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Abstract
A systematic review of research exploring the impact of homelessness on young children’s school readiness skills in pre-
school and academic performance in early elementary school is presented. Fourteen studies were identified that included 
data exploring this association in preschool through Grade 3. Findings indicated that children experiencing homelessness 
have lower school readiness skills and academic achievement compared to the general population of children. However, it 
was not conclusive whether children experiencing homelessness perform lower than socio-demographically matched housed 
children. Most large studies (> 4000 children) found children experiencing homelessness had lower academic performance 
than housed low-income children. However, fewer than half of small studies (< 300 children) found support for this asso-
ciation. Good school attendance, high quality parenting, self-regulation, and early education are among several potential 
protective factors discussed in the literature that may lessen the negative impact of homelessness on school readiness skills 
and academic achievement in early elementary school.
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Young children experiencing homelessness face a myriad of 
social factors that can put them at high risk for low school 
readiness skills and poor academic performance (Buckner 
2008; Masten et al. 1997; Obradović et al. 2009; Rafferty 
et al. 2004; Rubin et al. 1996). This risk is apparent prior to 
entering school and continues through elementary school 
(Obradović et al. 2009). Indeed, preschool-age children 
experiencing homelessness are far less likely than their 
impoverished, housed counterparts to attend early educa-
tion centers where the acquisition of school readiness skills 
can be supported (Rescorla et al. 1991; U.S. Department of 
Education 2006).

According to a report by the National Center for Home-
less Education (2012), more than one million students in 
the United States were identified as homeless or highly 
mobile during the 2010–2011 school year. This number rep-
resented a 13% increase in the number of students experi-
encing homelessness reported during the 2009–2010 school 

year. Among the fastest growing segments of the homeless 
population are families with children under 6 years, which 
comprises approximately 34% of the population experienc-
ing homelessness (Rog and Buckner 2007; U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development 2009). Young children 
who have early adverse experiences, including homeless-
ness, can have suboptimal brain development, lower lev-
els of learning, poorer health (Shonkoff et al. 2012), and 
an increased likelihood for behavior problems (Samuels 
et al. 2010) compared to their counterparts not having such 
experiences. Further, family homelessness and residential 
mobility can disrupt early schooling experiences for chil-
dren putting them at risk for poor academic achievement 
(National Research Council 2010).

The goals of this paper are (a) to provide an overview of 
definitions for homelessness and differences in who is identi-
fied as experiencing homelessness based on definitions; (b) 
to describe the risk for low academic performance associated 
with homelessness; (c) to systematically review studies inves-
tigating the impact of homelessness on young children’s school 
readiness and early academic skills; and (d) to discuss factors 
that might lessen the negative influence of homelessness on 
academic success. Findings from studies exploring the impact 
of homelessness on achievement will be used to highlight areas 
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where policy and practice can be directed to improve educa-
tion-related support for children experiencing homelessness.

Definitions of Homelessness

The two primary agencies identifying children and families 
experiencing homelessness in the U.S. are the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the Depart-
ment of Education (ED) via the McKinney–Vento Home-
less Assistance Act. The HUD definition of homelessness 
focuses on individuals without permanent residences or 
who lack fixed and appropriate residence (e.g., those living 
in a temporary shelter) but not “doubled-up” living with 
another family (usually relatives or friends) or taking tem-
porary residence at a location intended for that purpose, such 
as a hotel or motel. The ED definition expands upon HUD’s 
definition to include individuals doubled-up and living in 
hotels/motels and focuses specifically on children and youth 
experiencing homelessness and those awaiting placement in 
foster homes. The differences between the criteria set forth 
in these definitions are important for child-related experi-
ences. For example, families with children experiencing 
homelessness based on the ED definition but not the HUD 
definition will qualify for fewer services and those chil-
dren may receive less support to reduce the adverse effects 
of homelessness. Parents in these situations may be more 
focused on satisfying their family’s physiological needs, 
such as securing food and shelter, before worrying about 
their children’s educational needs, which can limit the early 
education experiences for these children. Similarly, parents 
“turned down” for HUD-related support may believe they 
are not eligible for education-related support.

This difference is also important as it relates to par-
ticipants included in research exploring homelessness. 
Researchers who recruit samples directly from homeless 
shelters or who use human services records indicating a 
homeless shelter stay follow the more strict HUD defini-
tion. Researchers who use administrative data from school 
districts likely follow the less strict ED definition. Because 
the ED definition includes “doubled-up” families and fami-
lies in temporary housing, such as hotels and motels, studies 
using this definition will include children with a wider range 
of homeless experiences. As such, homelessness may relate 
differently with achievement across studies depending on the 
definition used for sampling.

Risk for Low Academic Performance 
Associated with Homelessness

While homelessness can occur for a number of reasons, the 
most obvious and pervasive reason why children experience 
homelessness is extreme poverty (Duffield and Lovell 2008). 

In this sense, homelessness is the far end of an economic 
continuum comprised of individuals or families with too 
little capital to secure permanent shelter (Buckner 2008). 
Because of this, children experiencing homelessness are 
faced with very high adversity and risk (Buckner et al. 
2001). Yet, the risks for young children experiencing home-
lessness are not simply an intensification of the risks associ-
ated with poverty alone. While poverty alone is associated 
with risks such as limited resources, low parental education, 
single parenting, exposure to violence, poor nutrition, and 
limited or no health care (Huntington et al. 2008; Rog and 
Buckner 2007), homelessness shares these risks and gen-
erates a set of unique risks not generally experienced by 
children living in poverty with residence.

Unique risk to young children associated specifically 
with homelessness tends to be broadly related to residential 
mobility and ineffective parenting practices (Herbers et al. 
2011). Residential mobility results in discontinuity of care 
and schooling, limited time developing and frequent sever-
ing of relationships, heightened stress levels, reduction in 
feelings of ownership and property, disruptions in educa-
tional experiences, and inconsistent access to health care and 
social services (Buckner 2008; Herbers et al. 2011; Masten 
1992; Masten et al. 1997; Obradović et al. 2009; Rafferty 
et al. 2004; Rog and Buckner 2007). The many challenges 
and stressors of being homeless may also result in parents 
rearing their children in less effective ways (Buckner et al. 
2001; Huntington et al. 2008). Mothers experiencing home-
lessness tend to score lower on measures of parental warmth 
and also provide less cognitive stimulation than other moth-
ers experiencing similar economic hardship but not home-
lessness (Haber and Toro 2004).

It is the addition of unique risk associated with homeless-
ness that may make young children experiencing homeless-
ness more vulnerable for poor school readiness and low aca-
demic success compared to those experiencing poverty but 
not homelessness (Cutuli et al. 2013; Scanlon and Devine 
2001). While some studies have found that the risk of home-
lessness can be quantified on an income-risk continuum, as 
one unit more risky than poverty alone (e.g., Cutuli et al. 
2013), the unique risks associated with homelessness may 
help explain the processes by which such experiences impact 
the school readiness and academic performance of these 
children (Brumley et al. 2015).

The Current Systematic Review

To provide some basis for understanding the impact of 
homelessness on young children’s school readiness and 
early elementary school performance (through the end 
of Grade 3), 14 studies exploring these associations were 
identified. The large differences between studies made 
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conducting a quantitative meta-analysis impossible. Two 
studies explore early school readiness skills and 12 explore 
academic achievement in elementary school. Seven stud-
ies recruited participants from homeless shelters, and seven 
utilized large secondary datasets from school districts and 
human services departments. A group of four studies and 
a group of three studies were each conducted within the 
same school district. Two reports seem to have used the 
same dataset (same sample description, sample size, loca-
tion, authors, etc.) and have very high overlap of findings, 
and therefore should not be considered independent study 
samples. Finally, many of the fourteen studies share authors 
(e.g., one researcher is an author on five studies) further sug-
gesting commonality between some of the studies. While 
these things limit the ability to conduct a quantitative meta-
analysis, much can be gained from a systematic analysis and 
review that summarizes, evaluates, and synthesizes the find-
ings from these studies.

Method

Studies

All studies in this systematic review included samples of 
children through the end of Grade 3 experiencing homeless-
ness and either comparison samples of children not expe-
riencing homelessness or, in a few cases, comparison data 
of nationally-representative children used to standardized a 
measure. All studies needed to have a clear outcome meas-
ure of school readiness or academic achievement. Studies 
focusing only on non-academic performance measures, such 
as socio-emotional development, rearing practices, intelli-
gence quotient, behavioral problems, health-related issues, 
environmental variables, or the like, were not included in 
this review. It should be noted that studies focusing on aca-
demic measures as well as non-academic measures were 
included in this review but only school readiness and aca-
demic achievement measures were explored.

An extensive search was initially conducted using Sco-
pus, Google Scholar, and PsychInfo databases with various 
combinations of the following words and phrases: homeless, 
homelessness, school readiness, academic achievement, aca-
demic functioning, achievement, outcome, education, early 
education, elementary school, school performance, school 
success, ability, and skills. The reference lists of studies 
identified through these database searches were searched for 
additional studies not identified in the original query. Next, 
article databases were searched again for all studies citing 
the identified studies.

In all, 14 studies were identified that included an explora-
tion of the impact of homelessness on young children’s aca-
demic performance through the end of Grade 3 and school 

readiness skills prior to elementary school. Studies with 
participants beyond this age range were only included in 
the present review provided analyses and conclusions were 
relevant for understanding the impact of homelessness on 
children through the end of Grade 3. The list of studies and 
other relevant factors, including study location, sampling 
method, size of sample, outcome measure/s, age group, and 
overall findings (in reference to a general/typical population 
and/or a socio-demographically matched housed sample) are 
presented in Table 1.

Study Evaluation Procedures and Variables

The primary focus was to evaluate school readiness or aca-
demic achievement differences between children experi-
encing homelessness and socio-demographically matched 
housed counterparts and/or a general population of students. 
To do this, studies were first identified as having a matched 
socio-demographic comparison group and a general popula-
tion of students for comparisons. Studies were not excluded 
from the present investigation if they only had one or the 
other. Degree of agreement between studies was utilized 
to draw conclusions about whether homelessness impacts 
children’s school readiness or academic achievement more 
than would be expected in the general population and in a 
matched comparison group.

Several between-study factors were explored to help 
understand trends in the outcome. Age group primarily 
distinguished between preschool-aged samples (N = 2) 
and early elementary-aged samples (N = 12). Most studies 
reviewed included broad age ranges of participants (e.g., 6- 
to 11-year-olds), though a few studies (N = 4) limited focus 
to a specific age group (e.g., 3rd graders only). One study 
included both a preschool sample and an elementary school 
sample. The findings from that study are separated by age 
group.

Location was used to indicate the city from which the 
data were collected. Due to the small number of identified 
studies, it was important to determine the degree to which 
the studies represented a broad range of communities or 
were limited to a few communities.

Sampling method was used to describe how the data were 
gathered for the study. Two types of sampling methods were 
coded: primary data collection (“primary”) and secondary 
data analysis (“secondary”). In half of the identified studies, 
researchers actively recruited participants for inclusion in 
their studies and directly collected data from participants. 
Most of these studies focused recruitment efforts on home-
less shelters. As such, these authors used the more strict 
HUD definition for homeless because they did not recruit 
doubled-up families or families living in temporary resi-
dence (e.g., motels or hotels). The other half of studies used 
secondary data obtained from school district records (i.e., 
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administrative data) or local departments of human services. 
The homeless indicator provided by school administrative 
data follows the ED definition for homeless, while an indica-
tor of stay at a shelter provided by human services depart-
ments follows the HUD definition.

Sample size was also included as an important between-
study distinction. The identified studies collectively had a 
highly bimodal distribution of “large” and “small” samples. 
Studies with more than 4000 participants were considered 
large (N = 7). Studies with fewer than 300 participants were 
considered small (N = 7). No studies were identified with 
samples between 300 and 4000 participants. Due to the 
nature of how homelessness and academic success were 
explored in the identified studies, this factor aligned with 
sampling method: small studies utilized primary data and 
large studies utilized secondary data.

Finally, outcome measure was used to denote the school 
readiness or academic achievement measure/s used in the 
identified studies. Ten different outcome measures were 
utilized in the 14 identified studies. These included the fol-
lowing: Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Revised (PPVT-
R), Beery Developmental Test of Visual-Motor Integration 
(VMI), Wide Range Achievement Test, Revised (WRAT-
R), Early Screening Inventory (ESI), Wechsler Individual 
Achievement Test-Screening (WIAT-S), Child Behavior 
Checklist-Teacher Report Form (CBCL-TRF), Northwest 
Achievement Levels Test (NALT), Dynamic Indicators of 
Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS), TerraNova, and Penn-
sylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA).

Results

Information for all studies reviewed are presented in Table 1. 
The two studies focusing on school readiness are reviewed 
separately from studies focusing on early elementary school 
achievement.

School Readiness

The literature search yielded only two studies focusing on 
the impact of homelessness on school readiness outcome 
prior to entry into elementary school, both of which were 
conducted in the first half of the 1990s. Rescorla et al. (1991) 
explored the school readiness skills of preschoolers expe-
riencing homelessness and a comparable group of housed 
preschoolers. Receptive language skills were measured using 
the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R), 
and motor coordination skills were measured using the 
Beery Developmental Test of Visual-Motor Integration 
(VMI). Findings revealed preschool children experiencing 
homelessness scored significantly lower in both language 

and motor skills compared to a matched sample of housed 
peers.

Schteingart et al. (1995) explored a variety of early devel-
opmental and school readiness skills among preschool-age 
children (3- to 5-year-olds) experiencing homelessness 
and compared these factors to a group of matched housed 
preschoolers and a standardization sample. These authors 
assessed children using the Early Screening Inventory 
(ESI), which evaluated visuomotor and fine motor skills, 
gross motor coordination and body awareness, and receptive 
and expressive language. While Schteingart et al. did not 
find preschoolers experiencing homelessness and matched 
housed comparison group to significantly differ on the ESI, 
they did find both groups scored significantly below expecta-
tions based on the standardization sample.

Taken together, it seems preschoolers experiencing home-
lessness have lower school readiness/academic skills prior to 
entering kindergarten compared to the general population. 
However, findings from these two studies are not consistent 
with each other as to whether or not preschoolers experi-
encing homelessness are at further disadvantage than their 
housed counterparts. This discrepancy of findings can be 
explained by a variety of differences, including measure-
ment tools, foci of outcome domains, inclusion and defini-
tions of “homeless” and “housed,” and other methodological 
variations. It can also be explained by different samples and 
sampling techniques. Therefore, it cannot be reasonably con-
cluded that preschool children experiencing homelessness 
have lower school readiness skills than socio-demographi-
cally matched housed peers.

Early Elementary School Achievement

Thirteen studies were identified that included data about 
the academic achievement of early elementary school chil-
dren experiencing homelessness. Seven of these studies 
were published during or after 2007, possibly in response 
to the Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 
2007. Three of these seven studies used data from the Min-
neapolis Public School district, and four used data from the 
School District of Philadelphia and other local agencies in 
Philadelphia. The remaining six were published between the 
early 1990s and 2001, possibly in response to the McKin-
ney–Vento Act of 1987. Two of these six studies used data 
collected in New York City, and one each from Philadelphia, 
Madison, Minneapolis, and Worcester.

The two studies that included data collected in New 
York City (Rubin et  al. 1996; San Agustin et  al. 1999) 
were designed to explore academic differences between 
6- to 11-year-olds experiencing homelessness and a group 
of similarly-aged housed children. Both studies utilized 
the Wide Range Achievement Test-Revised (WRAT-R) as 
the assessment of achievement, both studies had the same 
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sample description and the same number of participants, and 
both studies were written by several of the same authors. 
While not overtly stated in either study, it is highly probable 
the data analyzed for these two reports were drawn from 
the same source. Both studies found children experiencing 
homelessness scored lower on the WRAT-R compared to 
housed children after statistically controlling socio-demo-
graphic variance in each groups. Contrary to these findings, 
Rescorla et al. (1991), who also used the WRAT-R, found 
no difference between school-age children experiencing 
homelessness and housed counterparts. It should be noted 
that while Rescorla et al. had a smaller sample (N = 85) than 
Rubin et al. and San Austin et al. (N = 280), the comparison 
housed group was more similarly matched with the home-
less group in Rescorla et al. than in Rubin et al. and San 
Agustin et al.

The authors of two different studies (Buckner et al. 2001; 
Masten et al. 1997) explored the achievement of elementary 
school children using the Wechsler Individual Achievement 
Test-Screener (WIAT-S). Masten et al. (1997) found school-
age children experiencing homelessness scored significantly 
lower on the WIAT-S than expected by standardized scores. 
Interestingly, Buckner et al. (2001), who explored the dif-
ferences between school-age children experiencing home-
lessness and housed children from low-income homes, did 
not find any differences on the WIAT-S (or measures of 
intelligence). Ziesemer, Marcoux, and Marwell (1994) also 
found school-age children experiencing homelessness were 
not identified as having different academic performance 
compared to a group of low-income housed children using 
the Teacher Report Form of the Child Behavior Checklist 
(CBCL-TRF). These researchers did find that children expe-
riencing homelessness were rated as having lower academic 
performance compared to the general population of students.

The three newer studies designed to explore the academic 
achievement of children using data from the Minneapolis 
Public School district included standardized achievement 
test scores and an indicator of previous experience with 
homelessness. The standardized test in these studies was 
the Northwest Achievement Levels Test (NALT) or a com-
puterized version of the same test. Generally speaking, 
these studies compared a group of homeless and highly 
mobile (H/HM) children to groups of children with indica-
tors of poverty (e.g., enrollment in the free or reduced lunch 
program) and children without any indicators of poverty. 
Obradović et al. (2009) explored math and reading achieve-
ment in Grades 2 through 5. They found H/HM and low-
income counterparts performed much lower than the general 
population. They also found H/HM manifested the great-
est risk, compared to the other groups, for low academic 
performance.

Using data from the same school district, Herbers, 
Cutuli, Supkoff, Heistad, Chan, Hinz, and Masten (2012) 

investigated the growth of academic achievement from 
Grades 3 through 8. These researchers found degree-of-risk 
status—from H/HM children to children in free lunch pro-
grams to children in reduced lunch programs to children 
not in free/reduced lunch programs—predicted achieve-
ment in Grades 3 through 8 while controlling early reading 
ability. The third study (Cutuli et al. 2013) using data from 
the Minneapolis Public School district was also designed to 
explore achievement from Grades 3 through 8 with the same 
achievement test and same grouping of children (H/HM, free 
lunch, reduced lunch, neither). As expected, these research-
ers found a linear relation between risk status and achieve-
ment. They also noted evidence for an acute/limited, rather 
than chronic/stable, consequence of residential instability.

The last four studies utilized data from the School Dis-
trict of Philadelphia and other local Philadelphia agencies 
(Brumley et al. 2015; Fantuzzo and Perlman 2007; Fantuzzo 
et al. 2012, 2013). Fantuzzo and Perlman (2007) explored 
the impact of out-of-home placement, child maltreatment, 
and homelessness experienced any time prior to the end of 
Grade 2 on academic outcomes in Grade 2. Achievement 
was measured using the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS; Good and Kaminski 2002) and 
the TerraNova, Second Edition (CTB/McGraw-Hill 1997). 
These researchers found that homelessness was associated 
with poorer performance on all academic assessments in 
Grade 2 and also mediated the relation between out-of-home 
placements and scores on literacy and science assessments. 
Similarly, Fantuzzo et al. (2012) found third graders who had 
experienced homelessness and school mobility performed 
the lowest on the TerraNova, more so than children just 
experiencing one or the other.

Further, Fantuzzo et al. (2013) found a homeless shel-
ter experience significantly decreased the reading achieve-
ment on the TerraNova of third graders compared to chil-
dren without a homeless shelter experience. Interestingly, 
Brumley et al. (2015) did not find significant differences in 
academic reading performance on the TerraNova between 
low-income first graders with a homeless shelter experience 
and low-income first graders without a homeless experience. 
At less than half the sample size as Fantuzzo et al. (2013), 
it is possible that Brumley et al. (2015) did not have enough 
statistical power to detect an effect, suggesting the signifi-
cant effect found in the other studies may result from the 
very large sample sizes. It is also possible that the risks of 
homelessness have differential effects on first and third grad-
ers. This would suggest risk associated with homelessness 
may manifest itself differently in 6- or 7-year-olds (i.e., first 
graders) compared to 8- or 9-year-olds (i.e., third graders).

Among the studies exploring the impact of homeless-
ness on young children’s academic achievement, it seems 
there is one clear trend: all of the studies that included a 
general population sample or that made comparisons with 
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a standardization sample representing the general popula-
tion found children experiencing homelessness to have lower 
academic achievement compared to the general population. 
Twelve studies included comparisons between a group of 
children experiencing homelessness and a group of socio-
demographically (to varying degrees) matched housed 
children. Of these 12, eight studies found children who 
experienced homelessness had lower achievement than the 
comparison group. Six of these eight were large (> 4000 
participants) secondary data analyses. The remaining two 
were small studies (Rubin et al. 1996; San Agustin et al. 
1999) that estimated a comparison group in their statisti-
cal analyses. Three of the four studies that did not support 
this difference were small studies using methodologically 
matched (through sampling) comparison groups. Thus, the 
only studies reporting a difference between elementary-
aged children experiencing homelessness and a matched 
comparison group are very large secondary analyses. Small 
studies utilizing methodologically matched groups do not 
support this difference.

Discussion

Most of the identified studies consistently found that young 
children experiencing homelessness performed significantly 
lower than the general population of children on measures 
of academic achievement (Cutuli et al. 2013; Haber and 
Toro 2004; Obradović et al. 2009; Rescorla et al. 1991; Rog 
and Buckner 2007). The studies are far less consistent on 
whether homeless children have lower academic perfor-
mance than socio-demographically matched children living 
in poverty. Several studies found that homeless children per-
formed significantly lower than matched comparison chil-
dren, while other studies found no such difference.

The results suggest that while homeless children may 
have lower academic achievement in early elementary school 
compared to socio-demographically matched peers, this 
association is not likely very large. The most consistent dif-
ferences found were from studies using very large datasets, 
which provide power to detect small effects. It is also pos-
sible homelessness has more of an acute/temporary negative 
impact on children’s academic achievement that diminishes 
over a relatively short period of time (Cutuli et al. 2013; 
but see; Ziesemer et al. 1994) making it difficult to detect 
an effect long after the homeless experience. Another pos-
sibility is that stability of school enrollment reduces the 
detrimental effects of homelessness (Fantuzzo et al. 2012) 
further making them difficult to detect. Homeless children 
who make fewer school-to-school transitions may develop 
more positive attitudes toward school and gain social support 
within the school environment. These possibilities should 
be considered in future research attempting to detangle the 

effects of homelessness on children’s achievement from 
other factors.

While children experiencing homelessness have lower 
school readiness skills and poorer academic performance 
than the general population, a high portion of children expe-
riencing homelessness have been found to perform average 
to above average in school (Cutuli et al. 2013; Miliotis et al. 
1999; Obradović et al. 2009; Ziesemer et al. 1994). For 
example, Herbers et al. (2012) found approximately 45% 
of homeless children had academic scores in the “typical” 
range. Most attribute this “resilience” to a variety of factors 
that protect children from the potential detriments associ-
ated with homelessness. Some of the more mutable protec-
tive factors associated with positive outcomes for children 
experiencing homelessness include regular attendance, high 
quality parenting, self-regulation, and early education.

Several studies have found support for school attendance 
as an important variable related to higher school success 
for children experiencing homelessness. Rubin et al. (1996) 
found children experiencing homelessness had an average 
of 14.6 (plus/minus 19.1) days absent from school, while 
housed children had an average of 7.4 (plus/minus 11.7) 
days absent from school. This finding suggests children 
experiencing homelessness may be absent from school twice 
as often as housed children. It is not surprising that these 
authors found large academic differences between the two 
groups. Other studies, such as Buckner et al. (2001), have 
found no significant differences in academic performance 
between homeless and housed children who also did not 
differ in the number of days absent. It is possible that differ-
ences did not emerge between these groups in Buckner et al. 
because school attendance moderates the relation between 
housing status and academic performance. This suggests 
programs designed to help homeless families get their chil-
dren to school may improve the school success of children 
experiencing homelessness.

Parenting quality is another important protective fac-
tor for children experiencing homelessness. Herbers et al. 
(2011) collected information about parenting quality from 
parents of 58 homeless children living in a shelter who were 
entering kindergarten or Grade 1. These researchers found 
closeness, warmth, positivity, hostility, and overall/gen-
eral parenting quality to be associated with teacher report 
of child academic success. It was noted that high quality 
parenting was particularly valuable for homeless children 
experiencing high levels of risk.

Researchers have begun to identify a group of cogni-
tive and behavioral indicators, particularly self-regulation 
(Buckner et al. 2003, 2009), effortful control (Obradović 
2010), and executive function (Masten et al. 2012), that 
are important protective factors for children experiencing 
homelessness (Casey et al. 2014). These skills are highly 
related and generally imply the ability to inhibit prepotent 
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responses in order to execute secondary responses. Mas-
ten et al. (2012) found children experiencing homelessness 
who demonstrated higher-level executive function skills per-
formed better on measures of school readiness and academic 
performance. Herbers et al. (2011) also noted one of the 
likely ways in which parenting improves academic success 
of children experiencing homelessness is through the devel-
opment of executive function skills.

There has been one direct attempt to associate early edu-
cation with improved academic performance for children 
experiencing homelessness. Schteingart et al. (1995) found 
both children experiencing homelessness and a matched 
housed comparison group of children significantly benefited 
from early education (regardless of housing status). It is pos-
sible attending an early education center provides children 
experiencing homelessness with social and emotional sup-
port and stability, which may in turn increase their ability 
to exercise self-regulation. It is also possible that children 
who attend early education programs have higher attendance 
in elementary school due to more social support, increased 
interest in schooling, or acquisition of important founda-
tional skills not learned through family interactions. More 
research is needed in this area to explore these and other 
related possibilities.

The interplay between risks associated with homeless-
ness and available protective factors at an individual level 
seems very important for stakeholders and policy makers 
to understand, particularly when trying to design and shape 
programs that will increase the academic learning of home-
less children. Research designed to uncover variation in 
risk for children experiencing different types and degrees of 
homelessness and variation in factors supporting positive 
development in homeless children can help support these 
efforts. With such information, policy makers and program 
designers can balance the support available to children 
experiencing homelessness with their degree of risk, such 
that those experiencing extreme risk receive an appropriate 
amount of support to help mitigate the negative influences 
of homelessness.

Conclusions

Based on the systematic review of the literature, it seems 
clear that  children experiencing homelessness are not 
entering school with the same school readiness skills as 
the general population and are scoring lower on academic 
achievement tests in early elementary school compared 
to the general population. Research not included in this 
systematic review suggests homelessness creates added 
risks, including chronic stress and instability, for home-
less children not shared by impoverished children living in 
homes and that self-regulation/executive function skills may 

be important for protecting young children against the hard-
ship of homelessness. Finally, while early education might 
serve as a protective factor against the deleterious effects 
of experiencing homelessness, very little research has been 
conducted on this topic.

One recommendation is that more primary research be 
conducted with young children experiencing homelessness 
focusing on the impact early education programs, such as 
Head Start, might have on these children. The dearth of 
research in this area is quite surprising given that children 
experiencing homelessness are among the most vulnerable 
children for poor academic achievement (Masten et al. 1993) 
and high quality early education is known to increase the 
school readiness skills of vulnerable populations (NICHD 
ECCRN 2003). While it has been shown in some studies 
that these children have similar achievement to housed chil-
dren living in poverty, children experiencing homelessness 
have never been found to have higher achievement than their 
matched peers, and a number of studies have shown they 
perform poorer than matched peers. Clearly, more research 
should be conducted on this topic. This research should 
focus on the circumstances and mechanisms by which expe-
riencing homelessness might result in lower achievement 
compared to experiencing extreme poverty while maintain-
ing residence.

Another recommendation is for more inter-agency com-
munication and coordination among those working with 
children and families experiencing homelessness that might 
result in increased data sharing and research. Such data shar-
ing may make it possible for research to be conducted that is 
more directly related to how the experiences associated with 
homelessness relate to academic and behavioral outcomes in 
preschool and early elementary school. For example, much 
of the current literature utilizes secondary datasets that do 
not seem to contain enough specific information to under-
stand the circumstances by which children become homeless 
and how that ultimately impacts their success in school.

Homelessness is an on-going social issue leaving thou-
sands of young children highly at-risk for limited school 
success. Newer legislation, such as the Improving Head Start 
for School Readiness Act of 2007, is drawing attention to 
children experiencing homelessness and making early edu-
cation programs a priority for these children. According to 
Head Start reports (Office of Head Start 2015), the number 
of children experiencing homelessness attending a Head 
Start program nearly doubled between 2007 and 2012. As 
more and more children experiencing homelessness begin to 
attend early education programs, the possibilities for provid-
ing these children with stable social and learning environ-
ments increases. Researchers should explore how early edu-
cation programs can provide children who have experienced 
homelessness with social support and school readiness skills 
that might increase the likelihood for success in school.
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