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    Bringing School Home 
 

 

Public Housing as a 24-7-365 Partner 

 

“America’s future will be determined by the home and the school. The child becomes largely what he is 

taught; hence we must watch what we teach, and how we live.” 

Jane Addams 

 

Bringing School Home means closing the achievement gap for low-income children via a 

‘91% school’ in the public housing environment 

The Bringing School Home research project, being co-incubated by the Affordable Housing 

Institute (AHI), Boulder Housing Partners (BHP) and the I Have A Dream Foundation of 

Boulder County (IHAD) theorizes that housing can be an essential part of a value ecosystem of 

learning. We want to test policy principles that catalyze the role of housing in education delivery 

and use it as the platform to fundamentally change the achievement odds for low income 

children. 

 

The challenge: Our schooling ecosystem isn’t a learning-value ecosystem because it can’t 

access the full potential of home in enabling learning. 

The persistent achievement gap demonstrates that the complex education structure as it exists 

now is not delivering outputs equal to the goal for which it exists – and therefore that schools 

cannot be responsible for the solution alone.  

This shouldn’t be surprising: of a child’s first 18 years, only 9% is spent in school: afternoons 

and evenings, weekends, and nights make up the remaining 91%.  And what may be done in the 

9% can be undone by the 91%, as constant moving, poor quality environments and sleep 

disturbances/ disruptions undermine cognition and emotional well-being. All this 91% is home-

centric: housing quality, location, stability, and affordability have enormous impact on 

measurable in-school performance1.  

In New York City, 45% of low-income children do not graduate from high school. In 

Colorado, 37% of low-income and Hispanic children do not graduate from high school. Many 

of these children, not only in New York City but nationwide, live in public housing; more 

than 1,200,000 families often struggle mightily for influence against the street, peers, popular 

culture and the soft bigotry of low expectations for their children.  Their parents, all too often, 

themselves lack a high school diploma, full English proficiency (especially reading), or the 

confidence to advocate for their children in an educational system that they find foreign or 

threatening.  

Meanwhile, at the other end of the child’s daily commute, schools have too little time and too 

few resources to tackle the challenges that children living in poverty bring with them to first 

                                                           
1 Lynch D. Poor Quality Housing Is Tied to Children’s Emotional and Behavioral Problems. 2013:1-4 
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grade.  Even the best trained teacher in the best equipped classroom cannot always overcome 

learning barriers associated with housing insecurity, hunger and health problems.  

 

Theory of impact: Bringing School Home by making the home a learning enabler 

It’s axiomatic that a stable home (quality accommodations, affordable rent, and no fear of 

eviction) buttresses learning.  But for disadvantaged children encumbered by invisible learning 

blinders, housing must be much more – it must be a key complement to the schooling and hence 

a key partner for education reform.   

And it can be.  Test-site partnerships stretching back a decade and a half between the I Have a 

Dream Foundation (IHDF) and the public housing authorities of New York City and Boulder, 

Colorado have shown for scores of students that housing authorities can be the nexus for a 

comprehensive, consistent, and sustainable education model that brings all the disparate pieces of 

child and family support together in one program: stable housing, early intervention, pre-school 

education, academic support, high expectations, student mentorship, parent engagement, strong 

community foundation and post-secondary funding. 

Our theory that schools need a 24/7/365 partner and PHAs are uniquely positioned to fill this role 

is evidence-based.  We have the statistics to prove our thesis: a twenty-year experiment in New 

York City has boosted graduation rates by 88% (from 45% secondary school completion among 

low-income children to a consistent 85% in the IHDF-housing authority partnership); Boulder’s 

program is producing similar results. 

Bringing School Home works because it is home-based, child-centric and parent-persuasive.  

Children will not aspire to post-secondary education if parents define work as physical labor and, 

learning (or reading to learn) is not perceived, or understood, as the path to success. Unless the 

parents can see other children whose learning did lead to better work and better adult lives, this 

cycle will continue. 

The model that has been developed over 18 years in New York and in Boulder creates a path to 

create a new paradigm: 

1. Use housing as the platform to an expanded learning partnership with school districts and 

community partners; bring learning as a guest into the home and into the community. 

2. Use housing policy to create a housing-based families and community-accepted 

expectation of learning and of success. 

3. Buttress that expectation with a seamless and stubborn system of supports that refuses to 

let a child fail.  

Public housing is ‘home base’ for education, parents are the ultimate teachers and the community 

brings resources in a new formula.  Show all stakeholders how children can succeed, and are 

succeeding, and they flip from skeptics to committed, dedicated believers.   

 

The Results 
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The program has produced consistently strong results for the past 20 years. While there is still 

work to do regarding achievement gaps, the secondary completion and enrollment in college data 

is very strong: 

 

 

 

Moving towards a movement: Replicating the Bringing School Home model 

This research effort will prove that affordable housing policy can transform the effectiveness of 

education and open a vast new field of potential innovations between schools and educators on 

one side and affordable and public housing practitioners on the other. 

Public Housing plays three key roles as a partner: 

Home-based school:  PHAs can turn any of their common areas into learning environments. 

Community centers can become classrooms; laundry rooms can become libraries; classrooms 

can become summer school; and homes can be made learning-ready via internet connection. We 

can make our campuses fully digital and resource ready for learning.  

Parent-engagement: PHAs are welcomed into families’ homes and lives in ways that schools 

are not, or cannot. PHAs have a platform for daily and systemic relationships with parents. 

Often, PHA service coordinators have a high-trust relationship with parents and can be an 

effective broker between schools, parents and home. PHAs are the precise platform from which a 

two-generation model can launch. Home is the nexus between school and parents.  

Requirements and Incentives: Housing policy can be used to incent and require greater school 

involvement. PHAs are testing a number of innovative strategies from including school 

attendance as a provision of the lease to dedicating a portion of monthly rent to Child Savings 

Accounts. 

 

 

BSH	Dreamers

Boulder	

County	FRL Colorado	FRL

Boulder	all	

students

Colorado	all	

students

High	School	&	GED 94% 78% 68% 89% 79%

BSH	DreamersColorado	FRL

Boulder	all	

students

Colorado	all	

students

National	all	

students

Enrolled	in	college 76% 40% 65% 56% 69%

Source:	Colorado	Dept	of	Higher	Education,	US	Dept	of	Commerce	Census	Bureau

Notes:	FRL	are	students	qualifying	for	free	&	reduced	lunch;	Dreamers	are	BSH	students	enrolled	in	IHDF

Boulder	Bringing	School	Home

HIGH	SCHOOL	GRADUATION

ENROLLED	IN	COLLEGE
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Next steps: 

Bringing School Home is open-source and open-mind.  We’re on to something, and we think it’s 

much bigger than we know.  We also know there’s a lot more than we could know: we’re 

convinced hundreds of others like us in mission-oriented affordable and public housing around 

the country are on to the same thing, and that we are all catching fleeting glimpses of the same 

major truth that offers the same transformative potential. 

Bringing School Home is not about us, it’s about the children, and making BSH a movement that 

changes children’s lives.  So we want: 

• Evidentiary sources that bear on our theory of impact. 

• Advisors with domain expertise and willingness to contribute thinking and guidance. 

• Advocates and friends to get the message out, and to bring in more ideas and more 

advocates and friends. 

• Locales for test sites. 

 

Please join the movement. 

Betsey Martens, Bringing School Home, Betsey@bringingschoolhome.org 

Anya Brickman Raredon, Affordable Housing Institute, araredon@affordablehousinginstitute.org 
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Housing Drives Community Sustainability

Housing is the starting point for building sustainable  
communities that are poised to provide for residents now 
and into the future. Researchers estimate the cost of  
unsustainable and non-inclusive community development 
to be in the billions of dollars, with many communities  
currently positioned to provide a lower quality of life to  
future residents. The 2017 PAHRC Report explores the ways 
in which housing can shape resiliency and boost sustain-
ability for individuals and the communities in which they 
live. It highlights how housing made affordable through 
publicly supported housing programs, in particular, plays a 
key part in ensuring that communities can attract and retain 
residents and provide them with opportunities to thrive and 
reach their full potential. 

Protecting the Most Vulnerable and Providing 
Paths to Resilience

Publicly supported housing provides 7.1 million households 
with a stable, adequate, and affordable home; households 
that include 5.6 million children, 2.5 million seniors, 2.7  
million disabled individuals. It is also a critical resource for 
working families, helping 1.87 million low-income families 
earning the majority of their income through wages make 
ends meet and build their financial security. Over 75% of 
able-bodied working-age households living in publicly  
supported housing have at least one member working.  
Publicly supported housing also allows household members 
to care for family members that may be very young, aging, 
or disabled. Caregivers for children under six, seniors over 
82, or a disabled individual represent just under half of all 
able-bodied working-age adults receiving rental assistance. 

Affordable housing promotes stability. Low-income fami-
lies experience more instability, with nearly twice as many 
households at or just above the poverty line reporting a 
move in 2016 compared to their higher income counterparts 
(15.3% to 6.8%). Yet only thirty-six percent of households 
receiving rental assistance reported a move between 2013 
and 2015 compared to 51% of their unassisted low-income 
peers. Affordable rents also allow families to set aside mon-
ey to save for emergencies or invest in their future, which  
enhances their financial security. Providing all cost-bur-
dened low-income renter households in the US with rental 

assistance would be a significant step in reducing poverty 
and promoting economic mobility, giving households an  
addition $3,848 dollars per year to save or spend on improv-
ing health, furthering education, or expanding employment 
options by defraying childcare and transportation costs.

Living in publicly supported housing also provides a health-
ier and more supportive environment than unassisted 
rental units affordable to low-income families. For example,  
publicly supported units are subject to inspections and 
regulations that insist on meeting national health standards. 
Rent-assisted households also report significantly higher 
rates of neighborhood meeting attendance, solving neigh-
borhood problems, speaking with local officials, and talking 
with neighbors than their unassisted peers.

Promoting Sustainable Communities 

Economic Sustainability

Affordable housing investments leverage dollars most  
effectively to promote economic mobility for low-income 
families, save money for communities, and stimulate  
economic growth. Improving energy efficiency in affordable 
housing units, preserving housing units rather than rebuild-
ing lost units, and providing affordable housing options in all  
communities provides a return on investment that saves 
families and communities money. Housing investments 
can also create a multiplier effect for local economics  
by making it easier for employers to attract talent, create 
jobs, and boost local spending. For example, investing in  
repairing current public housing units in disrepair could  
generate $80 billion of direct and indirect spending, nation-
ally, and boost employment.
 
Social Sustainability

A large part of the affordable housing stock is in danger 
of losing its affordability at a time when only 53 renters 
in 100 at all income levels can afford their current home.  
Thus current housing options made affordable through 
publicly supported housing programs represent important 
opportunities improve sustainability. Many of these units 
and vouchers allow families to live in better quality neigh-
borhoods with improved access to opportunities like jobs, 
education, and transportation. 



However challenges include adding expanding affordable 
housing and affordable options in higher quality neigh-
borhoods, improving opportunities in under-invested  
neighborhoods, reducing economic and racial segregation, 
and increasing access to neighborhoods through transpor-
tation. The legacy of racial segregation and discrimination 
also persists in many communities, inhibiting the cata-
lyzing effect of affordable housing to improve economic  
mobility and economic growth. Rent-assisted minorities are 
disproportionately located in higher poverty areas. These 
patterns of segregation have a major toll on community 
sustainability and household resiliency and depress eco-
nomic growth. Developing opportunities close to affordable 
housing options and opening up access to the commu-
nity for low-income members are important steps toward  
improving sustainability, bolstering the economy, and  
enhancing democracy.

Environmental Sustainability

Sustainable communities are also healthy communities. 
Improving environmental conditions reduces spending on 
healthcare, improves public health, and promotes increased 
productivity. Many housing providers participating in pub-
licly supported housing programs have made significant  
investments into improving energy efficiency, building 
healthy communities, and incorporating environmental  
design into development. However, challenges remain in 
improving the health of community members in relation to 
their environment. 

Tools for Sustainability

Understanding barriers to sustainability in communities 
using data is an important step to removing barriers and 
making improvements. Experts recommend community 
stakeholders conduct a local assessment to understand 
local strengths and challenges and to plan for the future. 
Partnerships in planning and service delivery are also  
necessary to coordinate the complex systems that impact 
communities and plan for future improvements. Finally,  
involving residents in the process of making their city work 
better for them and their children will better ensure that all 
needs are met and that residents will support and perpetu-
ate sustainability efforts.

Our communities are only as sustainable as our vision  
for the future. Affordable housing and promoting the full 
potential of our most vulnerable residents should be at the 
center of our strategies to create sustainable communities.



How Housing Matters 

https://howhousingmatters.org/articles/high-return-investments-americas-children/ 

 


