
It’s always tough to be the new kid in the 

friends, adapt to new teachers and rules. 
But for more than 6.5 million students 
nationwide, being the new kid can be a 
frequent occurrence—and there is a cost 
to their social and academic development. 

In K-12 education, “student mobility,” also 
called “churn” or “transience,” can include 
any time a student changes schools for 
reasons other than grade promotion, but 
in general it refers to students changing 
schools during a school year. 

It may be voluntary—such as a student 
changing schools to participate in a new 
program—or involuntary, such as being 
expelled or escaping from bullying. 
Student mobility is often related to 
residential mobility, such as when a family 
becomes homeless or moves due to 
changes in a parent’s job.

Voluntary transfers, which are more likely 
to happen during the summer, cause 
less academic disruption and may be 
associated with academic improvement 
if they lead to better services for the 
student.

You are an expert on your child and 
their needs. Before moving them to 
another school, which could impact their 
achievement long term, try working 

advocate. No one knows your child better 
than you; the school should welcome your 
presence and efforts to improve their 
experience and achievement at school. 
For tips, see page 194.
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Even normal transitions—at the start of school, sixth and ninth 
grades for example—can cause some students to stumble. Prior 
research has found students who attended K-8 schools have 
slightly higher academic achievement than those who attended 
6-8 middle schools, and students are at higher risk of dropping out 
or having behavior issues during transition years like ninth grade.

Various studies have found student mobility—and particularly 
multiple moves—is associated with a lower school engagement, 
poorer grades, and a higher risk of dropping out of high school. 
Research has found students 

 each time they switch schools. 

Mobility can be particularly hard on children in the 
early grades, as they learn foundational skills and 
build trust with peers and educators. A 2015 study 
found that the more often early elementary students 
moved, the lower they scored on both the state 
standardized math test, and on teacher observations 
of the students’ critical thinking.


