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Foreword 
by David Griffith and Amber M. Northern 

Every now and then, the cracks that form at the intersection of housing and education 
policy become visible to a casual observer. An overcrowded school building.1 A 
desperate family that commits “residency fraud” so their kids can learn.2 A homeless 
parent who struggles to enroll her children in a local school.3  

Yet too often, such fissures are undetectable to all, save the case workers and educators 
who do their best to patch them (with mixed results). One day Johnny is scraping out a 
D-minus in English. The next day he’s gone, carried away by circumstances beyond his 
control—social, economic, familial—to unfamiliar streets and classrooms unseen.

Alas, Johnny’s experience is far from unique. Roughly one in five poor families in the 
United States changes residences each year, often involuntarily.4 Worse, because the 
housing and education markets are linked, involuntary changes in residence often force 
already-vulnerable students to change schools, at least when their new address is 
sufficiently far afield that they wind up in another attendance zone.  

It follows that, insofar as school choice weakens the link between housing and 
education, it may hold particular benefits for students who experience “residential 
instability.” Families would surely benefit from being able to change homes while 
keeping their children at the same school. Yet, to our knowledge, this potential benefit 
has never been studied, perhaps because doing so requires a dataset with detailed 
information on students’ home addresses. 

That’s why we were excited to learn of the dataset that the University of North 
Carolina’s Douglas Lee Lauen and his research assistants have painstakingly assembled. 
Professor Lauen is well-known for his prior work on charter schools and educational 
accountability and, like us, was eager to shine a bright light on this neglected dimension 
of school choice. In addition to information on student demographics, achievement, 
attendance, and discipline, his database includes the home addresses of every student 
who enrolled in a North Carolina public school between 2016–17 and 2018–19. This 
unusually rich dataset, which includes information on more than four million students, 
enables analysis of the relationships between residential mobility, school mobility, and 
charter school enrollment. 

Lauen’s resulting report is worth reading in full. But here are its four key findings. 
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First, about one in seven students experiences a change in residence or school in a 
given school year. Moreover, there is a strong link between residential and school 
mobility, although it’s hard to say how many of these moves are “involuntary.”  

Second, Black and Hispanic students are more mobile than White students. For 
example, Black students are about twice as likely to change schools as White students 
(and about two-thirds of those moves are accompanied by changes in residence). In 
other words, racial disparities in school mobility are effectively baked into a system in 
which housing and schooling stay linked. 

Third, residentially mobile students in charter schools are less likely to change schools 
than their counterparts in traditional public schools. More specifically, the former 
become less likely to change schools relative to students in traditional public schools as 
the distance of the residential move increases (Figure A1).  

If you think about it, this makes sense: The further a family moves, the more likely the 
kids are to wind up in the catchment zone of a different traditional public school, or an 
entirely different school district. But most charter schools don’t have catchment zones, 
so provided any transportation barriers are surmountable, nothing prevents their 
students from remaining enrolled should where they live change. 

Figure A1: As the distance of the residential move increases, students in charter 
schools become less likely to change schools than those in traditional public schools. 

Notes: This figure shows how the probability of school mobility increases for residentially mobile students as the distance of the 
residential move increases. The sample includes only students who made a residential move of twenty-five miles or less. Traditional 
public school and charter school status are defined at baseline (i.e., before the residential move occurred). Estimates were generated 
using a probit model with distance of a residential move as the predictor and school move as the outcome. 
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Finally, residential mobility, school mobility, and “compound” mobility are all 
associated with a small decline in academic progress in math and a slight increase in 
suspensions. In other words, the results suggest that needlessly high mobility rates have 
real costs for students (and of course there could be other costs that we do not observe). 

Isolating these adverse effects is challenging, as is generalizing about the various 
scenarios that can result in a student changing schools. (Consider the difference between 
a student who is expelled and a student whose parent takes a higher-paying job in a 
better-resourced community.) Still, if there’s no reason to believe that a student’s new 
school will be better than their old one, it’s hard to endorse a regime that forces families 
to change schools when they change homes. 

*** 

“Freeing” students in low-income neighborhoods from low-performing schools remains a 
key benefit of school choice. But another, albeit less obvious, benefit is reducing the 
educational disruption and personal stress that often come with a change in residence, 
especially for students in those same neighborhoods.  

Every year, about 3 million children in the United States are evicted.5 As of 2022, about 
1.2 million students were considered homeless by the U.S. Department of Education 
(though the true number is almost certainly higher).6 And in the past year, a combination 
of rising rents and the expiration of pandemic-era protections has created a housing 
crisis that has disproportionately affected students of color.7 Right now, in New York City 
alone, at least 100,000 kids are in temporary housing.8  

Obviously, school choice can’t address all of the factors underlying such tragic statistics, 
or completely quell their consequences. But more robust and equitable open enrollment 
policies would be one step. More charter schools (which are legally prohibited from 
giving preference to students from “good” neighborhoods) would be another. And, 
regardless of how we attack the problem, the burden of proof should fall on those who 
insist that students who are already perilously close to falling through the cracks must 
change classes, teachers, curricula, and peer groups if and when they find a new home. 

In short, the right to school choice is also about the right to stay put. 
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Introduction 

Every year, about 10 percent of U.S. households change residences. Often, these 
changes are positive, such as when a family upgrades to a larger or newer home or 
when parents move to be close to better career opportunities. But sometimes they are 
a sign that something has gone wrong. And in these cases, the implications for student 
learning and well-being are generally considered to be negative.  

Moving is a stressful activity for any parent, but for many low-income families who rent 
their homes, “residential instability” is a constant challenge. Residential mobility rates 
are much higher for renters than for homeowners (24 percent versus 6 percent),9 and 
they are significantly higher for poor families, who are far more likely than wealthy or 
middle-class families to experience such unwelcome shocks as eviction or “unit failure” 
(e.g., a collapsed roof).10  

Because housing and education markets in the United States are linked, involuntary 
changes in residence can also force already vulnerable students to switch schools. After 
all, most traditional school districts assign students to schools based on the catchment 
zone in which they reside. Most require students to enroll in a new school when a 
residential move takes them across those boundary lines, and students whose moves 
take them to new school districts are nearly always obliged to change schools, save in 
the handful of states with robust interdistrict choice policies. 

Consequently, to the extent that school choice severs the link between housing and 
education, it seems likely that it holds particular benefits for the subset of students who 
experience residential instability. After all, provided the new address is reasonably close 
to the child’s previous school and some sort of transportation can be arranged, nothing 
prevents families who enroll their children in charters, private institutions, or other 
schools of choice from keeping their children in these institutions when their home 
addresses change.  

To our knowledge, there has been no research on the tendency of charters or other 
schools of choice to retain residentially mobile students. Accordingly, this study uses 
data from North Carolina to explore the effect of residential mobility on school mobility, 
the relationships between both forms of mobility and student outcomes, and the extent 
to which charter school enrollment can buffer students from the potentially harmful 
effects of residential instability.  
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More specifically, this study seeks answers to four research questions: 

Q1: What percentage of students experience residential and/or school mobility? 

Q2: How do residential and school mobility rates vary by race and socioeconomic 
status? 

Q3: Is the relationship between residential and school mobility stronger or weaker in 
charter schools? And what impact does the distance of the residential move have on 
this relationship? 

Q4: To what extent are residential and/or school mobility associated with worse 
outcomes for students? 

Because the study is limited to North Carolina, the answers to these questions 
necessarily reflect the Tar Heel state’s specific student population and charter school 
sector, which in some ways are atypical compared to other states (see The North 
Carolina context, pg. 10). On the other hand, this is a first-of-its-kind examination of
these questions in a large and diverse state with a healthy mix of rural, urban, and 
suburban areas. Therefore, to the extent that the “tyranny of zip code” remains a 
dominant feature of K–12 education in the rest of the United States, the findings may 
hold broader lessons.  



New Home, Same School:  Charter schools and residentially mobile students 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute 8 

Background 

Prior research suggests that both residential and school mobility have negative effects 
on children’s well-being and academic outcomes,11 and at least one study has found 
that changing schools has a negative impact on residentially mobile students.12 
Furthermore, research shows that poor families move more frequently than rich 
families and are more likely to relocate to poor neighborhoods with inferior schools.13 
Perhaps as a result, the effects of mobility seem to be particularly acute for poor 
students.14  

While the most obvious potential benefit of school choice is that students can gain 
access to schools that better meet their needs, a less obvious possibility is its potential 
to reduce the disruption associated with residential shocks that cause low-income 
families to move from one school catchment area to another. After all, unlike students 
in most traditional public schools, students in charters typically don’t need to change 
schools when such shocks occur, so long as the distances and transportation logistics are 
manageable.  

Notably, a more recent line of research suggests that enrolling in a charter school 
reduces the likelihood that students will subsequently change schools, especially if the 
charter is high performing.15 Yet, to our knowledge, there is no research on the extent 
to which enrolling in a charter school mitigates the negative consequences of residential 
mobility.  
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Data and methods 

Data for this study come from the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 
(NCDPI). The source files contain records for every student who enrolled in a North 
Carolina public school from three consecutive school years (2016–17 through 2018–19) 
and include information on students’ home addresses, enrollment, demographics, 
attendance, disciplinary records, and achievement.  

To enable a clean comparison of brick-and-mortar charter and traditional public schools, 
we exclude magnet schools, virtual charter schools, schools run by UNC Hospitals, and 
schools run by the state department of corrections from the sample. We also restrict 
the sample to students with three consecutive years of enrollment data and arrange the 
analytic samples into three three-wave panels of third through fifth graders, sixth 
through eighth graders, and ninth through eleventh graders. To produce accurate 
estimates of “nonstructural” school mobility (i.e., mobility that is not attributable to 
expected transitions from one grade band to the next), we drop students who made 
“structural” moves in nonmodal grades (e.g., between fourth and fifth grade rather than 
between fifth and sixth grade). However, we retain students who did not make normal 
grade progressions (i.e., those who were retained and those who skipped a grade). After 
cleaning the address file in Stata to make the addresses and zip codes as consistent as 
possible, students’ addresses were geocoded with ArcGIS using the USA local composite 
locator—a process which accurately located about 99 percent of addresses. Finally, a 
small number of students with more than two addresses for the same school year were 
dropped. 

To measure the predicted gains for students in different mobility categories, we rely on 
ordinary least squares regression methods (for more, see Technical Appendix, pg. 26). 
Unless otherwise stated, these models control for lagged versions of the four outcome 
variables in the study (math and reading achievement scores, days absent, and 
suspensions); indicators for economic disadvantage, gifted, disability, English language 
learner, race/ethnicity, male, retained in grade, and structural moves (i.e., making a 
school move that is required by a grade-span configuration within the grade 3–5, 6–8, or 
9–11 groupings); and neighborhood (i.e., census tract) fixed effects. Standard errors are 
cluster corrected at the school level. In the figures below, we use a measure of 
neighborhood socioeconomic status (SES) that is an average of census tract variables 
linked to the student’s address (see Technical Appendix, pg. 26).  



New Home, Same School:  Charter schools and residentially mobile students 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute 10 

The North Carolina context 

North Carolina’s 200-plus charter schools account for about 9 percent of the Tar Heel 
state’s total K–12 public school enrollment, a figure that has increased rapidly since 
2011, when the legislature lifted the cap established by the state’s original charter 
school law.  

As in most states, charters in North Carolina are concentrated in places with high 
population density, which tend to be more affluent than rural areas; however, unlike 
many states, North Carolina also has many charters in affluent suburban and exurban 
areas, including in the Raleigh-Durham, Charlotte, and Winston-Salem metro areas (see 
Figure 1). Consequently, North Carolina’s charter schools serve an unusually White and 
affluent student population relative to other states (see Figure 2).  

As discussed in the findings, White and affluent students are somewhat less likely to 
experience residential and/or school mobility than poor, Black, and/or Hispanic 
students. However, it is less clear that the effects of charter status on mobility or the 
effects of mobility on other outcomes of interest differ by student group. In other 
words, the results presented in this study may very well generalize to residentially 
mobile charter school students in other states, including those with more mobile charter 
school populations. 
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Figure 1. Many charter schools in North Carolina are located in higher-income 
neighborhoods. 

Notes: This figure shows the location of North Carolina charter schools that were operational in 2017–18, the median household 
earnings of North Carolina census tracts as of 2010, and the boundaries of North Carolina school districts (which often contain 
multiple census tracts and are largely coterminous with counties).  

Figure 2. Charter schools in North Carolina serve more White students than charter 
schools in most other states. 

Notes: This figure shows the percentage of charter school students who are white in the states with a significant number of active 
charter schools as of 2018.  
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Finding 1: Every year, about one in seven students changes 
residences, schools, or both. 

Per the first bar in Figure 3, approximately 14 percent of North Carolina students 
experience a “nonstructural” mobility event—that is, a change in residence or school 
that is not attributable to the expected transition from elementary to middle school or 
from middle school to high school—in a given school year. More specifically, about 7 
percent of all students experience residential mobility only, about 2.5 percent 
experience school mobility only, and about 3.5 percent experience residential and 
school mobility.  

Figure 3. Every year, about one in seven students changes residences, schools, or both. 

Notes: This figure shows the percentages of North Carolina students in grades K–8 who experienced residential and/or school 
mobility between 2016-17 and 2018-19. “Structural” school moves (i.e., moves that students are obliged to make due to grade-span 
configurations) are not included in these estimates.  
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Finding 2: In general, Black and Hispanic students are 
more mobile than White students.  

As shown in figures 4 and 5, non-White students and those from low-income families 
experience higher rates of residential and/or school mobility. For example, more than 
one in five Black students experiences some form of mobility in a given year. The rate of 
“compound mobility” (i.e., concurrent residential and school mobility) for Black students 
is more than double the rate for White students.  

Figure 4. In general, Black and Hispanic students are more mobile than White 
students. 

Notes: This figure shows the percentages of White, Hispanic, and Black students in grades K–8 in North Carolina who experienced 
residential and/or school mobility between 2016-17 and 2018-19. “Structural” school moves (i.e., moves that students are obliged to 
make due to grade-span configurations) are not included in these estimates.  
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Figure 5. In general, low-income students are more mobile than high-income students. 

Notes: This figure shows the percentages of low-income and high-income students in North Carolina who experienced residential 
and/or school mobility between 2016-17 and 2018-19. “Structural” school moves (i.e., moves that students are obliged to make due 
to grade-span configurations) are not included in these estimates.  
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Finding 3: Residentially mobile students in charter 
schools are less likely to change schools than their 
counterparts in traditional public schools.  

Per Figure 6, despite the fact that students in charter schools have a slightly higher 
residential mobility rate than students in traditional public schools (12.7 percent vs 12.0 
percent), students in charters are somewhat less likely to change schools than students 
in traditional public schools (5.3 percent versus 6.4 percent). Moreover, residential 
mobility only is somewhat more common in the charter school population, whereas 
school mobility only and “compound” mobility are somewhat less common (not 
shown). 

Figure 6. Despite having slightly higher rates of residential mobility, students in 
charter schools have slightly lower rates of school mobility. 

Notes: This figure shows the percentages of charter and traditional public school students in North Carolina who experienced 
residential and/or school mobility between 2016-17 and 2018-19. “Structural” school moves (i.e., moves that students are obliged to 
make due to grade-span configurations) are not included in these estimates.  

Per Figure 7, these patterns may be explained by the fact that, for charter school 
students, a residential move is less likely to trigger a school move. Roughly speaking, 
about one in three residentially mobile students in a traditional public school switches 
schools, versus about one in four residentially mobile students in a charter school. 
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Figure 7. Residentially mobile students in charter schools are less likely to change 
schools than residentially mobile students in traditional public schools. 

Notes: This figure shows the percentages of residentially mobile students in charter and traditional public school students in North 
Carolina who experienced school mobility between 2016-17 and 2018-19. “Structural” school moves (i.e., moves that students are 
obliged to make due to grade-span configurations) are not included in these estimates.  

Figure 8 unpacks the relationship between residential and school mobility across the 
two sectors by plotting the distance of the residential move against the probability of a 
school move for students initially observed in a charter versus a traditional public 
school. Per the figure, the slope of the graph for students in traditional public schools is 
much steeper than the slope of the graph for students in charter schools. In other 
words, relative to students in traditional public schools, students in charter schools 
become increasingly less likely to change schools as the distance of the move increases. 
For example, even at distances of greater than twenty miles, students in charter schools 
have a less than 40 percent chance of switching schools. Yet for students in traditional 
public schools, the equivalent figure is at least 80 percent.  

Because students who make longer residential moves are more likely to leave their 
traditional public school’s catchment zone, this growing divergence between charter 
and traditional public schools makes sense. After all, most charters don’t have 
catchment zones, so nothing prevents families who change residences from reenrolling, 
provided some form of transportation can be arranged. 
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Figure 8. As the distance of the residential move increases, students in charter schools 
become less likely to change schools than those in traditional public schools. 

Notes: This figure shows how the probability of school mobility increases for residentially mobile students as the distance of the 
residential move increases. The sample includes only students who made a residential move of twenty-five miles or less. TPS and 
charter status are defined at baseline (i.e., before the residential move occurred). Estimates were generated using a probit model 
with distance of a residential move with the predictor and school move as the outcome. 

Per the figure, many charter school students seem willing and able to drive long 
distances to remain enrolled – an intuition that is also supported by other data. For 
example, on average students in North Carolina charters have longer commutes than 
students in the state’s traditional public schools (6.6 versus 3.9 miles), with about 22 
percent of charter school students in the state crossing traditional school district lines.16 
Yet the figure also shows that for short-distance moves (which are far more common), 
charter school students are more likely to switch schools than their counterparts in 
traditional public schools. Although we cannot definitively assess the reasons for this, it 
is possible that families that enroll their children in charters have a higher tolerance for 
school mobility and/or a stronger desire to optimize school quality than families that 
enroll their children in traditional public schools. 
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Finding 4: Residential mobility, school mobility, and 
“compound mobility” are all associated with a small 
decline in math achievement and a slight increase in 
suspensions.  

On average and controlling for many of the determinants of mobility, students who 
experience any form of mobility—residential, school, or compound—make slightly less 
progress in math the following year (see Figure 9). However, the negative effects of 
residential mobility are smaller than the effects of school mobility only and of 
compound mobility.  

Figure 9. Compared to stable students, students who move tend to make less progress 
in math, especially when they change schools.

Notes: This figure shows estimated changes in average math test scores for North Carolina students who experience residential 
mobility, school mobility, or both. Regression models adjust for prior test scores, prior level of absences, prior level of suspensions, 
and neighborhood SES, among other factors. Bold coloring denotes statistical significance at the 95 percent confidence level and 
shaded stripes denote nonsignificance. 

In contrast, there is no significant association between any type of mobility and reading 
growth for most student groups (see Figure 10), although a small subset of students 
who switch from charter schools to traditional public schools appears to benefit in 
reading (see Do the outcomes associated with residential and/or school mobility differ 
by sector?, pg. 20).  
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Figure 10. In reading, students who change residences and/or schools perform 
similarly to stable students.

Note: This figure shows estimated changes in average reading test scores for North Carolina students who experience residential 
mobility, school mobility, or both. Regression models adjust for prior test scores, prior level of absences, prior level of suspensions, 
and neighborhood SES, among other factors. Bold coloring denotes statistical significance at the 95 percent confidence level and 
shaded stripes denote nonsignificance. 
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Do the outcomes associated with residential and/or 
school mobility differ by sector? 

Overall, the data suggest that students in charter schools make strong year-to-year 
progress, particularly in reading. Per Figure 11, this is largely because the five-sixths of 
stable students who do not experience residential or school mobility in a given school 
year make faster academic progress in charters than in traditional public schools.  

Figure 11. Stable charter school students who do not change residences or schools 
make faster academic progress than their counterparts in traditional public schools. 

Notes: This figure shows the difference between the average academic progress of students in North Carolina’s charter and 
traditional public school by mobility group. Regression models adjust for prior test scores, prior level of absences, prior level of 
suspensions, and neighborhood SES, among other factors. 

Yet, a small subset of students—about 4 percent of charter school students and roughly 
0.3 percent of all publicly enrolled students in a given school year—experience an initial 
decline in math achievement when switching from a traditional public school to a 
charter school (see Figure 12).  
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Figure 12. Students who switch from a traditional public school to a charter 
experience an initial decline in math achievement, while those who switch from a 
charter to a traditional public school make faster progress in both math and reading. 

Notes: This figure shows initial academic progress for North Carolina students who change schools. T -> T means a school move from 
a TPS to a TPS; C -> C means a move from a charter to charter; T -> C means a move from a TPS to charter; and C-> T means a move 
from charter to TPS. Regression models adjust for prior test scores, prior level of absences, prior level of suspensions, and 
neighborhood SES, among other factors. Bold coloring denotes statistical significance at the 95 percent confidence level and shaded 
stripes denote nonsignificance. 

Importantly, these estimates only capture students’ initial experiences (i.e., their 
experiences in the year immediately following a change in school), which may be 
misleading insofar as the relative performance of students who transfer into charters 
improves over time, as the most recent national estimates of charter school 
performance suggest17 (and of course, the more students who enroll in charter schools, 
the fewer who will find it necessary to make such a move in the first place—and the 
more stable a typical student’s’ education experience is likely to become). 

Without more insight into why these students are leaving their traditional public schools 
or what is happening to them once they arrive, it is hard to make any specific 
recommendations. But given the consistency of this pattern, it would behoove both 
researchers and those closer to the classroom to investigate further.  
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Mobility is also associated with small increases in suspensions and/or absences for some 
groups in some mobility categories (Figures 13 and 14). More specifically, per Figure 13, 
residential mobility only is consistently associated with an increase in absences for all 
students. This may be explained by an increased distance between home and school or 
moving outside a bus or walk zone. In contrast, school mobility only is associated with 
increases in absences for Hispanic and low-SES students, and compound mobility (both 
types concurrently) is associated with a decline in absences for higher-SES students.  

As shown in Figure 14, mobility is associated with some small increases in suspensions, 
although effects differ by subgroup. Those who only change residences tend to see an 
increase in suspensions. These effects are strongest for Black and low-SES students. In 
contrast, moving schools only is not consistently associated with strong effects on 
suspensions, with the exception of high-SES students. Finally, among students who 
experience both forms of mobility, White and low-income students tend to see an 
increase in suspensions, although that is less true for Black and Hispanic students. 

Note, however, that the estimates presented in this section only capture the initial 
experiences of mobile students—that is, their experiences in the year immediately 
following their move.  

Figure 13. On average, students who change residences are slightly more likely to be 
absent, while those who change schools (or residences and schools) are less likely. 

Notes: This figure shows the estimated change in absences for North Carolina students who experience residential mobility, school 
mobility, or both. Regression models adjust for prior test scores, prior level of absences, prior level of suspensions, and neighborhood 
SES, among other factors. Bold coloring denotes statistical significance at the 95 percent confidence level and shaded stripes denote 
nonsignificance. 
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Figure 14. On average, students who change residences and/or schools are slightly 
more likely to be suspended. 

Notes: This figure shows the change in suspensions for North Carolina students who experience residential mobility, school mobility, 
or both. Regression models adjust for prior test scores, prior level of absences, prior level of suspensions, and neighborhood SES, 
among other factors. Bold coloring denotes statistical significance at the 95 percent confidence level and shaded stripes denote 
nonsignificance. 
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Conclusion 
 
Broadly speaking, the results are consistent with the hypothesis outlined in the 
introduction: Students who change residences are often forced to change schools in an 
education system that is based on local attendance zones, and students who change 
schools make slightly less academic progress and are slightly more likely to be absent or 
suspended. Thus, insofar as it reduces the incidence of involuntary school switching, 
expanding school choice may hold particular benefits for residentially unstable and/or 
mobile students. 
 
In short, the right to school choice isn’t just about parents’ and students’ right to leave 
when conditions are unacceptable. It is also about their right to stay put. 
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Limitations 
 
Obviously, students are not randomly assigned to new residences or schools. Therefore, 
despite the fact that we control for observable student characteristics, the results are 
fundamentally associational. 
 
In addition, the data that are the basis for this report have some limitations. First, 
students’ home addresses have no dates or time ordering other than the year in which 
they appear. Consequently, we cannot measure departure and destination addresses 
within a school year and cannot definitively match student addresses with other within-
year data (e.g., absences and suspensions). Furthermore, we only have three years of 
address data, so a four-year outcome such as high school graduation is out of bounds 
(as are long-run effects on test scores). Finally, we do not have access to school 
catchment area shape files to determine which traditional public school a student is 
assigned or the distance from the student’s address to their assigned school.  
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Technical Appendix 
 
We use the following abbreviations for the study’s key student-level variables: 
 

• RM – residential mobility indicator 
o 1 if moved residences at least once between school years, 0 otherwise 

• SM – school mobility indicator 
o 1 if moved schools at least once between school years, 0 otherwise 

• CH – charter indicator 
o 1 if attended a charter in the current year, 0 otherwise 

• Y – a student end-of-year outcome (test score, absences, GPA, suspensions, etc.) 
o these will be either continuous or binary 

• X’ – student level control vector 
o includes lagged test scores, absences, and suspensions  
o therefore, in equations with outcomes and lags of the same outcomes, we will be 

measuring adjusted growth models 

• 𝜃𝑛 
o neighborhood fixed effects 

 
For the findings reported in Section 2, the effects of mobility on gains in outcomes, we 
regressed study outcomes (e.g., test scores, absences, grades, etc.) on a multinomial 
mobility variable that is coded as stable (baseline category), RM only, SM only, or RM 
and SM. Our linear model predicting a continuous outcome for student i in tract n at 
time t, we estimated 
 

• Y𝑖𝑛𝑡 =  β0 + β1𝑀𝑜𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖𝑛𝑡 + γX′ + 𝜃𝑛 + 𝜖 (1) 

 
This model decomposes the unique effects of SM and RM and of compound mobility 
(experiencing both SM and RM). It includes control variables, including lags, and census 
tract fixed effects, so the results can be interpreted as adjusted gains of the outcome 
with comparisons restricted to students within the same census tracts.  
 
To further understand the relationship between mobility and student outcomes for 
charter students relative to TPS students, we estimate the following model with the 
three types of mobility variables and their associated interaction terms:  
 

• Y𝑖𝑛𝑡 =  β0 + β1𝑀𝑜𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖𝑛𝑡 + β2CHit−1n + β3𝑀𝑜𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖𝑛𝑡XCHit−1n + γX′ + 𝜃𝑛 + 𝜖 (2) 

 
This model permits examination of charter versus TPS differences in the effects of 
stability and mobility. We cluster correct all standard errors to adjust for the 
nonindependence of observations within schools.  
 
 



New Home, Same School:  Charter schools and residentially mobile students 

 

 
Thomas B. Fordham Institute 27 

Measurement of neighborhood SES  
 
There are many concerns about using free and reduced-price lunch as a proxy for socio-
economic status (SES). Among them is that it only measures whether a family has low 
income; it does not capture the full range of income, and it does not capture other 
relevant factors related to educational success such as parental education. Another is 
that charter schools are not required by the state of North Carolina to participate in the 
federal school lunch program, which makes consistent measurement across traditional 
public schools and charters impossible on the basis of program participation. 
 
Our neighborhood SES measure is a proxy for family SES in the sense that it is linked to 
the child’s home address’s census tract via his/her home address. It consists of median 
earnings, unemployment rate, poverty rate, college-educated percentage, and percent 
single-headed household, all measured as part of the 2010 census. These components 
were standardized and averaged to create a tract SES scale (alpha = .87). If 
free/reduced-price lunch (FRL) was a valid measure of SES, we would expect the 
correlation of track level percentage of FRL and average SES to be similar for the TPS 
and charter populations. This is not the case. Among charter students, the correlation is 
-.46, and for TPS students it is much stronger at -.76. This disparity indicates possible 
weakness in the measurement of family income by charter schools. 
  



New Home, Same School:  Charter schools and residentially mobile students 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute 28 

Endnotes 

1 Chad Mills, “After months of debate, Hillsborough County School Board votes to change district 
boundaries.”  ABC Action News: WFTS Tampa Bay, last modified June 20, 2023. 
https://www.abcactionnews.com/news/region-hillsborough/after-months-of-debate-hillsborough-
county-school-board-votes-to-change-district-boundaries.  
2 Alia Wong, “Using a different address for school placement can be a crime. Is school choice a solution?” 
USA Today: Education, last modified August 8, 2023. 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2023/08/08/address-sharing-school-placement-can-
be-crime/70515010007/.  
3 Amanda Gomez and Kaela Roeder, “Schools can get funds to help homeless students. Why do so many 
miss out?” The Center for Public Integrity: Unhoused and Undercounted, last modified December 6, 2022. 
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/washington-dc-schools-funds-
homeless-students-miss-out/ 
https://www.chalkbeat.org/philadelphia/2023/8/29/23844399/pennsylvania-homeless-students-schools-
disenrolled/. 
4 Brett Theodos, Sara McTarnaghan, and Claudia Coulton, "Family Residential Instability." Urban Institute, 
Last modified May 2018. 
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98286/family_residential_instability_what_can_st
ates_and_localities_do_1.pdf.  
5 Graetz, et. al. “A comprehensive demographic profile of the US evicted population,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 120, no. 41 (October 2023). 
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2305860120.  
6 Corey Mitchell and Amy DiPierro, “Officials: Federal government must do better for homeless students.” 
The Center for Public Integrity: Unhoused and Undercounted, last modified December 14, 2022. 
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/government-helping-homeless-
students-mckinney-vento-funding/.  
7 Caleigh Kelly, “Post-pandemic surge in evictions spotlights unequal housing crisis.” The Hill, last modified 
July 4, 2023. https://thehill.com/business/housing/4076132-post-pandemic-surge-evictions-housing-
crisis/.  
8 Housing Security in NYC: What the Most Recent Census Data Tells Us” Citizens’ Committee for Children of 
New York, last modified November 17, 2022. https://cccnewyork.org/data-publications/housing-security-
in-nyc-2021/.  
9 Riordan Frost, “Are Americans Stuck in Place? Declining Residential Mobility in the U.S.” (research brief, 
Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard Unviersity, Cambridge, MA, May 2020), 
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research-areas/research-briefs/are-americans-stuck-place-declining-
residential-mobility-us. 
10 Brett Theodos, Sara McTarnaghan, and Claudia Coulton, “Family Residential Instability” (policy brief, 
Metropolitan Housing and Communities Policy Center, Urban Institute, Washington, D.C., May 2018), 
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98286/family_residential_instability_what_can_st
ates_and_localities_do_1.pdf.  
11 Adam Voight, Marybeth Shinn, and Maury Nation, “The Longitudinal Effects of Residential Mobility on 
the Academic Achievement of Urban Elementary and Middle School Students,” Educational Researcher 
41, no. 9 (December 2012): 385–92, https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X12442239; Jimmy Scherrer, “The 
Negative Effects of Student Mobility: Mobility as a Predictor, Mobility as a Mediator,” International 
Journal of Education Policy and Leadership 8, no. 1 (2013): 1–15, 
https://doi.org/10.22230/ijepl.2013v8n1a400; Majida Mehana and Arthur J. Reynolds, “School mobility 
and achievement: a meta-analysis,” Children and Youth Services Review 26, no. 1 (January 2004): 93–119, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2003.11.004; Joseph Gasper, Stefanie DeLuca, and Angela Estacion, 

https://www.abcactionnews.com/news/region-hillsborough/after-months-of-debate-hillsborough-county-school-board-votes-to-change-district-boundaries
https://www.abcactionnews.com/news/region-hillsborough/after-months-of-debate-hillsborough-county-school-board-votes-to-change-district-boundaries
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2023/08/08/address-sharing-school-placement-can-be-crime/70515010007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2023/08/08/address-sharing-school-placement-can-be-crime/70515010007/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/washington-dc-schools-funds-homeless-students-miss-out/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/washington-dc-schools-funds-homeless-students-miss-out/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/philadelphia/2023/8/29/23844399/pennsylvania-homeless-students-schools-disenrolled/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/philadelphia/2023/8/29/23844399/pennsylvania-homeless-students-schools-disenrolled/
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98286/family_residential_instability_what_can_states_and_localities_do_1.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98286/family_residential_instability_what_can_states_and_localities_do_1.pdf
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2305860120
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/government-helping-homeless-students-mckinney-vento-funding/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/government-helping-homeless-students-mckinney-vento-funding/
https://thehill.com/business/housing/4076132-post-pandemic-surge-evictions-housing-crisis/
https://thehill.com/business/housing/4076132-post-pandemic-surge-evictions-housing-crisis/
https://cccnewyork.org/data-publications/housing-security-in-nyc-2021/
https://cccnewyork.org/data-publications/housing-security-in-nyc-2021/
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research-areas/research-briefs/are-americans-stuck-place-declining-residential-mobility-us
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/research-areas/research-briefs/are-americans-stuck-place-declining-residential-mobility-us
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98286/family_residential_instability_what_can_states_and_localities_do_1.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98286/family_residential_instability_what_can_states_and_localities_do_1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X12442239
https://doi.org/10.22230/ijepl.2013v8n1a400
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2003.11.004
sdist
Rectangle



New Home, Same School:  Charter schools and residentially mobile students 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute 29 

“Switching Schools: Revisiting the Relationship between School Mobility and High School Dropout,” 
American Educational Research Journal 49, no. 3 (2012): 487–519, 
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831211415250. 
12 Brett Theodos, Claudia Coulton, and Amos Budde, “Getting to better performing schools: The role of 
residential mobility in school attainment in low-income neighborhoods,” Cityscape 16, no. 1 (2014): 61–
84, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26326858; Sarah A. Cordes, Amy Ellen Schwartz, Leanna Stiefel, and 
Jeffrey Zabel, “Is neighborhood destiny? Exploring the link between neighborhood mobility and student 
outcomes,” Urban Studies 53, no. 2 (2016): 400–17, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26146255. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Gasper, DeLuca, and Estacion, “Switching Schools.” 
15 Allison Gilmour, Colin Shanks, and Marcus A. Winters, “Effect of Charter Schooling on Student Mobility 
and Classification Status” (policy brief, Wheelock Educational Policy Center, Boston University Wheelock 
College of Education and Human Development, Boston, MA, 2021), https://wheelockpolicycenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/05/CharterEffectOnMobility_PolicyBrief.pdf; Marcus A. Winters, Grant Clayton, 
and Dick M. Carpenter II, “Are low-performing students more likely to exit charter schools? Evidence from 
New York City and Denver, Colorado,” Economics of Education Review 56 (2017): 110–17, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2016.12.002; Marcus A. Winters, “Understanding the Gap in Special 
Education Enrollments Between Charter and Traditional Public Schools: Evidence From Denver, Colorado,” 
Educational Researcher 44, no. 4 (2015): 228–36, https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X15584772; Luke 
Dauter and Bruce Fuller, “How Diverse Schools Affect Student Mobility: Charter, Magnet, and Newly Built 
Institutions in Los Angeles” (working paper, Los Angeles School Infrastructure Project, Policy Analysis for 
California Education, Stanford, CA, July 2011), 
https://edpolicyinca.org/sites/default/files/2011_WP_PACE_DAUTER_FULLER.pdf. 
16 Kyle Abbott, Eric Houck, and Douglas Lee Lauen, “Out of Bounds: The Implications of Non-Resident 
Charter Attendees for North Carolina,” (forthcoming). 
17 “As a Matter of Fact: National Charter School Study III,” Figure 1.19 (CREDO, 2023). 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831211415250
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26326858
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26146255
https://wheelockpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CharterEffectOnMobility_PolicyBrief.pdf
https://wheelockpolicycenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CharterEffectOnMobility_PolicyBrief.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2016.12.002
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X15584772
https://edpolicyinca.org/sites/default/files/2011_WP_PACE_DAUTER_FULLER.pdf



