, despite these ties, local, state, and federal 
policies that recognize and coordinate the relationship between education 
and housing are relatively rare.

In this chapter, we first explore the mechanisms by which housing 
and education are related. Although the links between education and 
housing affect students across the income distribution, we focus particu-
lar attention on disadvantaged students in urban areas, as these students 
often face a unique set of challenges that set them apart from their more 
advantaged or nonurban counterparts. We begin with the housing unit 
itself, describing the ways in which a child’s physical home environment 
might impact his educational outcome. Next, we explore the relationship 
between education and the institutions, individuals, and overall qual-
ity of a child’s residential neighborhood. Finally, we consider the politi cal 
economy of public schools and the ways in which the school district links 
housing and education decisions, policies and outcomes. We then turn 
to a discussion of the implications of these mechanisms for education 
and housing policy, focusing on the links between schools and housing.1 
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We address, in turn: policies that govern school choice within districts; 
policies that affect student mobility; policies that create neighborhood 
support for children in low-income housing; and policies regarding the 
siting of low-income housing. We highlight recent efforts to strengthen 
the ties between education and housing policy and discuss how the les-
sons learned from these efforts might be brought to bear as policymakers 
consider new education and housing initiatives.

Impact of Housing Unit  
on Children’s Education

Adequate housing is critical to a child’s ability to learn in myriad ways. 
Children are affected not only by the physical amenities and layout of 
their housing unit, but also by the stability that comes with secure and 
constant housing. What seems particularly critical today is the way in 
which housing instability leads to student mobility across schools, neigh-
borhoods, and school districts. This mobility, particularly when it occurs 
frequently or within a school year, is more harmful to a child’s educa-
tion than is commonly understood. Although some mobility can improve 
academic performance if it is made strategically to provide a good match 
between student and school, and occurs at appropriate times, such stra-
tegic moves are often unavailable to low-income families, who often do 
not make joint decisions regarding residential and school mobility (see 
chapter 5, this volume). Mobility can, and often does, negatively affect 
a student’s learning by rupturing the continuity of his curriculum and 
social relationships (Coleman 1988; Kerbow 1996). Mobility can also hurt 
teachers and the nonmovers in the student mover’s new classroom if the 
new student arrives midyear and is unprepared for the curriculum of the 
new school.

A significant body of literature suggests that particularly high levels of 
mobility have a negative impact on student learning. Highly mobile stu-
dents perform significantly worse in school, and are more likely to drop 
out, than less mobile students (Crowley 2003; Astone and McLanahan 
1994; Rumberger 2003; Swanson and Schneider 1999). Children who 
switch schools four or more times before sixth grade are about one year 
behind those who have not changed schools (Kerbow 1996). Further, 
mobility varies by class and race. In our work at the Institute for Education 
and Social Policy, we find that poor students are approximately twice 
as likely as wealthier students to switch schools in the middle of a 
school year and that by eighth grade, black students have, on average, 
attended a greater number of schools than white students. Of students 
who switched schools, most blacks moved to new schools with lower 
test scores than their old schools, whereas most whites moved to new 
schools with higher test scores than their old schools (Schwartz, Stiefel, 
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and Chalico 2007). Moreover, students who switch schools after the aca-
demic year begins are particularly likely to suffer academically and to 
harm fellow classmates (Schwartz and Stiefel 2013; Schwartz, Stiefel, and 
Whitesell 2013; Gibbons and Talej 2011; Raudenbush, Jean, and Art 2009). 
Similarly, Eric Hanushek, John Kain, and Steven Rivkin (2004) find that 
though student turnover has a negative impact on movers and their non-
mover classmates, the impact is greatest for lower income and minority 
students because they typically attend higher turnover schools and move 
more frequently. Taken as a whole, these findings suggest policies aimed 
at ameliorating the impact of high family mobility due to housing insta-
bility on student outcomes.

In addition to questions of mobility and housing stability, the physical 
design of a child’s housing unit and the configuration of the living space 
may have an important effect on student educational outcomes. For exam-
ple, a student who has his or her own bedroom may have an easier time 
finding a quiet place to study within the housing unit than a student who 
shares a bedroom with other family members. For those children without 
their own bedroom, an important question then becomes whether there 
is another quiet place for studying within the housing unit. Health and 
safety concerns, though less directly related to academic achievement, 
may have an indirect effect on student outcomes—students who live in 
unhealthy or unsafe conditions may suffer from attendance problems as 
a result or find it more difficult to concentrate on schoolwork at home 
and in the classroom. Finally, a relationship between the household unit 
and the way it is used by its residents is likely. For example, the number 
of people in the housing unit, the household age distribution, and the 
density of space usage are all likely to be important. Students who are 
crowded into small housing units with numerous other residents may 
well face challenges, such as difficulty finding space and time to study 
and sleep, beyond those of other students.

Research on the relationship between the housing unit and student 
academic outcomes is, however, relatively thin. Researchers often take 
a broader approach, focusing on housing quality, which may include 
crowding and physical conditions, but also frequently includes neighbor-
hood characteristics, access to amenities, home values, and issues related 
to housing tenure and home ownership (see the following section for a 
discussion of neighborhood characteristics). Most research on physical 
housing conditions as they relate to school performance focuses on the 
effect of crowding. Students who have less dedicated space for school 
work tend to perform less well in school (Gaux and Maurin 2005; Currie 
and Yelowitz 2000; Maxwell 2003). Notably, although public opinion sur-
rounding the quality of public housing is often negative, Janet Currie 
and Aaron Yelowitz (2000) find that after controlling for the endogeneity 
of project participation, crowding, and the likelihood of being held back 
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in school are less likely in public housing projects. Opposite-sex siblings 
who may have to share a bedroom in a private housing unit are more 
likely to have their own bedrooms in public housing because of housing 
unit assignment rules. Consequently, residents entitled to a larger hous-
ing unit based on family sex composition are 24 percent more likely to 
live in public housing (Currie and Yelowitz 2000).

A tangential body of research looks at the relationship between hous-
ing conditions and physical and mental health. A significant amount of 
this literature focuses on the relationship between housing conditions 
and asthma, the most common chronic condition among children. The 
studies consistently show that substandard housing conditions, particu-
larly water intrusion and inadequate ventilation, contribute to increased 
occurrences of asthma and other chronic respiratory symptoms among 
children (for a review of literature on housing and health, see Krieger 
and Higgins 2002). Although the majority of these studies go beyond the 
scope of this paper, Lisa Harker (2007) notes that substandard housing 
units, such as those with mold and moisture, a lack of heat, or crowded 
conditions, have a negative impact a child health, thus affecting student 
absenteeism.

Finally, students with stable housing are less likely to experience the 
frequent moves between schools that can negatively impact the academic 
performance of their more mobile counterparts. Thus just as the layout 
and use of the housing unit is tied to a student’s ability to study at home, 
simply having a permanent unit can affect academic performance and 
other school-related outcomes such as attendance, by the consequent 
attachment to one school over time. Next, we turn to a discussion of the 
mechanisms by which a child’s neighborhood may impact his educa-
tional achievement.

Impact of Neighborhoods on Children

A family’s housing choices extend beyond the selection of a particular 
housing unit. Each housing unit is situated within a neighborhood that 
brings with it a certain set of institutions, individuals and issues. In their 
1997 review of the literature on neighborhood effects, Ingrid Ellen and 
Margery Turner identify “six mechanisms through which neighborhood 
conditions may influence individual outcomes: quality of local services, 
socialization by adults, peer influences, social networks, exposure to 
crime and violence, and physical isolation and distance” (836). Here we 
turn our attention to these and other mechanisms through which neigh-
borhoods might specifically influence children’s educational outcomes.

A considerable amount of research explores how a child’s neighbor-
hood shapes academic performance, and these studies consistently find 
that children growing up in more affluent neighborhoods outperform 
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children from poorer neighborhoods (Ellen and Turner 1997). This rela-
tionship might not be causal—it has been difficult for researchers to dem-
onstrate that neighborhoods have an effect, ceteris paribus—but we can 
still discuss why there might be a strong correlation. One plausible reason 
is that children in less affluent communities have less access to the kinds 
of local services and amenities that benefit children in wealthier areas. A 
child’s housing situation places him within a set of neighborhood institu-
tions that can influence his educational opportunities and achievement. 
Middle- and high-income neighborhoods regularly provide students 
with out-of-school supports that may contribute to their educational 
success. For example, these neighborhoods commonly have community 
centers that provide students with a safe place to congregate after school 
or participate in extracurricular enrichment activities. Similarly, students 
in more affluent neighborhoods may have greater access to after-school 
sports, tutoring, arts, dance and other neighborhood programs that sup-
port and complement the education they receive in school. Middle- and 
high-income neighborhoods are also more likely to have libraries with 
high-speed Internet connections, reference librarians, children’s read-
ing hours, and quiet space for homework or research. In a study of four 
Philadelphia-area neighborhoods, Susan Neuman and Donna Celano 
(2001) find that the quality and condition of public and school libraries 
improve with neighborhood income level. Additionally, they find that 
children’s access to print reading materials varies widely by neighbor-
hood income level; children in middle-income neighborhoods benefit 
from greater access to and a wider variety of print materials than their 
low-income counterparts.

Although local enrichment activities may provide academic benefits 
to student participants, these activities and services are also important 
because they provide students with an opportunity to interact with adults 
who can serve as role models and mentors. These figures can provide stu-
dents with valuable advice and assistance as they progress through their 
academic careers. To the extent that students in lower-income neighbor-
hoods have less access to local extracurricular opportunities and thus 
adult role models, they may find themselves at a disadvantage in the 
classroom.

Neighborhoods also influence the peer groups with whom students 
interact in and outside of school. Children are likely to form friendships 
with other children who live in their neighborhoods and school zoning 
regulations, which means that neighborhood peers are also likely to be 
school peers. Several studies find a link between a student’s academic 
performance and the performance or behavior of his classmates (see 
Boozer and Cacciola 2001; Zimmer and Toma 2000; Hanushek et al. 2003). 
Therefore, students who live in neighborhood with a higher concentra-
tion of high-achieving, school-oriented peers may have a greater chance 
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of academic success. This relationship is complicated by the fact that 
students are not randomly assigned to classrooms; thus, it may be the 
case that a lower-achieving student with high-achieving neighborhood 
peers may be placed in a different course track than the higher achievers, 
as occurred among students in public housing units sited in low-poverty 
neighborhoods in Montgomery County (Schwartz 2010). Nonetheless, 
students who live in neighborhoods with more academically oriented 
peers may find more academic support from peers in after-school hours, 
such as study groups, and less pressure to engage in other activities. This 
is supported by evidence from the literature, which finds a positive rela-
tionship between neighborhood socioeconomic status and school attain-
ment such as high school graduation and college attendance, and stronger 
relationships among white than among black students (Brooks-Gunn et 
al. 1993; Duncan 1994; Halpern-Felsher et al. 1997; Wodtke, Harding, and 
Elwert 2011). Other research using data from the Moving to Opportunity 
(MTO) experiment has found positive effects on achievement for ado-
lescent males who move from high- to low-poverty neighborhoods, 
which is partially explained by increased time spent on homework and 
school safety (Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2004).2 Conversely, students 
who are surrounded by negative peer influences may face pressure to 
engage in activities, such as skipping school, that are detrimental to aca-
demic achievement. For example, Jonathan Crane (1991) finds evidence 
for an “epidemic” model of peer effects, whereby neighborhood social 
problems are contagious and spread through peer influence. Specifically, 
he finds sharp increases in the probability of dropout among white and 
black students who live in the poorest neighborhoods. Further evidence 
of the negative consequences of neighborhood disadvantage on student 
performance is demonstrated by Robert Sampson, Patrick Sharkey, and 
Stephen Raudenbush (2008), who find that among African American chil-
dren in Chicago, living in severely disadvantaged neighborhoods leads 
to a 4-point reduction in verbal abilities—an effect equivalent to missing 
a year or more of school.

Children in certain neighborhoods must also cope with the stress and 
insecurity that comes from being surrounded by higher levels of crime 
and violence (Sharkey et al. 2013; Lacoe 2013). These problems are often 
exacerbated by a lack of local employment opportunities and correspond-
ing high levels of unemployment. Parents and teenage students may have 
trouble finding employment and turn instead to alternative (and possi-
bly illegal) means of earning income. These factors, though not directly 
linked to a child’s education, are likely to make for a more difficult home 
life that may spill over into a student’s educational performance.

In the end, because schools tend to draw students from the local neigh-
borhood due to school zoning policies, they often reflect and even reinforce 
local socioeconomic patterns. Research continues to show that the price of 
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housing is higher in neighborhoods and school districts with high-quality 
schools (Black 1999; Schwartz and Voicu 2007; Hayes and Taylor 1996). 
Sandra Black (1999) finds that parents are willing to pay 2 percent more 
for homes located in school zones that have test scores 5 percent higher 
than the mean test scores for that particular district. Additionally, neigh-
borhood quality is often an important factor in a teacher’s decision about 
where to work, making it more challenging for troubled neighborhoods 
to attract high-quality teachers. In the following section, we expand on 
the ways in which the existence of school districts, and more broadly, the 
political economy of public schools, may affect a child’s education.

The Political Economy of Public Schools

The school district provides perhaps one of the most important links 
between housing, neighborhoods, and schools. Housing and educa-
tion are jointly chosen and institutionally linked through a reliance on 
place-based assignment rules for local elementary schools, and in most 
districts, local middle and high schools; children are assigned to a local 
public school based on the school zone in which they reside. Thus, a fam-
ily’s decision to reside within a particular neighborhood is also a decision 
about the school district to which children will be assigned, and within 
that district, which zone school children will attend. These decisions also 
have important financial implications for families, school districts, and 
the local economy. Schools are funded through a combination of local, 
state, and some federal funds. Local school districts currently rely on a 
combination of local property taxes and state aid, with small amounts of 
federal funds; states, on average, fund over 50 percent of K–12 education 
and local property taxes account for the majority of local funding. A typi-
cal urban area is likely to include many school districts, differentiated by 
their size, quality, and spending. Given these relationships, how might 
the political economy of public schools affect a child’s education?

School resources often reflect the economic circumstances of local resi-
dents and, despite equalizing state aid, on average a tie remains between 
school funding and local property values. Higher home values in more 
affluent neighborhoods often translate into increased funding and more 
educational opportunities in local schools. In turn, higher-quality schools 
in middle- and high-income neighborhoods attract residents who can 
afford high home prices and come with academically prepared students, 
creating a cycle that perpetuates school quality differences across dis-
tricts. In addition, parents in these neighborhoods may place higher 
demand on their local schools to provide high-quality resources and 
educational opportunities for students. Families balance the quality of 
schools and cost of housing when choosing a place to live, and many fam-
ilies are willing to pay more to live near higher-performing schools (Black 
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1999; Hayes and Taylor 1996). Funding inequalities across districts have 
decreased in recent decades, in large part because of state-level efforts to 
use income and sales tax revenues to increase state shares and reduce the 
reliance on local property taxes (Corcoran, Romer, and Rosenthal 2008). 
David Card and Abigail Payne (2002) find that redistribution efforts lead 
to more equal spending across districts and a modest decrease in the test 
score gap among high school students from different family background 
groups. Local property taxes, however, continue to serve as the source of 
local school funding in most districts and policies that erode the prop-
erty tax base may have the unintended consequence of reducing school 
spending overall in a state (on California, see Downes and Shah 2006).

The relationship between local property taxes and school funding is 
of particular importance as city officials decide where to site new sub-
sidized housing. Ingrid Ellen and her colleagues (2007) examine the 
impact of the construction of new subsidized housing units in New York 
City on local school quality and find that the construction of subsidized 
rental housing is associated with significant school change, including an 
increase in attendance rates and teacher turnover and a modest decline 
in academic performance several years later. New subsidized housing 
units are also likely to increase the demands on local public schools by 
creating an influx of children, many of whom may need supplementary 
support services. The implication is that the cost of education will rise. 
If the district is not provided with adequate additional funds through 
state or federal aid, the strain on the local budget may have a secondary, 
pernicious effect as higher income families move out in response to the 
higher cost of education, ultimately reducing the property tax base and 
with it, school funding.

Unfortunately, further decoupling school spending and local finance, 
as has been done over the past three decades through increases in state 
aid, may not provide a fully satisfying solution for equity issues. State 
and federal efforts to delink local funding and school spending can lead 
some students to exit the public school system or decrease per-pupil 
spending for all students. For example, state education finance reforms in 
California led to an increase in the state’s share of education funding from 
46.25 percent in 1975 to 73.85 percent in 1985 (Downes and Shah 2006). 
Subsequently, this state has witnessed a decrease in per-pupil expendi-
tures and a substantial increase in the number of students enrolled in pri-
vate schools. In addition, efforts to loosen the ties between school funding 
and local property taxes may be constrained by a lack of political support 
from residents of more affluent neighborhoods, who fear that such mea-
sures will decrease the quality of their local schools.

Similarly, within-district segregation can lead to substantial differences 
in neighborhood resources, including the quality of local schools—due at 
least in part to inequality in social, economic, and political resources and 



Linking Housing Policy and School Reform     303

perhaps to the difficulties of attracting high-quality teachers to challeng-
ing positions. Indeed, the low quality of public schools in poor neighbor-
hoods is well documented, often in sharp contrast to high-quality schools 
elsewhere in the city or district (Kozol 2012). That said, some recent 
reforms have disproportionately benefited low-income neighborhoods 
with struggling schools, perhaps most visibly in the nationwide charter 
school movement (for example, in New Orleans where all public schools 
were turned over to charter management organizations after Katrina). As 
another example, the Gates-funded new small schools in New York City 
and Chicago are disproportionately sited in low-income neighborhoods 
(Schwartz et al. 2012). Due to the attention focused on low-quality schools 
in high-poverty neighborhoods, low-quality schools in middle- to high-
income districts may be largely ignored.

Finally, even if financial resources are equalized, the family backgrounds 
and peers can remain differentiated across districts and schools, leading to 
disparate outcomes. For example, in a simulation exercise, Thomas Nechyba 
(2004) finds that as long as housing prices and family background charac-
teristics are positively related, students from poor neighborhoods attend 
lower quality schools even under a scheme where all schools receive equal 
amounts of funding.

Implications for Policy

Our discussion thus far has focused on the mechanisms through which 
housing and education are related at the home, neighborhood, and school 
district levels. These relationships suggest that increased coordination 
of education and housing policies could benefit students and schools. In 
this section, we discuss some of the implications of these relationships 
for policymakers and highlight policies that have attempted to bridge the 
gap between housing and education policy.

Polices for Increasing School Choice

Giving students choices of schools outside their residentially zoned area 
has become a popular policy in urban districts, although few policies 
allow crossing of district boundaries.3 The within-district choices take 
several forms. One is publicly financed charter schools that have free-
doms beyond traditional public schools to choose their staff, mission, 
length of day and year, uniform and parental involvement policies, but 
are accountable to “chartering organizations”4 for their students’ per-
formance. Another is voucher programs in which students are allowed 
to choose nonpublic schools and are given some funding to pay for the 
schools. A third is magnet schools that, through use of a theme such as 
science or math and admission criteria, try to integrate students by race 
or income. Last are high school or middle-school district-wide choice 
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programs. Few district policies allow unconstrained school choice to stu-
dents regardless of background, notably high school choice in New York 
City and Boston and the newly implemented voluntary transfer program 
in Philadelphia. Rather, in most districts, the majority of students will 
attend a zoned, comprehensive school, with a limited supply of seats in 
alternative “choice” schools that are allocated on a first-come basis or by 
either lottery or admissions criteria.

Research is considerable on the effects of these various choice programs 
for the students who use them. Overall, little evidence indicates that this 
choice harms student performance, but the evidence of a positive effect is 
mixed (on charters, see Davis and Raymond 2012; Bifulco and Ladd 2006; 
Sass 2006; on Milwaukee voucher choice, Witte 1998; on vouchers in New 
York City, Washington, D.C., and Dayton, Howell et al. 2002). However, 
because choice comes in many variations, some research finds positive 
effects for specific types. Part of the explanation for these mixed findings 
is that some types or choice appear to be more effective than others. For 
example, KIPP charter schools appear to result in improved performance 
for students (Angrist et al. 2010; Tuttle et al. 2010) and some unpublished 
evidence suggests that the early charters in New York City had positive per-
formance effects (Hoxby and Murarka 2009). Therefore, there may be some 
evidence that offering choices (or at least certain types of choices) may help 
to decouple housing and education. On the other hand, because choices 
occur primarily within districts, and urban districts educate very high pro-
portions of poor and minority students (71 percent of students in New York 
City public schools and 83 percent of students in Chicago public schools 
qualify for free or reduced-price lunch), it is often not possible for these 
programs to change peers of students significantly. For example, in a recent 
study on the New York City high school choice program, Sean Corcoran, 
Lori Nathanson, and Christine Baker-Smith (2013) find that vast majorities 
of students ultimately attend a school close to home, and that the first choice 
schools indicated by low-achieving students tend to have higher concentra-
tions of low-achieving, minority, and low-income peers. Some researchers 
have hypothesized that school choice can work well only if parents and stu-
dents are informed about the quality of the schools from which they choose. 
Studies have looked at the effects on choices made when additional infor-
mation is provided and have found some changes in choices (Hastings and 
Weinstein 2008). But, again, these studies look at the effects for individual 
students and not for the system as a whole. Only if informed choice leads 
to a better quality of school supply (thus providing all students with bet-
ter schools) would these policies improve district-wide performance. In an 
analysis of the small school reform strategy in New York City, whereby large 
failing schools were closed and small themed ones opened, we found evi-
dence of system-wide improvement in performance (Schwartz et al. 2012), 
but such scaling effects have not often been found.
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Although opportunities for school choice are increasing, reliance is 
still heavy on school attendance zones and few students attend schools 
outside their home district. School choice policies that do not result in 
large numbers of students crossing district boundaries to access “better 
schools” can affect large student performance gains only if the supply 
of the high-quality schools increases dramatically. Thus far, evidence 
that this is happening is scant, or at least not in the decade or more that 
the policies have been in effect. Thus without more residential choice (to 
move to good neighborhoods or good school districts), school choice is 
unlikely to provide the same quality choices as residential choice offers 
to middle- and upper-income families.

Strategies for Reducing Student Mobility  
and Its Impact on Schools

Strategies to reduce student mobility seem particularly important given 
the relationship between high levels of mobility and student outcomes. 
One way to reduce mobility is to allow students to remain in the same 
school even if their families switch housing. This can be done by loosen-
ing constraints of traditional catchment zones and allowing a student 
who moves to remain at his or her old neighborhood school. Some schools 
and districts—for example, most charter schools in New Orleans—have 
experimented with guarantees that students will be bused to their schools 
from anywhere in the city. In New York City and Charlotte-Mecklenberg, 
students who move within the city are entitled to remain in the school 
they were previously attending, even if they no longer live within that 
school’s attendance zone, until they have completed the school’s termi-
nal grade. This appears to be a promising policy response, especially in 
urban areas, where student mobility occurs largely within the school dis-
trict (Kerbow 1996; Family Housing Fund 1998). Providing students with 
transportation to their existing school from their new location, possibly in 
the form of public transit, is a critical component of this policy response 
(Kerbow 1996). The federal government has implicitly acknowledged the 
benefits of this approach in the McKinney-Vento Act, which guarantees 
homeless students the right to remain in their existing schools regardless 
of where they live currently (Lovell 2008).

Another possible response is to directly address the problem of stu-
dent mobility through housing subsidies. Such a solution specifically 
targets those prospective movers for whom current housing costs are 
the main determinant of a move. For example, the Schools Families 
Housing Stabilization Program (SFHSP) in Portland, Oregon, provided 
$5,000 annual housing assistance and a year of case management ser-
vices to 143 student families identified as high risk for moving during 
the school year. The money could be used for rent, mortgages, deposits, 
and move-in costs. SFHSP achieved measurable reductions in student 
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mobility and improved academic performance among participants, with 
76 percent of the program students improving their performance rela-
tive to their peers in math and reading. The program was funded by the 
City of Portland, which was able to recoup a significant part of its out-
lay by retaining about $5,000 in state education funds for those pupils 
who would have otherwise left the city school system (Ledezma 2008). 
Although these results are promising, the program has been in place 
only for a year, and aggregate data will give a better indication of how 
the program works in the long term.

The Genesee Scholars Program, a similar pilot initiative in Flint, 
Michigan, provided $100 monthly rent subsidies for two years to the fam-
ilies of selected classrooms of second graders. Participating classrooms 
also kept the same teachers for the two years of the program. Before the  
program began, the two participating schools had intrayear student mobil-
ity rates of 75.3 percent and 58.9 percent, respectively—meaning that the 
majority of students who started the year at each school left by the end 
of the school year. Classrooms in which the program was implemented 
consistently showed major reductions in student mobility and increases 
in student performance compared to nonparticipating classrooms during 
the program’s first cycle of students (Cook 2006). The first cycle of the 
program isolated all the Genesee scholars in one classroom, but the sec-
ond selected students throughout the various second-grade classrooms 
to counteract any effects one particular teacher may have had on perfor-
mance. Subsequently, the results of the second cycle were more ambigu-
ous, finding inconsistent changes in mobility and academic performance 
between Genesee scholars in the different schools.

At the federal level, subsidies are also being used to address housing 
instability. The Homelessness Prevention Program, part of the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009, provides assistance to 
currently housed individuals and families at risk of homelessness in the 
form of rental and utility assistance or support for relocating to a more 
affordable space. This $1.5 billion program is not focused on lessening 
student mobility, but will likely reduce residential mobility among many 
families with school-age children. This type of program presents an 
opportunity for housing and education officials to draw attention to the 
negative effects of school mobility as families are faced with the possibil-
ity of a housing transition.

In an effort to reduce mobility in a single school in St. Paul, Minnesota, 
the East Side Housing Opportunity Program (HOP) has used financial 
support, in the form of a revolving loan fund, and school-based staff 
to assist families with housing needs (Metropolitan Housing Coalition 
2004). In 2008, this integrated approach resulted in more than two dozen 
families completing housing plans and finding placement in stabilized 
housing, more than fifty families in case management, and staff contact 
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with seventy-three landlords (East Side Neighborhood Development 
Company 2009). The use of specialized staff within the schools to provide 
housing assistance for students’ families, as well as identify students 
at risk of moving, is a well-regarded strategy for addressing mobility 
(Rumberger 2002).

Yet other ways to reduce the negative impacts of frequent mobility are 
to develop a common curriculum across schools serving highly mobile stu-
dents, develop programs to help incoming students adjust to new schools 
and help schools assimilate new students, closely track and monitor educa-
tional progress of highly mobile students, and train teachers to better meet 
needs of highly mobile students.

Creating Neighborhood Support for Children  
in Low-Income Housing

Improving local support for children and their families in low-income hous-
ing is another way to address student mobility and potentially improve 
student academic outcomes. Research in Great Britain has reinforced this 
approach finding that the highest use of school resources by community 
members takes place in poorer areas where “the school effectively acted as a 
key public resource at the hub of the community” (PricewaterhouseCoopers 
2003, 27). The resources most often used by the community included infor-
mation technology, child-care facilities, auditoriums, and athletic facilities, 
which led the authors of the study to conclude that investment in these 
areas would provide the greatest community benefits. Efforts by the Gates 
Foundation to expand library and internet access to impoverished areas 
provide an example of such targeted community investment (Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation 2009). The 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers program, administered by the U.S. Department of Education, is 
also an example of an effort to bolster the support system in low-income 
neighborhoods. Specifically, centers are established in schools with high-
poverty and low performance for academic enrichment during out-of-
school time (U.S. Department of Education 2004).

Some low-income housing developers have used new housing develop-
ment as an opportunity to create new schools and community centers, and 
to increase the capacity of existing neighborhood infrastructure more gener-
ally. When the firm McCormack Baron Salazar began to redevelop housing 
around the Washington University Medical Center in St. Louis, it also used 
innovative financing strategies to rehabilitate the historic Adams School in 
the neighborhood, which is now classified as a school of excellence within 
the public school system. McCormack went further, and created a new gym-
nasium, ball field, and a community center offering recreational programs 
for youth, adult education, and day care (Matthews 2004).

In Georgia, the East Lake Foundation redeveloped a public housing 
development to include mixed-income housing, a YMCA, a public golf 
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course, and a charter school that has dramatically outperformed the 
prior local school (Markiewicz 2008). The New Columbia Development 
in Portland used an amalgamation of housing and education to rede-
velop a downtrodden community. Columbia Villa, a low-income housing 
development that was a center for gang activity, was redeveloped with 
the conscious goal of reattracting families and rejuvenating the area. To 
that end, the city set aside two blocks for a new public school, built a 
park and a community center, and gave out contracts to local businesses 
to encourage them to relocate to the area (Center for Cities and Schools 
2007). Similar examples, often using HOPE VI money to redevelop public 
housing units, exist nationwide.5

Skeptics argue that no firm data shows that place-based social pro-
grams are especially effective at altering educational outcomes for chil-
dren. For instance, a comprehensive effort to rehabilitate the blighted 
Sandtown-Winchester neighborhood in Baltimore with far-reaching 
social programs produced only mixed results. Although educational 
gains were made, high student mobility is cited as a limiting factor to 
further improvement (Olsen 2003). Nonetheless, the circumstances under 
which place-based social programs are more effective than individual-
based programs remain an open question.

Siting Low-Income Housing and  
Supporting Local Schools

Low-income housing developments, which often include high-density 
housing and many school-age children, can also have a significant financial 
impact on local school districts. New developments can add many children 
to local school rolls very quickly. Further, low-income students may be more 
likely to require special education and other high-cost educational services. 
Finally, low-income developments often provide lower property tax rev-
enues than market rate housing to fund the local share of schools. For these 
reasons, as mentioned, some developers have decided simply to build new 
schools. More generally, advocates have proposed subsidizing local school 
districts for the costs of educating new low-income students.

The federal government already provides some additional funding to 
schools with high percentages of low-income students through Title I of 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, and funds some special 
education services through the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act. Most states also provide additional funds for poor and disabled 
students. These programs could be expanded to more fully cover the 
marginal costs of poor or disabled students. In addition, funds could be 
more directly tied to new low-income housing in an effort to fully offset 
the effects of new developments. One such model could be the Impact 
Aid program, intended to subsidize the costs to local school districts of 
educating military children, who do not proportionately expand the tax 
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base (Buddin, Gill, and Zimmer 2001). Using a complex funding for-
mula, the Impact Aid program provides about $900 million annually to 
approximately 1,400 local education agencies nationwide.

Local land use regulations, which often set minimum lot sizes and 
many other requirements for new housing, can limit the socioeconomic 
and racial composition of a community. When local regulations and 
local opposition prevent the construction of new low-income housing 
in middle-income and wealthy communities, the poor and often minor-
ity children who might have lived there are denied access to what tend 
to be high-quality schools. But historically, when low-income housing is 
introduced, and those schools are forced to educate poorer students who 
provide fewer local tax receipts, some families have left for neighbor-
ing communities, or private schools, where they need not subsidize the 
education of low-income students. Research further suggests that when 
provided with school choice, the outflow of students from public schools 
tends to increase the racial and economic segregation of the remaining 
students (Lankford and Wyckoff 2001).

Massachusetts seeks to resolve this tension by providing low-income 
students more access to quality schools while offsetting their financial 
impact on local school systems, through its 40R and 40S statutes. Chapter 
40R allows some Smart Growth developments (incorporating mixed 
land use, affordable housing, compact design, community aesthetics, the 
conservation of open space, transportation choices, and the rebuilding of 
communities) to bypass otherwise applicable local land use regulations. 
Simultaneously, the state passed Chapter 40S, creating a Smart Growth 
School Cost Reimbursement Fund. The fund provides reimbursement for 
any net new education costs that result from housing units built under 
40R, where those costs are not already covered by the property and excise 
taxes paid by the new households (Rollins 2006). Although the programs 
do not currently have a reliable funding source, together 40R and 40S 
may provide a conceptual model for how to allow more poor children 
access to excellent schools while reducing incentives for incumbent fami-
lies to abandon the public school system.

Further, it is not clear that such a tension need always exist. Montgomery 
County, Maryland, operates one of the oldest inclusionary zoning programs 
in the country. Introduced in the early 1970s, the policy mandates that 12 to 
15 percent of all homes in subdivisions of thirty-five homes or greater be 
sold or rented at below-market prices. Further, the housing authority main-
tains the right to purchase up to one-third of these homes in any subdivi-
sions. The result is that children in public housing in Montgomery County 
experience a range of neighborhood poverty levels (Schwartz 2010). It 
should be noted that Montgomery County may be a special case, however, 
as the overall poverty rates are below the national average so that concen-
tration of children in public housing is relatively low.
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Conclusions

In the previous section, we discussed education policies and housing inter-
ventions that recognize the relationship between education and housing 
and may serve to improve student outcomes. More ambitious, but politi-
cally and social difficult, would be to address directly the poverty of many 
of the nation’s children and to economically and racially integrate America’s 
communities.

We thank Vicki Been and Ingrid Gould Ellen for their guidance on this project 
and Jaclene Begley, Alan Biller, Abigail Conover Carlton, Sarah Cordes, Todd 
Ely, Andrea Halpern, and John Tye for their assistance.

Notes

1. In this chapter we do not discuss the large set of issues and policies related to 
improving schools (for an overview of school reform, see Darling-Hammond 
2010).

2. The Moving to Opportunity demonstration provided 4,600 participating families 
living in public housing in Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, and New 
York City with housing vouchers. These families were then randomly assigned 
to three conditions. In the experimental condition, families were assigned vouch-
ers that could only be used to move to low-poverty neighborhoods, whereas in 
the two control conditions families were assigned unrestricted vouchers and 
no vouchers, respectively. Although neighborhood advocates hoped that MTO 
would provide strong evidence of the impact of neighborhoods on child and 
family outcomes—including children’s educational outcomes—the results fell 
short. Impacts on educational outcomes were, overall, insignificant due, in part 
to both low compliance rates and the small sustained change in neighborhood 
and school environments actually realized by families in the experimental group 
(see Sanbonmatsu et al. 2006).

3. The Boston METCO program and busing program in Ann Arbor, Michigan, 
are two of the oldest and best known that allow students to cross district bound-
aries (when there are spaces open outside the urban area). There is some evi-
dence that participants in METCO perform better than similar students who do 
not participate (see Angrist and Lang 2004) but because such programs are so 
few and the ones that exist are limited to so few students, we do not discuss 
them further.

4. Often the local school district, the state, a nonprofit such a university.

5. The HOPE VI program, active since 1992, is an effort to reshape and revital-
ize public housing projects administered by the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development.
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