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A growing body of research suggests that stable, 

affordable housing may provide children with 

enhanced opportunities for educational success. 

Schools and teachers certainly bear principal 

responsibility for children’s education, and they 

should both be held to the highest possible  

standards. Nevertheless, research shows that 

a supportive and stable home environment can 

complement the efforts of educators, leading to 

better student achievement.

The Center for Housing Policy recently reviewed 

the academic literature on the various ways in 

which the production, rehabilitation or other provisions of affordable 

housing may lead to improved education outcomes for children.2 Based 

on this review, we identified seven promising hypotheses regarding the 

positive contribution of affordable housing to education, which we have 

summarized in this publication.

By Maya Brennan1
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1.  Stable, affordable housing may reduce the frequency of unwanted 
moves that lead children to change schools and disrupt educational 
instruction.  

An extensive body of research documents the separate and combined impacts 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 fre-
quently experience declines in educational achievement. 
The studies also confirm the negative impact of residen-
tial moves – especially multiple moves, moving during 
key educational time periods and moves by nonintact 
families.3 Potential explanations for the negative impacts 
of residential moves include disruptions in children’s in-
struction caused by changing schools, stress caused by the 
move, disruptions of peer networks (for older children) 
and interference with the development of close, personal 
relationships (for younger children). In schools with high 
rates of student mobility, the detrimental impact of  
moving extends beyond the highly mobile students to 

their teachers and stable classmates – perhaps because the highly mobile students require 
a disproportionate share of teacher attention and school resources. For example, a study of 
schools in Chicago found that in the most mobile schools, teachers are unable to gauge  
the effect of their instruction, lessons become review-
oriented and the curricular pace slows so that by fifth 
grade, the curriculum at highly mobile schools is a year 
behind the stable schools.4

Helping families afford the costs of owning or  
renting a stable, affordable home improves their  
stability and reduces the likelihood they will have to 
move as a result of eviction, rent increases or other 
financial struggles.
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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 posi-
tive impact on educational achievement.5 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 
positive educational improvements over the long 
term.6 Although the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) 
research demonstration could not confirm this find-
ing, the researchers suggest this may be due to (a) the 

evaluation occurring too soon for long-term effects to emerge, (b) many children in the Moving 
to Opportunity demonstration staying in the same school or a comparable school even after 
moving or (c) families staying in lower-poverty neighborhoods for only a short time before 
returning to neighborhoods essentially similar to the ones in which they started.7

Some forms of housing assistance – particularly housing voucher 
programs with a “mobility” counseling component and the con-
struction of affordable developments in strong neighborhoods 
– are specifically designed to help families access neighborhoods 
of opportunity, which can include neighborhoods with strong 
schools. 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 that receive Section 8 Hous-
ing Choice Vouchers live in better neighborhoods and are less 
likely to miss school than other low-income children.8 When 
well-located, other types of affordable housing developments may 
have similar impacts.  
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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.

A number of studies have found that overcrowding is  
associated with low educational achievement. For 
example, a study in New York City found that children 
living in crowded conditions are less likely to graduate 
from high school than their peers.9 A national study 
also found that children growing up in crowded hous-
ing complete fewer years of education.10 One potential 
explanation is that crowded living conditions may be 
associated with noise and chaos that interfere with 
children’s studies; alternatively, the problem may simply 
be that kids have no place to sit down and do home-
work. By helping families afford decent, quality homes 

of their own, affordable housing can improve children’s educational achievement by reduc-
ing overcrowding.11 Access to decent, affordable housing also can reduce the likelihood that 
families live in substandard housing, which appears also to be correlated with poor educa-
tional achievement.12

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.  

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.13 
Poor housing conditions – notably, the persistent presence of cockroaches, pesticides and mold 
– also contribute to the incidence of asthma, 
which reduces educational attainment by 
causing kids to miss school. Affordable  
housing programs can help address these 
hazards by: funding housing rehabilitation 
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activities (such as the replacement of windows in older homes) that reduce hazards, improving 
the management and maintenance of older homes, helping families move to healthier homes 
and funding the construction of new homes that provide a healthier living environment.  

5.  Affordable housing developments may function as a platform for  
educational improvements by providing a forum for residential-based 
afterschool programs or, more broadly, by anchoring a holistic com-
munity development process that includes new or improved schools. 

A number of affordable housing developments use 
their natural community as a means of providing resi-
dent services, such as afterschool programs, on the 
premises. High-quality afterschool programs appear 
to have a positive impact on children’s educational 
achievement,14 and residential-based afterschool 
programs have a number of potential advantages over 
school-based programs. First, they reduce transpor-
tation problems by eliminating the need to make 
special transportation arrangements for participat-
ing children who might otherwise miss their bus 
home. Second, in high-crime areas, they may allevi-
ate parents’ concerns about their children’s safety by 
providing a safe place and reducing the need to travel 
outside of the home. Third, by being more conve-
nient for parents, they may increase participation.  

More broadly, as the HOPE VI public housing revitalization program has shown, the devel-
opment of affordable housing can serve as an anchor for more holistic community develop-
ment efforts that include new or improved schools. 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.15 In Atlanta, for ex-
ample, the redevelopment of East Lake Meadows was coordinated with the creation of a new 
charter school in the community. Most students now meet or exceed academic standards.16
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6.  Homeownership may provide a platform for helping children do 
better in schools.

A number of studies have shown that the children of 
homeowners do better in school. For example, one 
study found that, for children living in owned homes 
rather than rental units, math achievement scores are 
up to 9 percent higher, reading achievement is up to  
7 percent higher and behavioral problems are 1 to  
3 percent lower.17 Other studies have found that 
children of homeowners stay in school longer or have 
higher high-school graduation rates than their peers 
living in rented homes.18 It is possible that the benefits 
of homeownership are concentrated among certain 
types of households. 

For example, one study found a connection between 
homeownership and educational achievement  
among the children of households with incomes  
below 150 percent of the poverty line, but not for 
higher-income families.19 While the precise reason  

for these findings is not entirely clear, the benefit of homeownership for children may be  
due largely to the fact that homeowners tend to be more residentially stable than renters.20  
To the extent that enhanced stability largely explains the impact of homeownership on  
education, it is possible that particularly stable forms of affordable rental housing may  
provide similar benefits. However, to the extent that a neighborhood has poor quality  
schools or other adverse conditions, homeownership and other forms of residentially stable 
housing in that neighborhood may have a negative effect by locking families into a  
poor-quality neighborhood.
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7.  Affordable housing may support 
childrenʼs 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 and 
obtaining personal records necessary for enrollment. 
Given their difficulties accessing the public  
education system, it is no surprise that homeless 
children are more likely than their low-income 
peers to drop out of school, repeat a grade, perform 
poorly on tests and in the classroom and suffer 
from learning disabilities and behavior problems.21 
By helping children avoid the disruptions associated with homelessness, affordable housing 
can help improve their educational achievement.

Some Tentative Hypotheses
In addition to the more developed hypotheses  
summarized above, two additional hypotheses merit 
further exploration. First, affordable housing may  
facilitate greater parental involvement in their  
children’s education by reducing parental stress  
and the need to hold multiple jobs. Second, the  
development and rehabilitation of affordable housing 
in distressed neighborhoods may contribute to  
community revitalization efforts that lead to increases 
in community support for education. Although some 
anecdotal evidence and logical reasoning support  
these hypotheses, additional research is needed to  
assess their validity.
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