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OVER 700,000 CALIFORNIANS LIVE IN MULTIGENERATIONAL HOUSEHOLDS

It is imperative for school and political leaders to keep in mind that not every student lives in a nuclear family—i.e., with two

parents and/or siblings—or, regrettably, in stable housing. This fact is especially significant during the COVID-19 pandemic given

the difficulties and complexities of home learning environments, should remote learning persist, and given disparate risks of virus

transmission in diverse communities and households, should schools reopen. Public health researchers shed light on the role of

varied household and family structures on preferences for sending students back to school in a June 2020 survey, finding that the

presence of a “medically vulnerable” person in a household was a positive predictor of whether a respondent planned to keep

their student out of the classroom in the fall. In light of the positive relationship between risk of serious complications from

COVID-19 and age, students living with elderly individuals comprise a significant population who might experience detriments to

learning (e.g., by not returning to the classroom) and/or threats to the health and safety of themselves and their family members.

California is home to more than 700,000 people living in multigenerational households, which are documented by the Census

Bureau as households where at least one grandparent lives with at least one grandchild. Using American Community Survey 5-

year estimates from 2018, we estimate that California school districts serve 112,000 students living in multigenerational

households, with some such students in nearly every district.

As shown in Figure 1, urban districts in southern California serve large numbers of multigenerational households, in particular in

the Los Angeles-Long Beach metropolitan area (Los Angeles, Ventura, Orange, Riverside, and San Bernardino counties). The large

red section in the southwest part of the state is Los Angeles Unified School District, the state’s largest district, which also has the

largest estimated number of students living in multigenerational households. Districts with the next largest populations of students

in multigenerational households are concentrated in urban areas; these include San Bernardino City Unified, San Diego City

Unified, Fresno Unified, and Elk Grove Unified in Sacramento County (shaded orange in Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Estimated Number of Students Living in Multigenerational Households in California School Districts

Note. We estimated the number of students living in multigenerational households in a school catchment area by multiplying the estimated number students enrolled in public school by the estimated proportion

of households in the district that contain at least one grandparent living with at least one grandchild.
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Table 1 highlights the socioeconomic and educational compositions of the top five districts serving the highest number of

students living in multigenerational households. In the district with the largest proportion of such students, San Bernardino City

Unified, over 3 percent live in multigenerational households compared to 1.8 percent statewide. While the data do not show the

demographics of these specific students, we can extrapolate from the demographics of the district overall: San Bernardino serves

a much higher proportion of Latinx students (77 percent) than the state overall (55 percent) and a higher proportion of low

income students (88 percent in the district compared to 59 percent statewide), suggesting that multigenerational households

there are more likely to be low-income and/or Latinx households.

Table 1. Characteristics of Select Districts Serving Large Populations of Multigenerational Households

STUDENTS WITH THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF NEED MAY BE RELUCTANT TO RETURN TO SCHOOL
BUILDINGS

The pandemic has disproportionately impacted Black, Latinx, Pacific Islander American, and Native American communities;

individuals and families with lower incomes; and students with disabilities; all of these students need additional supports to ensure

equitable learning conditions. Students who are more likely to encounter challenges when participating in distance learning and

who have a higher risk of learning loss may be given priority for in-person instruction under new state policies. Apparent from the

data reported above, however, is that a large number of these students may be less willing to go back into school buildings if they

live with elderly family members. For example, a high proportion of students in San Bernardino City Unified are Latinx, English

learners, and/or low income, and students like these may be prioritized for in-person services; however, a significant proportion of

students in the district are living with elderly or medically vulnerable household members so may not wish to return in person.

Importantly, teachers and other school staff may also be living with medically vulnerable household members. Similar patterns can

be discerned in other districts across the state, shedding light on the nuances of household composition that districts ought to

consider carefully when devising and implementing school reopening plans.

 

Schools Should Consider Multigenerational Households in Reopening Plans 3

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/california-enacts-measures-reduce-covid-rates-latino-black-pacific-islander-n1241802
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/09/24/economic-fallout-from-covid-19-continues-to-hit-lower-income-americans-the-hardest/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/special-education-students-are-not-just-falling-behind--theyre-losing-key-skills-parents-say/2020/08/05/ec1b91ca-cffd-11ea-9038-af089b63ac21_story.html
https://edsource.org/2020/california-issues-rules-for-opening-schools-to-high-needs-students/639035


DISTRICTS CAN MITIGATE RISKS FOR STUDENTS AND FAMILIES

Tens of thousands of California public school students live in multigenerational households. As parents, grandparents, and

guardians in those households are more likely to keep their students out of school during the pandemic, districts should work to

identify these students and offer additional resources that mitigate risks to their and their families’ health (e.g., creating small,

physically-distanced learning cohorts; adjusting student arrival and departure times; making outdoor class space available) while

making sure that student learning needs are met (e.g., prioritizing in-person attendance for students with special needs; providing

adequate technology resources; ensuring that students learning from home have remote options for one-on-one and small

group support). To that end, policymakers can use the information presented here to identify districts that serve a large number of

multigenerational households and make additional funds available to meet the demands of serving those students.
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