
Housing insecurity threatens education (challenges in the classroom) 
 
 
From early childhood through late adolescence, housing insecurity and homelessness are 

important determinants of school attendance, learning, and performance. The adverse 

effects of housing insecurity and homelessness are evident as early as kindergarten. Prior 

research has shown that youth experiencing homelessness achieve lower academic scores 

and have lower high school graduation rates compared to their housed peers (PEC, 2013). 

Housing insecure youths experience academic challenges that extend into adulthood, 

affecting their abilities to fully live a prosperous economic and healthy life (PEC, 2013). 

Education is one of the strongest predictors of lifelong health and is therefore a critical 

factor to consider in weighing the importance of housing insecurity and homelessness to 

children’s  wellbeing. 
 
Housing insecurity and homelessness hinder elementary-aged students’ performance. 
According to a study of second graders in a large northeastern city urban children with a 

homeless experience were significantly less likely to be proficient in reading and math. Ever-

homeless children were also more likely to exhibit poor social skills, negative learning 

behaviors, and higher rates of absenteeism and suspension.1 Children who experienced 

homelessness as toddlers showed the greatest decrement in their test scores and 

attendance, an important finding given that Philadelphia  students’  average  age  at  their  first  
homeless experience was 1.25 years old. The risk of becoming homeless was greatest for 

babies and lower for older children.57  

 
 

School mobility, a potential indicator of unstable housing, also was associated with 

educational outcomes. A study in Worcester, MA found that school mobility independently 

predicted academic achievement. Children who changed schools during kindergarten had 

lower reading scores than their peers. More than one in 10 children who changed schools 

during kindergarten repeated that grade, compared to 4% of students who remained at the 

same school.59 The relationship between number of school-moves and academic 

achievement was dose-dependent, such that more moves correlated with lower 

performance.60 

 

Homeless or insecure-housed high school students are at risk of dropping out. 
Research shows that stable housing is protective against dropping out of high school. A 

study of initially homeless youth age 16-19 found that, after two years, 79.3% had stable 

housing and 28% were enrolled in and attending school. The total number of days spent in 

housing in the past two years was a significant predictor of school enrollment and 

attendance.61 In the absence of stable housing, however, shelter services correlated with 

better academic outcomes. After receiving shelter services for six weeks to three months, 

youth experienced significantly fewer negative school events like suspension, detention, or 

expulsion than they had at the time of shelter admission.27 

 

In Philadelphia public schools during the 2003-2004 school year, 6% of students dropped 

out, and an additional 4% of students were enrolled but attended less than half the school 

year. Only about 45%-52% of students in Philadelphia public schools graduated from high 



school in four years, and about 54%-58% graduated in six years. Students were even less 

likely to graduate if they had been placed in foster care, had given birth, had a juvenile 

justice placement, or a substantiated case of neglect or abuse.62 

 

A study of adults with former foster care experience in Washington State or Oregon showed 

trends similar to those observed in Philadelphia. Foster care alumni got GEDs instead of 

diplomas at six times the rate of the general population and had lower rates of 

postsecondary education. Additionally, 22.2% of foster care alumni were homeless for one 

or more days after leaving foster care.28 


