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A growing body of research suggests that stable, affordable housing may provide children with 

enhanced opportunities for educational success.  While schools and teachers bear principal respon-

sibility for children’s education, research shows that a supportive and stable home environment can 

complement the efforts of educators, leading to better student achievement.  

As an update to a 2007 literature review, the author recently surveyed the academic literature on 

various ways in which the production, rehabilitation, or other provision of affordable housing may 

affect educational outcomes for children.1 Most of the original hypotheses have been retained, 

and the evidence has been updated.2 The review revealed six promising hypotheses regarding the 

contribution of affordable housing to education, which are discussed below.

1. Stable, affordable housing may 
reduce the frequency of unwanted 
moves that lead children to 
experience disruptions in home life  
or educational instruction.  

An extensive body of research documents the separate 
and combined effects of two different types of moves on 
children’s education: residential mobility (moving to a new 
home, with or without changing 
schools) and school mobility 
(changing schools, with or 
without changing residences).  
Numerous studies document 
that children who change 
schools, particularly if they 
change schools often or 
at critical points in their 
education, experience declines 
in educational achievement.3 
Recent research suggests 

that school mobility is more harmful if children change 
schools during kindergarten, during high school or if they 
move multiple times.4 Studies also confirm the negative 
impact of residential moves — especially frequent moves 
(sometimes known as hyper-mobility), moving during key 
educational time periods, and moves by non-intact families.5 
Potential explanations for these negative consequences 
include disruptions in the children’s instruction caused by 
changing schools, excessive absenteeism related to the 
move, an inability to study quietly and without chaos during 

the move, stress caused 
by the move, disruption of 
peer networks (for older 
children), and interference 
with the development of 
close personal relationships 
(for younger children).  
The educational problems 
associated with hyper-
mobility may also be 
worsened by other risk 
factors that can lead families 
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to move frequently, such as poverty, an unstable home life, 
and domestic violence.

Evidence of the negative effects of moving should 
not be taken to mean that any move will hinder a child’s 
academic achievement.  As is discussed later in this brief, 
some types of moves may be beneficial for children, partic-
ularly if the move provides access to better schools or a 
more supportive learning environment.  If the child has 
time to recover from the disruption or if the move was 
made for positive reasons, a child who moves to a new 
home or school may not experience academic setbacks.6 
Earlier research has also found that parental support can 
reduce the likelihood that moving has negative educational 
consequences.7

Hyper-mobility, however, poses problems for both the 
hyper-mobile students themselves and for those around 
them.  In schools with high rates of student mobility, the 
detrimental impact of moving also affects teachers and 
stable classmates — perhaps because the hyper-mobile 
students require a disproportionate share of teacher 
attention and school resources.8 For example, a study 
of Chicago schools found that in those with a high rate 
of student mobility, teachers were unable to gauge the 
effect of their instruction, lessons became review-oriented, 
and the curricular pace slowed so that by fifth grade, the 
curriculum at hyper-mobile schools was a year behind that 
of more stable schools.9 

By helping families meet the expenses of owning or 
renting a home, affordable housing can play an important 
role in improving families’ stability, reducing the likelihood 
that they will be forced to move as a result of eviction, 
foreclosure, rent increases, or other financial struggles.10 
Households often move due to an inability to meet housing-
related expenses, and losing a housing subsidy can be 
particularly detrimental.  Research has associated the 
loss of a subsidy with a tenfold increase in the likelihood 
of moving out of one’s neighborhood, as compared to 
households with no subsidy.11 While the receipt of housing 
assistance may in some cases require or lead to a move 

by the beneficiary, there is evidence that housing vouchers 
may reduce families’ hyper-mobility.  Research on the 
Welfare to Work voucher experiment found that having 
a housing voucher reduced the likelihood of low-income 
families moving during a 4 to 5 year period by nearly one 
full move (0.88) below the control mean of 1.98 moves for 
families without voucher assistance, and by more than a 
full move (1.3) for families who lived in privately owned or 
rented housing before receiving a voucher.12,13

Affordable and sustainable forms of homeownership 
can also help families achieve long-term stability.  Research 
on the connection between homeownership and children’s 
education has found that homeowners tend to move less 
frequently than renters and that this may account for part of 
the difference in educational outcomes between children of 
homeowners and children of renters.14

 

2. Some affordable housing  
strategies may help families move 
to communities that have stronger 
school systems or are  
more supportive of education. 

While frequent moves appear to have a negative impact on 
educational achievement, moves to better school systems 
(or to communities that offer stronger support for education) 
may have an independent positive impact on educational 
achievement.  Knowledge of the educational impact of 
moving to stronger communities has primarily come from 
studying efforts to reduce concentrated poverty.  Attempts 
to reduce concentrated poverty and racial segregation 
have led to housing policies and court orders that help 
low-income families move out of areas with concentrated 
poverty and gain access to neighborhoods of opportunity.  
Research on families impacted by the Gautreaux litigation 
in Chicago, for example, found that moves from inner-city 
urban areas to suburban neighborhoods led to better 
educational outcomes, such an increased likelihood of 

Hyper-mobility, however, poses problems for both 
the hyper-mobile students themselves and for those 
around them.  In schools with high rates of student 
mobility, the detrimental impact of moving also affects 
teachers and stable classmates — perhaps because 
the hyper-mobile students require a disproportionate 
share of teacher attention and school resources.
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enrolling in college prep courses, completing high school, 
and enrolling in college.15 Studies of some other “mobility” 
programs, particularly the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) 
demonstration, could not confirm this finding, perhaps due 
to children staying in the same school district or attending 
comparable schools after moving to new neighborhoods.16   
(See the Box on page 5 for more discussion of the 
differences in the results of housing mobility research 
studies.)

Some forms of housing assistance — particularly 
housing voucher programs with a mobility counseling 
component, the construction of affordable or mixed-income 
housing in low-poverty neighborhoods, and inclusionary 
zoning policies — are specifically designed to help 
families access neighborhoods of opportunity, which can 
include neighborhoods with strong schools.  Research in 
Montgomery County, MD, found that attending low-poverty 
schools increased the reading and math scores of children 
living in public housing compared to peers who attended 
moderate-poverty schools.17 Even housing subsidies not 
specifically intended to move families to lower-poverty 
or more integrated neighborhoods can positively impact 
children’s education.  A recent study found that children 
in low-income households receiving Section 8 Housing 
Choice Vouchers live in better neighborhoods and are less 
likely to miss school than other low-income children.18 

When well-located, other types of affordable housing 
development may have similar impacts.  Policies that 
revitalize neighborhoods or provide better schools for 
children living in concentrated poverty, as discussed in more 
detail on page 4, can also boost educational opportunities 
for children in families who prefer to stay in their original 
neighborhood.

3. Affordable housing can reduce 
overcrowding and other sources of 
housing-related stress that lead to 
poor educational outcomes by allowing 
families to afford decent-quality homes 
of their own.

Although research on overcrowding and children’s 
educational outcomes is not as developed as research 
connecting many other aspects of housing with children’s 
education,19 studies have found an association between 
overcrowding and reduced academic performance for 
children. Most studies on overcrowding in the United 
States define it conventionally as more than one person 
per room (excluding bathrooms), meaning that a maximum 
of five people could live in a home with two bedrooms, a 
living room, a dining room, and a kitchen without it being 
overcrowded.20 Studies have found that children growing 
up in overcrowded housing have lower math and reading 
scores, complete fewer years of education, and are less 

likely to graduate from high school than their peers.21 Some 
studies in the U.S. and India have also found a connection 
between higher levels of crowding and a lack of task 
persistence (also referred to as “learned helplessness”).22 

Children living in crowded homes may experience 
reduced educational achievement for several reasons.  
Overcrowding may reduce parental responsiveness by 
creating social overload and withdrawal.  It may also 
increase noise and chaos that interfere with children’s 
studies and cognitive development.  Alternatively, the 
problem could be a simple lack of space to sit down 
and do homework.  Research evidence suggests that a 
combination of reasons may be responsible.  A recent study 
of crowding and cognitive development in early childhood 
yielded evidence connecting lower cognitive development 
with reduced parental responsiveness in more crowded 
homes.23 It is unclear whether this same factor explains 
the lower levels of educational achievement among older 
children who experience crowding.  Recent research has 
also linked household chaos with reductions in children’s 
IQ scores and increases in behavior problems.24

Additional research could help answer some of the 
lingering questions about the connection between crowding 
and children’s educational achievement.  Little research has 
been carried out to assess the adequacy of the standard 
definition of overcrowding or determine whether crowding’s 
connection with reduced educational achievement holds 
true for households that prefer a higher number of people 
per room.  One study of cultural differences in crowding 
found that problems connected with crowding persist even 
for individuals with cultural preferences for more crowded 
conditions; however, the study did not look at children’s 
outcomes or achievement.25 Additional controls or more 
robust research methods could also help determine 
whether other factors that happen to be connected with 
crowding explain part or all of the effects.  

The current body of knowledge about overcrowding 
suggests that children’s education could benefit 
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from policies that help reduce overcrowding, or at 
least give families the opportunity to choose less 
crowded conditions. By reducing economic reasons for 
overcrowding and helping families afford decent-quality 
homes of their own, affordable housing can improve 
children’s educational achievement.  According to a 
randomized study, households that received a housing 
voucher had less than half the incidence of overcrowding 
found in similar households without voucher assistance.26 
Additionally, decent, affordable housing can reduce the 
likelihood of families living in substandard conditions, 
which also appears to be correlated with poor educational 
achievement.27 

4. Well-constructed, maintained, and 
managed affordable housing can help 
families address or escape housing-
related health hazards (e.g., lead 
poisoning and asthma) that adversely 
impact learning. 

Substandard housing quality can negatively affect children’s 
educational achievement by contributing to physical illness 
that impairs academic performance.  Lead paint exposure is 
a clear example of poor housing quality impairing children’s 
education.  Studies show that the exposure of children to 
lead — a dangerous neurotoxin – through poorly contained 
lead paint in older homes can lead to developmental and 
educational deficits.28

Substandard housing can also cause or exacerbate 
health problems that result in children being absent 
from school.  Research has connected higher levels of 
absenteeism with reduced performance on standardized 
tests and in the classroom.29 Poor housing conditions — 
notably, the persistent presence of cockroaches, pesticides, 
and mold — contribute to the incidence of asthma, which 
can lead to absenteeism, even among children whose 
asthma is mild or moderate.30 More severe asthma 
problems are associated with higher rates of school 
absence,31 so housing interventions that reduce exposure 
to asthma triggers can be helpful for children’s educational 
achievement.  

Affordable housing programs can help address related 
health hazards by funding housing rehabilitation activities 
(such as lead paint abatement through the replacement 
of windows in older homes), improving the management 
and maintenance of older homes, helping families move to 
higher quality housing, and funding the construction of new 
homes that provide a healthier living environment.  For more 
information on the connection between affordable housing 
and health, see the Center for Housing Policy’s Insights brief 
on this topic.

5. Affordable housing developments 
may function as a platform for educa-
tional improvement by providing a 
forum for residential-based after-
school programs or, more broadly,  
by anchoring a holistic community 
development process that includes 
new or improved schools.

A number of affordable housing developments 
provide on-site resident services such as afterschool 
programs.  Research has found that high-quality 
afterschool programs can have a positive impact on 
children’s educational achievement by increasing school 
attendance, enhancing work habits, and strengthening 
task persistence,32 while lower quality programs do 
not yield such improvements.33 Residential-based 
afterschool programs have a number of potential 
advantages over school-based programs.  First, they 
reduce transportation problems by eliminating the need 
to make special arrangements for participating children 
who might otherwise miss their bus home.  Second, in 
high-crime areas they may alleviate parents’ concerns 
about protecting their children by providing a safe place 
and reducing the need for travel outside of the home.  
Third, by offering families more convenient options, they 
may enjoy higher participation rates.  Finally, offering 
afterschool programs at locations where children are 
likely to be academically at risk — such as public housing 
developments — can provide protection against some of 
the hazards associated with concentrated poverty.34

More broadly, as the HOPE VI public housing 
revitalization program has shown, affordable housing 
developments can serve as an anchor for more holistic 
community development efforts that pair new or improved 
schools with revitalized affordable housing communities.  
A number of HOPE VI redevelopment projects and 
similar community revitalization efforts have included the 
construction of new schools, leading to enhanced benefits 
for children and the community.35  In Atlanta, for example, 
the redevelopment of East Lake Meadows was coordinated 
with the creation of a new charter school in the community.  
This school has an admission preference for children who 
live in the East Lake community and outperforms the 
state average in its share of students who meet or exceed 
Georgia’s academic standards.36

The growing interest in linking the revitalization of 
housing and schools has led to a new federal housing 
and education partnership in the form of the Choice 
Neighborhoods Initiative, an overview of which can be 
found on HUD’s website.

http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/ph/cn
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6. Affordable housing may 
support children’s educational 
achievement by reducing 
homelessness among families 
with children.

Children who experience homelessness face 
numerous educational barriers, including 
difficulties accessing preschool and Head Start 
programs, adverse living conditions that impede 
cognitive development and study time, and 
worries about obtaining personal records for 
enrollment in public schools.  Legal protections 
from the federal McKinney-Vento Act aim to 
remove some of these barriers, but researchers 
suggest that states do not have sufficient 
funds to fully implement and enforce the Act.37  

Considering the obstacles that homeless 
children face, it is no surprise that they are 
more likely than their low-income peers to drop 
out of school, repeat a grade, perform poorly 
on tests and in the classroom, disengage in 
class, and suffer from learning disabilities and 
behavior problems.38 

Homelessness can have different long-term 
effects on children depending on their age at 
the first episode of homelessness, and family 
separation may exacerbate the problems.  
Research on these effects suggests that 
experiencing homelessness is more detrimental 
in the long run for infants and toddlers than for 
older children.  Five years after first entering 
a family homeless shelter, children who were 
homeless as infants or toddlers had lower 
non-verbal skills than low-income children who 
had never been homeless, while older children 
who had experienced homelessness had math 
and reading scores similar to other low-income 
children who had been continuously housed.39 
The researchers caution, though, that their 
study looked at outcomes for only those 
children who remained with their mothers, so 
the results may underestimate the long-term 
effects of homelessness for children overall.  

By helping children avoid the disruptions 
associated with homelessness, affordable 
housing can help improve their educational 
achievement. Affordable housing programs 
that prevent homelessness among toddlers, 
infants, or pregnant women can be particularly 
important in reducing long-term harm.

Differences in the Results 
of Housing Mobility Research
This note addresses the differences among the findings of major research 

studies regarding the educational outcomes associated with Gautreaux and 

Moving to Opportunity (MTO), two large-scale efforts to help low-income 

families access neighborhoods of opportunity.  Gautreaux was a residential 

relocation program in Chicago in which more than 7,000 low-income black 

families were randomly assigned to either middle-income majority-white 

suburbs or low-income majority-black urban areas.  The program was 

part of a legal settlement regarding racial segregation in Chicago’s public 

housing.  Most Gautreaux moves occurred during the 1980s.  MTO was a 

demonstration project inspired by Gautreaux and conducted by the United 

States Department of Housing and Urban Development in five cities during 

the 1990s.  MTO was a randomized experiment that provided an experi-

mental group of low-income households living in public housing with housing 

vouchers for use only in low-poverty areas.  The results for this group were 

compared with the results for a control group and a group that received 

unrestricted housing vouchers.   The children of families who moved to 

low-poverty communities through Gautreaux experienced measurable 

educational gains, but the children in the experimental group in MTO did not.  

A comparison of the schools attended by Gautreaux movers and MTO 

movers suggests that Gautreaux families were better able to access new 

school opportunities.  Eighty-eight percent of children who moved to the 

suburbs through Gautreaux attended schools that performed at or above the 

national average for standardized test scores, but only 14 percent of children 

who moved to low-poverty neighborhoods through MTO attended schools that 

performed at or above their state’s average.40 Researchers who analyzed the 

results of MTO also suggested that the lack of educational benefits for movers 

may be due to one or more of several factors, including: (1) urban school 

reforms that increased school choice and improved educational outcomes for 

non-movers while also allowing movers to stay in their original school, (2) the 

evaluation occurring too soon for long-term effects to emerge, (3) families 

staying in lower-poverty neighborhoods for only a short time before returning 

to neighborhoods similar to the ones in which they started, (4) families 

moving to neighborhoods that were not substantially more affluent or less 

segregated than their original neighborhoods, (5) parental decisions to keep 

their children in the same school to maintain social connections, (6) lack of 

information about school performance and opportunities, and (7) the parents’ 

perception that children’s effort and the intervention of a higher power were 

more important than differences in school quality.41  

A smaller mobility effort, referred to as Yonkers, involved the construction 

of 200 units of scattered site public housing in low-poverty areas of Yonkers, 

New York, during the 1990s.  Similar to Gautreaux, it was the result of 

litigation regarding segregation in public housing.  Research on Yonkers 

found that older children who moved reported less school engagement 

and gave themselves less favorable ratings for school achievement despite 

having equivalent performance to their non-moving peers.  This may have 

been connected to a disruption in their social network due to the move or to 

exposure to negative stereotypes about minorities in their new communities.
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