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Intergenerational Impacts of Concentrated
Poverty - What Can be Done?

Patrick Sharkey’s powerful new book, Stuck in Place: Urban Neighborhoods and the End of Progress toward Racial
Equality (Univ. of Chicago Press, 2013), brings a multi-generational dimension to the study of how children are affected
by living in our poorest neighborhoods, and poses provocative questions about the kinds of policies that might actually
address these intergenerational impacts. Research by Sharkey, an Associate Professor of Sociology at NYU, shows that
neighborhood poverty during childhood accounts for more than a quarter of the racial gap in economic mobility, and
further that neighborhood disadvantages experienced by children do not fade away as they move into adulthood, but
continue to have an impact on their own children’s development a generation later. These findings take on an additional
urgency in a country where 70 percent of families living in concentrated poverty neighborhoods in 1972 are still living
in similar neighborhoods 40 years later. To address the multiple intergenerational impacts that he documents, Sharkey
calls for a new kind of “durable” urban policy that has potential to reach multiple generations, to generate a lasting
impact on families, and to be sustained over time. We have invited several of our Board and Social Science Advisory
Board members to reflect on Sharkey’s analysis; this first response is from Marge Turner of the Urban Institute. — the
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Place Matters Even More than We Thought: New
Insights on the Persistence of Racial Inequality

Patrick Sharkey’s new book, Stuck
in Place: Urban Neighborhoods and
the End of Progress toward Racial
Equality, makes a huge contribution
to both scholarship and policy debate
about racial inequality and the role of
neighborhood segregation. Like
Denton and Massey’s American Apart-
heid and Wilson’s The Truly Disad-
vantaged, Stuck in Place marshals data
and rigorous statistical analysis to
reframe our understanding about these

Margery Austin Turner (maturner@
urban.org), a member of PRRAC’s
Social Science Advisory Board, is Se-
nior Vice-President at The Urban In-
stitute. Her research analyzes issues
of residential location, racial and eth-
nic discrimination, and the role of fed-
eral housing policies in expanding op-
portunity and equity. She served as
Deputy Assistant Secretary for Re-
search at HUD from 1993 through
1996, helping to launch three major
social science demonstration projects
assisting families from distressed in-
ner-city neighborhoods gain access to
opportunities through employment and
education.

by Margery Austin Turner

stubbornly complex problems.
Sharkey sheds new light on the per-
sistence of racial inequality, forcing
us to confront our tragic lack of
progress in closing the income gap
between blacks and whites. He makes
creative use of survey data that track
parents and children over several de-
cades, revealing new insights on
intergenerational effects of living in
severely distressed neighborhoods.
And he applies these new insights to
what’s become a rather stale debate
about “people versus place,” articu-
lating instead the need for “durable
urban policies.”

Persistence of
Racial Inequality

We are all familiar with the dis-
couraging evidence of persistent gaps
in economic outcomes for whites and
blacks. Sharkey shows that—although
the U.S. made significant progress in
narrowing those gaps during the 1960s
and 70s—the gains since then have
been minimal. And it’s not just that a
disproportionate share of blacks have
been trapped in poverty while many

others have achieved middle- and up-
per-income success. The share of
blacks in the poorest fifth of the in-
come distribution is only slightly
lower today than it was in 1971, and
the share in the richest fifth is only
slightly higher. In fact, the cohort of
blacks born after the end of legally
sanctioned discrimination and segre-
gation is actually doing worse eco-
nomically than their parents’ genera-
tion. While many whites who grew
up in middle-income families have
higher incomes than their parents did,
the opposite is true for a majority of
blacks.

Intergenerational
Neighborhood Effects

Sharkey’s biggest contribution
comes from his analysis of neighbor-
hood effects. Many scholars have ad-
dressed the question of how neighbor-
hood conditions (like poverty, crime
and unemployment) affect outcomes
for individual adults and children. One
of the most common criticisms of re-
search on this topic is that it over-
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states the causal connection, because
people with problems (like low in-
comes, weak job skills or criminal
involvement) “choose”—or are con-
strained to—problem neighborhoods.
If this is the case, the argument goes,
conditions in the neighborhood may
be caused by the characteristics of
people living there, rather than vice
versa. So researchers investigating
neighborhood effects go to enormous
lengths to control for individual and
family characteristics to estimate the
independent effects of neighborhood
conditions.

Sharkey’s analysis suggests that
this kind of narrow, “all else being
equal” analysis may obscure the most
important effects of neighborhoods.
He makes a compelling case that
neighborhood conditions during child-
hood play a big role in explaining gaps
between whites and blacks in income
and wealth during adulthood, other
things being equal. And neighbor-
hoods may have even more long-last-
ing effects. Sharkey presents new evi-
dence that living in a poor, segregated
neighborhood undermines some out-
comes not just for one generation, but
across generations. For example, he
shows that children whose families
lived in poor neighborhoods for two
generations score dramatically worse
on reading and problem-solving tests
than those whose parents grew up in
non-poor neighborhoods, other things
being equal. In fact, the parents’
neighborhood exposure may be more
important than the child’s neighbor-
hood exposure.

This new evidence suggests that
conventional research methods actu-
ally understate the damage caused by
neighborhood poverty and distress.
And they also suggest that we may be
too quick to declare policies that im-
prove neighborhood conditions inef-
fective. If the neighborhood experi-
ences of parents play a big role in
shaping the child’s academic achieve-
ment, then improvements in the
child’s neighborhood environment
might not pay off right away in his or
her test scores. It may not be until the

next generation that we begin to see
substantial gains. If we give up too
soon, abandoning our efforts to im-
prove the neighborhoods in which
black children grow up, today’s daunt-
ing achievement gaps will persist for
yet another generation.

Durable Urban Policies

By focusing on the persistence of
inequality across generations and the
long-lasting effects of neighborhood
distress, Sharkey makes a compelling
case that point-in-time interventions
will inevitably fall short. What’s re-
quired is sustained interventions op-
erating at multiple levels that recog-
nize the reciprocal effects between
people and the places where they live.
He calls this “durable urban policy.”

One of the features I like most
about Sharkey’s analysis is that it un-
derscores the need for effective policy
at multiple geographic scales—fed-
eral, state, local and neighborhood.
Narrowing the racial equity gap re-
quires a healthy national economy,
shaped by federal policies that expand
decent-paying jobs with adequate ben-
efits, offer reasonable work supports
for low-wage earners, and provide a
compassionate safety-net for the most
vulnerable. But even the best federal

policy solutions would fall short with-
out contributions at the state level, like
Medicaid expansion and alternatives
to mass incarceration. The economic
vitality of individual metros plays an
essential role as well, reinforced by
city and regional policies that promote
growth, expand opportunities, and
ensure equal access. And finally, even
in vibrant metros, racial disparities
will persist without targeted invest-
ments in the most distressed neigh-
borhoods and intensive supports for
struggling families. (Two new books
from Brookings on the metro- and
neighborhood-level policy challenges
are well worth reading: Confronting
Suburban Poverty in America, by
Berube and Kneebone and The Met-
ropolitan Revolution by Katz and Bra-
dley).

Too often, the policymakers, ad-
vocates, and practitioners who devote
their energies to one or two of these
policy domains forget their interde-
pendence. And as a consequence,
policy debates too often pit one es-
sential element against another. In my
view, Sharkey’s framing of “durable
urban policy” should remind us how
the success of policies and investments
at every level depend upon what hap-
pens at other levels. And it puts an-
other nail in the coffin of the tired
debate about “people-based vs. place-
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based” policies. Sharkey makes it so
abundantly clear that if we care about
racial equity, we need a web of
“place-conscious” policies that ex-
pand opportunities, ensure equal ac-
cess, and provide supports for people
and families.

Assisted Housing
Mobility and Neighbor-
hood Redevelopment

Sharkey gives special attention to
the long-standing tension between as-
sisted mobility interventions and
neighborhood reinvestment strategies
as tools for tackling the damaging con-
centration of poverty and social dis-
tress. I agree with his conclusion that
we need both, that they can be mutu-
ally supportive, and that they must be
pursued at a robust, “durable” level.
Both of these approaches have proven
ineffective when the help they deliver
isn’t sustained for enough time or the
investments they make are too shal-
low.

We’ve learned a lot in recent years
about what works (and what doesn’t)
to help poor minority families escape
from severely distressed environments
and move to opportunity-rich neigh-
borhoods. Building on encouraging
findings from the Gautreaux demon-
stration, HUD launched the Moving
to Opportunity (MTO) demonstration
to find out whether poor families
would be better off if they could move
away from distressed, high-poverty
housing projects to live in low-pov-
erty neighborhoods. Last year, HUD
released findings from its evaluation
of MTO, answering the question: Are
families that received the demon-
stration’s experimental treatment
(housing counseling and vouchers for
rentals in low-poverty neighborhoods)
better off than their counterparts in a
control group? It turns out that, as a
group, the MTO experimental fami-
lies did enjoy significantly better
health and mental health than the con-
trol group but not higher employment,
incomes, or educational attainment.

Some scholars and policymakers
have taken these findings to mean that

where we live—and where our kids
grow up—doesn’t really matter. In
fact, the evidence from MTO is much
more consistent with Sharkey’s diag-
nosis of neighborhoods’ long-term ef-
fects. First, the health gains enjoyed
by MTO’s experimental families are
hugely important. High rates of obe-
sity, anxiety, and depression severely
degrade a person’s quality of life, em-
ployability, and parenting abilities.
Nobody should understate the value
of a policy intervention that helps
tackle these chronic health risks.

Second, one likely reason that
MTO gains were limited to health
outcomes is that the special mobility
assistance provided by the demonstra-
tion didn’t enable the experimental
families to sustain access to high-op-
portunity neighborhoods. Experimen-
tal families moved to better-quality
housing and safer neighborhoods but
few spent more than a year or two in
low-poverty neighborhoods. My re-
cent analysis of MTO data (Benefits
of Living in High-Opportunity Neigh-
borhoods) finds that families who
lived for longer periods in neighbor-
hoods with lower poverty did achieve
better outcomes in work and school,
as well as in health. Specifically,
adults who spent more time living in
lower-poverty neighborhoods were
more likely to have jobs and earn
more, other things being equal. And
youth (both boys and girls) who spent
more time in lower-poverty neighbor-
hoods achieved higher English and
math test scores.

This evidence suggests that assisted
housing mobility strategies can play
an essential role in a “durable urban
policy” if they help families move to
and stay in opportunity-rich neighbor-
hoods. The latest generation of mo-
bility programs reflect these lessons
and include new elements like second-
move counseling and hands-on help
for families who need services and
supports in their new neighborhoods.
One of the things I admire most about
advocates and practitioners working
on these strategies is their openness
to learning from research about what
tools work—or don’t work—and their
willingness to refine and strengthen

Seeking former
patients for civil
rights history
documentary

Professor David Barton Smith of
the Drexel School of Public Health
is assisting in developing a docu-
mentary about the dramatic his-
tory of the federal desegregation
of hospitals in the 1960s using
Title VI in tandem with the new
Medicare program. The team
working on the documentary
needs help locating patients (or
their children) who were denied
care, and providers unable to ad-
mit patients because of racially
exclusionary policies prior to
1966. Please contact David Barton
Smith: dbs36@drexel.edu.

their strategies to reflect emerging evi-
dence.

Over the years, we’ve also gained
a lot of knowledge and experience
about the effectiveness of efforts to
revitalize the severely distressed
neighborhoods that residential segre-
gation, discrimination, and redlining
created. These efforts implicitly aim
for neighborhoods to function as “in-
cubators” for their low-income resi-
dents—so that gradual improvements
in employment, income, and educa-
tion will transform the neighborhood
as a whole. A recent volume from the
Aspen Institute’s Roundtable on Com-
munity Change (Voices from the Field
II) acknowledges that although in-
vestments in neighborhoods targeted
for this kind of revitalization have ben-
efited individual residents who par-
ticipated in new programs and helped
build stronger community leadership
and networks, few have produced the
population-level transformation they
sought.

One explanation for this disappoint-
ing outcome is that many of the forces
that trap communities and families in
distress are outside the control of
neighborhood-level interventions—
again highlighting the interdepen-
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dence of policy at multiple scales. But
consider an alternative vision of how
neighborhoods should function for
low-income residents: not as incuba-
tors but as launch pads. Like an incu-
bator neighborhood, a launch pad
would offer services and supports that
poor people need to advance economi-
cally. But as families achieved greater
economic security, they wouldn’t be
expected to stay in the neighborhood.
Instead, many would move to more

desirable (and expensive) neighbor-
hoods, to be replaced by other needy
families. Even though the neighbor-
hood as a whole wouldn’t show big
gains in employment, income, or
wealth, people would benefit from
having lived there. Neighborhoods
that have historically served as entry
points for successive waves of immi-
grants perform in this way, and
Sharkey’s analysis of neighborhoods
that became less distressed (and less
damaging) during the 1980s and 1990s
confirms that immigrant neighbor-

hoods may be good models of launch
pads for low-income families of color.
In the years ahead, policymakers,
practitioners, and researchers who
care about racial equity should work
together to advance the effectiveness
of both mobility and reinvestment
strategies. We need to keep experi-
menting, learning, and adapting to
make both these approaches more ef-
fective and more durable even though,
in the near-term, political and fiscal
constraints will keep the scale of in-
vestment tragically small.[d

(PRIVILEGE: Continued from page 2)

by peers for their nonconforming be-
havior? Did they play too many vio-
lent video games? We don’t, how-
ever, extrapolate from their behavior
negative feelings toward the general
population of young white men. And
yet, when we hear of violence perpe-
trated by a young black man, we all
too often associate such conduct with
the majority of young black men. We
do not inquire into their individual
backgrounds. We simply shake our
heads in disgust, even sadness, at the
perceived bad behavior of others who
look like them.

The reality hit harder more re-
cently, when 17-year-old Trayvon
Martin was murdered. There is little
doubt that if Trayvon had been white,
with his iced tea and his bag of
Skittles, he would still be alive, and
if George Zimmerman were black, he
would have been arrested on the spot.
I thought about my grandson, Michael
Ian, now 11 and tall and husky for
his age. Because of his skin color, he
will undoubtedly face challenges that
are foreign to young males with my
skin color.

I will leave the authoritative ex-
planations to experts in psychology
and sociology. What I do know is that
this stereotyping—dehumanizing
black people—has its roots in efforts
to justify slavery in the context of our
founding principle that “all men are
created equal.” And based on my own
experiences and observations, it is
self-perpetuating. Most children grow

up in homogeneous racial environ-
ments, and people from different ra-
cial backgrounds are relatively un-
known to them. When they are bom-
barded by negative racial stereotypes
from family and friends, from the in-
accurate and incomplete version of
American history taught in school, and
from inaccurate portrayals by a me-
dia more interested in profit than in
fairness, they do not have the knowl-
edge or understanding to counteract
the bombardment. So, they fall prey
to the stereotyping. Even as adults,
we have precious little meaningful in-
teraction with people from different

We know innately that
the world is ours.

racial backgrounds. These negative
messages fuel fear and prejudice,
which lead to discriminatory or dys-
functional behavior that is often un-
conscious. This makes meaningful in-
teractions with the stereotyped group
even less likely, and in turn, the sepa-
ration widens and the stereotype in-
tensifies each time we observe behav-
ior that supports it. For example, if
we harbor a stereotype that most young
black males are dangerous, we will
avoid them at all costs. By avoiding
them, we give ourselves no opportu-
nity to counteract the stereotype, and
the next time we see a violent act by a
young black male, our stereotype will
be reinforced and our fear and desire
for separation will grow. When we do
encounter a young black male, we will

likely act in ways that reflect the ste-
reotype, which further reinforces and
perpetuates it.

Who Pays the Price?

But it’s not only black people who
pay a price for this negative stereo-
typing. Our nation also pays a heavy
price, economically and politically.
Negative stereotyping often causes us
to avoid hiring people who could make
valuable contributions to our busi-
nesses and our economic productiv-
ity. Such stereotyping contributes to
the high level of unemployment for
black people and to the cost of that
unemployment to society: government
assistance we must provide, produc-
tivity that is lost, increased crime rates
that are often a consequence of un-
employment, family dysfunction that
arises due to a husband or father’s in-
ability to find a good job, and the sky-
rocketing costs of incarceration that
limit government funding for such
needs as better schools. In a labor
force that is becoming increasingly
diverse, this situation weakens our
society and our ability to compete in
the global economy. It contributes to
budget deficits, lowers the standard
of living for all of us, and increases
racial divisions.

Politically, we pay a price because
we are frequently scared into electing
public officials whose motivation is
victory rather than good public policy.
Therefore, we often end up with bad
public policies that further exacerbate
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Intergenerational Impacts
of Concentrated Poverty - continued

In our last issue, we began a forum discussion reflecting on the implications of Patrick Sharkey’s new book, Stuck in
Place: Urban Neighborhoods and the End of Progress toward Racial Equality (Univ. of Chicago Press, 2013). To address
the multiple intergenerational impacts he documents, Sharkey calls for a new kind of “durable” urban policy that has
potential to reach multiple generations, to generate a lasting impact on families, and to be sustained over time. In this

issue, we have included responses from Barbara Sard, Betsy Julian, Alex Polikoff and Herbert Gans.

Concentrated Poverty is a Children’s Issue

In his new book, Stuck in Place:
Urban Neighborhoods and the End of
Progress toward Racial Equality,
Patrick Sharkey powerfully analyzes
the long-term consequences of living
in neighborhoods of concentrated pov-
erty—the modern-day “ghettos” in
which some 15% of poor children live,
frequently for generations. Such
neighborhoods, in which 40% or more
of the inhabitants are poor, are also
predominantly African-American or
Hispanic: Few poor white children live
in neighborhoods of extreme poverty.
Coupled with the emerging literature
on the lasting deleterious impacts of
the “toxic stress” children experience
from prolonged exposure to deep pov-
erty and violence in their homes and
communities, Sharkey’s must-read
book helps us understand why living
in neighborhoods of concentrated pov-
erty is particularly harmful to children,
beyond the impact of growing up in a
poor family.

Reducing the number of children
living in extremely deprived neighbor-
hoods should be high on the agenda
of advocates for low-income children.

Barbara Sard (sard@cbpp.org) is
Vice-President for Housing Policy,
Center on Budget and Policy Priori-
ties. She formerly was Senior Advisor
on Rental Assistance to HUD Sec.
Shaun Donovan. The CBPP report
summarized in this article will be
available sometime in Oct. and will
be posted on the CBPP website:

cbpp.org

Barbara Sard

Even in this time of sharply con-
strained federal resources and federal
legislative paralysis, government and
its partners at the federal, state and
local levels could do much to improve
the lives of the most at-risk children,
as a forthcoming analysis from the
Center on Budget and Policy Priori-
ties will explain.

Location Matters

The first step is to recognize that
where children live matters, particu-
larly at the extremes of the continua

of neighborhood assets and detriments.
Unfortunately, many people interested
in poverty issues concluded from the
Moving to Opportunity Demonstration
(MTO) that location doesn’t matter.
Sharkey’s own research in Stuck in
Place, along with other studies and a
more careful reading of MTO find-
ings, show that neighborhood at-
tributes can have profound effects on
poor children. In our analysis this Fall,
we will review this literature as a
predicate to our findings on the per-
formance of the federal rental assis-

tance programs on providing access
(Please turn to page 6)

Making Wrong Right: The Search for
a Durable Urban Policy

Elizabeth K. Julian

Elizabeth K. Julian (ekjulian@
inclusivecommunities.net), a PRRAC
Board member, is President of Inclu-
sive Communities Project, a Dallas-
based non-profit organization that
works for the creation and mainte-
nance of racially and economically
inclusive communities, where oppor-
tunity is created through access to
good schools, affordable housing,
safe neighborhoods, economic oppor-
tunity and a healthy environment. She
served as Deputy General Counsel for
Civil Rights and Assistant Secretary
for Fair Housing and Equal Oppor-
tunity at HUD from 1994-1996.

The title of Patrick Sharkey’s new
book says it all: “Stuck in Place” de-
scribes 45 years of public policy fail-
ure. Forty-five years after the Civil
Rights Movement promised otherwise,
separate is still separate, and separate
is still unequal for far too many Black
children in America. Sharkey is blunt.
“Even today, 31 percent of African
American children live in neighbor-
hoods where the poverty rate is 30
percent or greater, a level of poverty
that is unknown among white chil-
dren.” For those children, “living in
a high-poverty neighborhood typically

(Please turn to page 9)
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to opportunity and a discussion of our
recommended policy changes.

Federal Rental
Assistance and
Concentrated Poverty

Stuck in Place also reminds us of
the central role government policies
play in fostering racially concentrated
living patterns, and in isolating the mi-
nority poor, particularly African
Americans. In that context, here is a
preview of what our analysis shows
about the extent to which federal hous-
ing programs contribute to— or coun-
teract—the broader historical trends
Sharkey describes so effectively.

More than 25% of the poor chil-
dren living in extreme-poverty neigh-
borhoods—roughly about 600,000
children—Ilive in households that re-
ceive federal rental assistance. The
vast majority of these children—more
than 90 % —are black or Hispanic. Re-
ceiving rental assistance makes it more
likely that a family will live in an ex-
treme-poverty neighborhood than
poor children generally. (In 2010,
17.5% of families with children that
receive HUD-funded rental assistance
lived in extreme-poverty neighbor-
hoods, compared with 15.2% of all
poor children.) The programs with
project-based rental assistance—pub-
lic housing and privately owned prop-
erties with project-based Section 8
subsidies—drive this finding, which
is not surprising, given the forces that
affected the location of these proper-
ties. Two-thirds of the families with
children that receive federal rental
assistance and live in extreme-poverty
neighborhoods are assisted under one
of these project-based programs; the
others have Section 8 vouchers. (It is
a mistake to assume that public hous-
ing is the primary cause of these find-
ings. A majority of the families with
children that receive federal rental
assistance and live in extreme-poverty
neighborhoods do not live in public
housing; they receive tenant-based or
project-based Section 8 assistance.)

Location Impacts of
Housing Choice
Vouchers

Our analysis of data on households
that received Housing Choice (Sec-
tion 8) Voucher (HCV) assistance in
2010 is more encouraging, but also
shows substantial room for improve-
ment. Unlike HUD’s project-based
programs, the HCV program cuts the
likelihood of children living in ex-
treme-poverty neighborhoods by
about a third, compared with all poor
children, and for black and Hispanic
families, by half, compared with poor
people of the same racial or ethnic
group.

Housing vouchers also help poor
families with children, particularly

Concentrated poverty
neighborhoods are
particularly harmful

to children.

black and Hispanic families, to live
in low-poverty areas (those with pov-
erty rates below 10%). One out of five
voucher families with children lived
in a low-poverty area in 2010, a sig-
nificantly larger share than the 15%
of poor children generally. The share
of black and Hispanic families using
vouchers to live in low-poverty neigh-
borhoods is a few percentage points
lower than the average, but the gap
between the shares of white and mi-
nority families using vouchers in low-
poverty neighborhoods closed sub-
stantially between 2000 and 2010,
probably at least in part due to an in-
crease in minority families using
vouchers to live in suburban neigh-
borhoods.

Notably, while having a voucher
makes little difference in a white
family’s ability to live in a low-pov-
erty neighborhood, it makes a dra-
matic difference for minority families.
More than double the share of black
families with vouchers, and close to
double the share of Hispanic families
with vouchers, used them to live in
low-poverty neighborhoods, com-

pared with other poor blacks and His-
panics generally.

But more than 100,000 families
with children—10% of all families
with children in the HCV program—
used vouchers to rent housing in ex-
treme-poverty neighborhoods in 2010,
despite the better options that having
a voucher should make available to
them. The share of families with chil-
dren using vouchers to live in ex-
treme-poverty neighborhoods in-
creased by more than 40 %, compared
with a decade earlier. Kirk McClure,
Alex Schwartz and Lydia Taghavi
reported a similar finding in a paper
presented at the Nov. 2012 Annual
Meeting of the Assn. of Collegiate
Schools of Planning; they also found
that a smaller share of vouchers was
used in low-poverty neighborhoods in
2010 than in 2000. In addition to this
evidence that the HCV program is
performing less effectively than at the
end of the Clinton Administration in
helping families avoid living in areas
of concentrated poverty and to access
areas of greater opportunity, a recent
analysis for PRRAC by Ingrid Gould
Ellen and Keren Mertens Horn
(www.prrac.org/pdf/PRRACHousing
Location&Schools.pdf) found that
families with vouchers have less ac-
cess to well-performing schools than
poor families without rental assistance.

During the decade 2000-2010,
HUD implemented a number of new
policies in the HCV program aimed
at increasing access to lower-poverty
communities that provided better op-
portunities for families. For example,
Congress provided agencies with ad-
ditional flexibility to subsidize higher
rents and allowed families to rent more
expensive units by paying more than
the standard 30% of income. In addi-
tion, HUD raised the “fair market
rent” levels for highly segregated
metro areas, and instituted a new per-
formance measurement system that
gave some credit to agencies that en-
gaged in activities to expand housing
opportunities. Our findings, and those
of other studies, highlight the fact that
these well-intentioned policies have
not succeeded in achieving better

(Please turn to page 8)
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Housing Mobility as a “Durable Urban Policy”

Stuck in Place, Patrick Sharkey's
recent book on the relationship be-
tween urban neighborhoods and ra-
cial inequality, should end the long-
running "neighborhood effects" de-
bate. The evidence Sharkey marshals
ought to persuade any fair-minded
reader that—independent of personal
characteristics—the neighborhood in
which you grow up causally affects
your life trajectory.

Against the background of the Ad-
verse Childhood Experiences study
(ACE) from the CDC and Kaiser
HMO, and medical research explain-
ing why and how bad outcomes hap-
pen, it now seems beyond dispute that
growing up in a severely distressed,
disinvested neighborhood puts adults
at risk, not only of emotional and cog-
nitive problems, but also of diabe-
tes, lung cancer, heart disease, and
the like. Moreover—another impor-
tant Sharkey point—the bad outcomes
are not confined to the current gen-
eration; they are likely to be passed
on inter-generationally.

These are potentially enormous
contributions to urban policy; hope-
fully they will put us on the road to a
clearer-eyed focus on what to do about
these neighborhoods before too many
more generations of children amass
high ACE scores in them. Kudos to
Patrick Sharkey!

On the what-to-do question there
is less to praise, although here too
Sharkey desirably emphasizes an im-
portant truth. Whatever we do, he
says, point-in-time investments are
likely to be pointless. We need what
he calls "durable" urban policies. The
black ghetto is a construct deliberately

Alex  Polikoff (apolikoff@
bpichicago.org) directed Business and
Professional People for the Public In-
terest for 29 years. He is author of
Waiting for Gautreaux: A Story of
Segregation, Housing, and the Black
Ghetto (Northwestern Univ. Press,
2006).

Alex Polikoff

created and maintained over genera-
tions; it is hubris to imagine that it
can be dismantled quickly or easily.
Sharkey rightly urges that to be ef-
fective, anything we do must have
staying power, not be subject, for ex-
ample, to the uncertainties of annual
Congressional appropriations.

Growing up in a
severely distressed,
disinvested neighbor-
hood puts adults at
risk.

In an audio interview, Sharkey
called the Gautreaux Residential Mo-
bility Program an example of durable
urban policy. And he has referred
approvingly to mobility programs in
Baltimore and Dallas that "are giving
families the chance to make moves
that improve their lives and lead to a
permanent change in their neighbor-
hood environments." (Quoted in Ri-
chard Florida, July 25, 2013, The
Atlantic Cities Place Matters.) In his
book, however, Sharkey does not give
residential mobility high marks. While
acknowledging its benefits, especially
for children, he suggests as a "tenta-
tive conclusion" that residential mo-
bility programs work well only with
families moving out of the very worst
neighborhoods, not if they come from
a "wider range of poor neighbor-
hoods."

This erroneous, if tentative, con-
clusion stems from two mistakes. The
first is that Gautreaux families came
from public housing—that is, the very
worst neighborhoods—whereas in fact
they came mostly from a "wider
range" of neighborhoods, for they
were mostly applicants for public
housing, living in private housing in
various parts of Chicago. The second
is that MTO families from Baltimore
and Chicago, where neighborhoods
were the very worst, fared better than
families from New York, Boston and

Los Angeles, where the neighbor-
hoods were less bad. In fact, as
Margery Turner and colleagues have
shown, MTO families from all five
cities who made substantial moves and
stayed in place a long time experi-
enced multiple benefits. (Benefits of
Living in High-Opportunity Neighbor-
hoods, Urban Institute, September
2012.)

Sharkey is also concerned that
large-scale residential mobility might
lead to new pockets of concentrated
poverty in receiving communities.
While acknowledging that there is an
"ideal scenario” that would avoid that
unhappy result, he assumes (for un-

(Please turn to page 8)

Not the Only
Explanations

Herbert Gans

Pat Sharkey has come up with
some original findings, but neighbor-
hood effects and concentrated poverty
are not the only explanations. For ex-
ample, if poor blacks are kept poor
and segregated, and urban renewal or
public housing destruction further re-
duces the supply of housing they can
afford, they are likely to stay in the
same neighborhood for a generation,
or longer. If they had more money,
they would move to better neighbor-
hoods just like anyone else.

Incidentally, if we studied the af-
fluent, we might discover that they too
stay in the same neighborhoods for
generations. The supply of 16-room
apartments and 10,000 square-foot
mansions is as limited as the supply
of affordable housing available to poor
blacks.d

Herbert Gans (hjgl @columbia.
edu) is a Professor Emeritus of Soci-
ology at Columbia.
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stated reasons) that the ideal scenario
would not be employed in new resi-
dential mobility programs. In fact, as
was done in Gautreaux, mobility ad-
ministrators in Baltimore and Dallas
do avoid clustering that would risk
creating new pockets of concentrated
poverty. There would be every rea-
son to employ the "ideal scenario” in
any new round of residential mobil-
ity programming.

While opting for a strategy of fix-
ing up high-poverty neighborhoods,
Sharkey rightly notes that the report
card on such efforts shows mixed re-
sults (a charitable description), and
that in any event fixing up is not a
stand-alone policy but requires the
support of a host of other invest-
ments—growing out of a "federal
commitment to economic equality"—
in human capital, health, transporta-
tion, criminal justice and the like.

The arresting and poignant circum-
stances highlighting Sharkey's thesis
is that, notwithstanding the break-
through gains of the Civil Rights
Movement, blacks born after the end
of state-sanctioned segregation are do-
ing worse economically than their
parents. From sea to shining sea, ra-
cial inequality remains a prominent
feature of the American landscape.
The ultimate lesson to be drawn from
Sharkey’s book is that we cannot af-
ford to overlook any promising reme-
dial approach—including high-quality
housing mobility programs.

Visit
PRRAC's
website at
www.prrac.org

(SARD: Continued from page 6)

locational results, despite the theoreti-
cal advantages that tenant-based assis-
tance provides to enable families to
access more desirable neighborhoods.

What Can Be Done?

Policy changes are needed to en-
sure that federal rental assistance pro-
grams provide greater opportunities
for families to choose affordable hous-
ing outside of extreme-poverty neigh-
borhoods, including in areas with ac-
cess to better-performing schools,
while effective interventions are de-
veloped over the longer term to in-

Neighborhood
attributes can have
profound effects on
poor children.

crease incomes, enhance safety and
improve educational performance in
areas of concentrated poverty. Sup-
port of children’s advocates for these
largely administrative reforms could
help persuade the Obama Administra-
tion of their importance.

Substantial progress toward these
goals is feasible in the next few years,
even in the current fiscally constrained
environment, without significant ad-
ditional funding or action by Congress.
To realize better location outcomes in
the Housing Choice Voucher program,
our forthcoming analysis will recom-
mend four sets of interrelated policy
changes, based in large part on expe-
rience with the mobility-oriented
policy changes the program tried since
2000 and insights from recent quali-
tative research.

1. Federal policy must incentivize
and reward agency performance in
achieving better location outcomes.

2. Program policies that weight the
scale in favor of families using vouch-
ers in poverty- and racially-concen-
trated areas should be revised or elimi-
nated (e.g., metro-wide Fair Market
Rents and lists of potentially available

units only in poverty- and racially-con-
centrated areas).

3. To expand housing choices out-
side of racially- or ethnically-concen-
trated areas of extreme poverty, state
and local governments and housing
agencies should adopt policies to en-
courage landlords in low-poverty
neighborhoods to participate in the
HCYV program and to assist interested
families to use their vouchers in these
areas.

4. The administrative geography of
the HCV program must be changed
so that the boundaries of agencies’ ser-
vice areas (“jurisdictions”) no longer
undermine the program’s ability to
promote access to high-opportunity
neighborhoods.

Federal, state and local policies also
should promote the preservation of
well-located assisted housing, whether
publicly or privately owned. More
than 200,000 units in HUD’s project-
based rental assistance programs house
families with children in neighbor-
hoods that are less than 20% poor.
These properties likely provide oppor-
tunities that cannot be replicated at a
similar cost, making their preserva-
tion an important priority for public
policy and investment.

However, new investments to pre-
serve properties that isolate poor chil-
dren in neighborhoods that may limit
opportunity should be made cau-
tiously. To the extent feasible, such
housing investments should be coupled
with measures to improve schools and
other neighborhood amenities, and to
expand families’ ability to choose
where to live without losing rental as-
sistance.

While the Low Income Housing
Tax Credit (LIHTC) fares somewhat
better than other programs at devel-
oping rental housing for families with
children in lower-poverty neighbor-
hoods and in proximity to better-per-
forming schools, performance among
the states is uneven. Federal leader-
ship is particularly important as
LIHTC has the untapped potential to
be a major source of affordable hous-
ing opportunities for families in high-
opportunity areas. State efforts in this
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direction should continue, and federal
policy should ensure that families with
housing vouchers as well as those pro-
tected by the Fair Housing Act are not
discriminated against in access to these
units.

Most of these recommendations can
be implemented by the Obama Admin-
istration without new authority or ad-
ditional funds from Congress. While
unglamorous, these types of adminis-
trative policies, particularly those in-
corporated in formal regulations, tend
to continue over the long term, de-
spite political changes. In fact, regu-
latory and other administrative policy
changes in the current federal low-in-
come housing programs can be a criti-
cal element of the “durable” urban
policies Sharkey recommends to re-
verse the negative effects of the “in-
herited ghetto.”

(JULIAN: Continued from page 5)

means living in an economically de-
pressed environment that is unhealthy
and unsafe and that offers little op-
portunity for success.” One of the
most salient aspects of a high-poverty
neighborhood is the prevalence of vio-
lence—black children live in an envi-
ronment that is “unknown among
whites, whether they were born in the
late 1950s or the late 1990s.” His me-
ticulous and comprehensive descrip-
tion of the persistence of neighbor-
hood inequality between blacks and
whites across generations is brought
home in his examination of the con-
sequences of cumulative, multi-gen-
erational disadvantage. Perhaps more
than any other, Chapter 5 of his book
should stir outrage. It makes the on-
going debate between whether the
government should continue to pur-
sue “place-based” community devel-
opment and low-income housing strat-
egies, or expand tenant-based “mo-
bility “strategies, look indulgent. The
question might more appropriately be
what legal causes of action are avail-
able to people who have been sub-
jected to these conditions for multiple

generations while we have engaged
in such public policy debates.

While Sharkey’s research conclu-
sions are stark, his policy recommen-
dations for addressing the severe situ-
ation he describes are not bold. He
revisits the long-running “people ver-
sus place” debate, looking for evi-
dence to guide future policy.

The evidence on tenant-based mo-
bility comes primarily from the
Gautreaux research, which reflects the
results of remedial efforts in a long-
running public housing desegregation
case in Chicago, and the MTO re-
search, based on a two-year research
“experiment” at HUD in the Clinton
years. In spite of these very modest
investments in tenant-based mobility
programs, only one of which was vol-
untary on the part of the government,
he finds that “scholars have generated

One of the most salient
aspects of a high-pov-

erty environment is the
prevalence of violence.

a substantial amount of evidence to
guide decisions about what types of
mobility programs are likely to foster
positive results.” In spite of design
flaws in both programs, he admits that
subsequent Gautreaux researchers,
“even after attempting to adjust for
any differences between families that
moved to different residential envi-
ronments, have continued to find that
families placed in low-poverty neigh-
borhoods or less-segregated neighbor-
hoods fared much better than fami-
lies placed in high-poverty or highly
segregated neighborhoods.” More-
over, “these (Gautreaux) studies con-
tinue to indicate that mobility out of
Chicago’s ghetto seems to have been
beneficial —perhaps extremely ben-
eficial—for poor families.” The
weaker intervention in MTO produced
less encouraging results, but he iden-
tifies the weaknesses in design and
implementation that could inform fu-
ture initiatives. Even so, recent, more
in-depth MTO research is consistent
with his basic conclusion—that sus-
tained exposure to low-poverty, more

advantaged environments over time
shows the most promising outcomes.
Overall, he concludes that the evi-
dence is “encouraging” that when
families are able to move out of the
most violent, poorest, racially segre-
gated neighborhoods in the nation,
their children’s academic and cogni-
tive test scores rise sharply, and when
the degree of concentrated disadvan-
tage surrounding a family declines,
children’s economic fortunes improve
substantially as they approach adult-
hood.

Turning to “place-based” strate-
gies, and the evidence of “whether or
not a sustained effort to reduce con-
centrated poverty by investing in
neighborhoods will have a positive
impact on the residents of those dis-
advantaged neighborhoods,” he con-
cludes that “there is no equivalent
evidence to evaluate that claim,” a
startling conclusion in itself, given the
time and money that has gone into
place-based community and housing
development programs and activities
over the past 45 years. Sharkey then
develops his own evidence, based on
extensive survey data available for
parents and children over several de-
cades, to conclude that place does
matter, and that the policies and pro-
gram we have been funding to im-
prove the places in which many black
children growing up in America have
lived over the past 40 years have not
had significant positive impact on the
children’s lives who live there.

He then concludes that, while there
may be a place for tenant-based mo-
bility in limited circumstances, the
more durable urban policy is compre-
hensive and sustained place-based
community development and afford-
able housing investment in communi-
ties of disadvantage, albeit focused
more on individual outcomes of
people living in such environments
than such policies have attended to in
the past. He acknowledges that it will
take more political will than has been
demonstrated to date to achieve the
sustained and concerted activity nec-
essary for real change in neighbor-
hoods of serious disadvantage; it is

(Please turn to page 10)
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beyond peradventure that under the
best of circumstances, the sort of
change required will take a great deal
of time; and he acknowledges implic-
itly that without that political will there
is no reason to expect real change. So
we are back to the future.

Why the reluctance to embrace
expanded tenant-based mobility, even
when it seems to satisfy Sharkey’s
own criteria for a “durable” policy
component of urban policy? He gives
several reasons, including his view
that not everyone wants to “move to
opportunity.” That is a straw man.
Mobility proponents have consistently
maintained that a decision to make a
mobility move should be an informed
and voluntary choice, consistent with
the view that housing mobility, at least
for African-American families con-
fined to the ghetto, is a civil right.
And beyond that, we have not yet pro-
vided a fraction of the opportunities
needed for families who want to move
to safer neighborhoods with improved
schools.

He also cites more “pragmatic”
reasons why tenant-based mobility
may not be sufficiently politically pal-
atable to qualify as a “durable” policy.
Those make more sense, though
Sharkey overstates his case. Any “suc-
cessful” program or policy for poor
people must figure out a way to make
it a “win-win” for more powerful in-
terests and constituencies. (Food
Stamps have the agriculture and food
retail industries; public housing con-
struction had the labor unions, etc.)
Housing mobility strategies do not
serve the political interests of any tra-
ditional constituency, certainly not
one with any power. Indeed, almost
by definition, mobility policy put the
interests of low-income minority fami-
lies at the top of the interests-served
fountain. People with power and in-
fluence are not accustomed to having
to wait for their benefits to “trickle
down.” Place-based policies, on the
other hand, do have influential con-
stituencies with interests. And that in-
fluence is reflected in the last 45 years
of public policy.

Politicians and
Public Resistance

Laws are passed and policies made
by people actively involved in the
political process. Politicians on both
sides of the aisle, white and non-
white, are products of the demo-
graphic status quo. For obvious and
not so obvious reasons, public policy
that creates opportunities for low-in-
come minority families to move out
of high-poverty, segregated neighbor-
hoods into housing in more affluent,
predominantly white neighborhoods is
not a cause many politicians will sup-
port, much less champion. Sharkey’s
analysis of the challenges that would
be involved in expanding residential

Why the reluctance to
embrace expanded
tenant-based mobility?

mobility strategies underscores that
reality—though his analysis does not
reflect the actual scale of even our
most ambitious housing mobility pro-
grams.

In Chapter 6, Sharkey seeks to jus-
tify his ““rejection” of expansion of
tenant-based housing mobility as a
“durable urban policy” by invoking
images of families moving out of the
ghetto, “en masse.” He cautions ad-
vocates of a more expansive residen-
tial mobility program about seeking
“to disperse the ghetto population
across a metropolitan area” because
such efforts would be “politically
hopeless” due to Americans’ prefer-
ences with regard to the race and class
of their neighbors. He cites the pro-
posal of one Yale Law Professor to
“offer” subsidies that “allow” every
resident of poor, racially-segregated
neighborhoods to move to economi-
cally and racially-diverse neighbor-
hoods across the metropolitan area and
invokes the image of six million Black
families from the ghettos invading the
rest of the metropolitan area. He lec-
tures that “attempts to engineer the
type of ‘ideal’ communities that policy
analysts or academics envision by
moving large number of residents

across a city will never end well.” One
might say the same thing about at-
tempts to engineer economically and
racially homogeneous neighborhoods
by isolating and containing large num-
bers of Black Americans in high-pov-
erty, severely disadvantaged geogra-
phies. That has not ended so well ei-
ther, at least for those so contained.
The main difference is that the former
is not and has never been close to
being even momentary public policy,
but the latter has been de facto “du-
rable urban policy” for the last 45
years. By setting up this false di-
chotomy, Sharkey fails to grapple with
the real public policy choices that
should be debated around housing mo-
bility programs— how to dramatically
expand existing “durable” desegrega-
tion like the Gautreaux, Dallas and
Baltimore mobility programs to more
places in order to benefit hundreds of
thousands of additional families (a
much more feasible goal than
Sharkey’s example), while working to
design and implement the kind of
ambitious re-investments that he says
are necessary to achieve similar re-
sults for the families who stay.

As daunting as these political chal-
lenges are, there are even more pow-
erful interests that will continue to
hold back housing mobility policy,
and we need to confront these directly
if we are to have any hope for progress
in this area.

The “Affordable Housing
Industrial Complex”

This is my term for the powerful
set of economic interests that has
evolved over five decades and con-
tinues to expand in poor communities
across the country. Public housing
created jobs for the construction
trades, the HUD-assisted privately
owned housing programs (221d3 and
236) created not only jobs, but per-
haps more importantly made many
political donors of both the Demo-
cratic and Republican Parties wealthy.
Today, the Low Income Housing Tax
Credit program, the most sophisti-
cated and complicated low-income
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housing development program to date,
takes the notion of “doing well by
doing good” to new levels. The big
banks, the syndicators/investors, the
government-supported “intermediar-
ies,” the developers, non-profit and
for-profit, all the related entities that
operate in that environment, and cer-
tainly the law firms that represent
them, all make serious money on their
way to creating each unit of afford-
able housing for a low-income family
(and even then some resist the notion
that the lowest-income people can be
served). While at least a segment of
this industry sees the possibilities of
creating affordable housing opportu-
nities in higher-opportunity areas for
low-income people seeking to escape
the poverty and distress of the ghetto,
that is not the history of federal low-
income housing development pro-
grams. The reasons for this continu-
ing imbalance have been widely docu-
mented, but suffice it to say HUD has
never complied with its obligation
under the Fair Housing Act to require
that its low-income housing develop-
ment programs affirmatively further
fair housing and address effectively
the legacy of segregation and neglect
of African Americans who need low-
income housing assistance. And to
date the Department of Treasury,
which regulates the LIHTC program,
simply refuses to acknowledge that
obligation. So, while not excusable,
it is perhaps not surprising that hous-
ing development, like any investment,
has taken the path of least resistance.

Community Develop-
ment Institutions

CDCs whose work is focused on a
specific urban geography rarely have
an interest in supporting housing mo-
bility strategies. To the extent that
small CDCs have aligned themselves
with the housing development indus-
try, they, perhaps more than the big-
ger players, have a stake in insuring
that housing development dollars, and
particularly developer fees, continue
to support housing development in the
communities in which they work. The

CDC community has a long and rich
relationship with both the large phil-
anthropic and progressive political
communities that have influence on
policy and funding related to low-in-
come people and communities. Hous-
ing mobility strategies are not consis-
tent with the CDC business models
developed over the past 40 years, and
change is not yet seen as desirable,
though some CDCs have been explor-
ing more regional models.

If Sharkey is right, the federal
government will and should continue
to primarily focus resources on en-
hanced community development and
revitalization strategies to improve

Sharkey revisits the
long-running people
vs. places debate.

conditions in the most distressed
neighborhoods and communities,
where current and future generations
of low-income African-American chil-
dren are going to be born, grow up,
live and die. I have spent a signifi-
cant part of my life as a poverty law-
yer representing people who live in
such communities, trying to address
the history of social and economic dis-
investment (and non-investment) by
the public and private institutions in
the communities in which I have
worked. While I am not as optimistic
as Sharkey about how those efforts
are going to play out over the next
two generations, I will continue to
support real community revitalization
and redevelopment activities, and ad-
vocacy to compel the commitment of
resources necessary to make such
communities equal to the predomi-
nantly white communities that have
always had those advantages. How-
ever, it is also important that we not
conflate economic and community re-
vitalization with the development of
low-income housing in an already con-
centrated neighborhood.

Housing mobility as a public policy
choice inadvertently suggests a differ-
ent level of accountability for place-
based strategies. In spite of efforts to
ignore or deny the successes and ben-

efits of the very limited government
investments in housing mobility over
the years, the fact is that mobility
works pretty well for the families able
to make that choice. From Gautreaux,
to Dallas, to Baltimore the conclusion
really is inescapable that low-income
people of color who desire to do so
can effectively be assisted to move
from high-poverty neighborhoods of
disadvantage to low-poverty ones of
advantage. Sharkey’s research shows
that when they do, and are able to
remain in better environments for a
sustained period of time, they and
their kids do better on a number of
“life chances” indicators. No, not
every kid from the ghetto goes to
Harvard in the first generation after a
move, but from looking at Sharkey’s
data they are more likely to be alive,
be reasonably mentally healthy, and
to graduate from high school, all of
which are prerequisites to more am-
bitious achievements.

After 40 years waiting for “oppor-
tunity to come to them,” perhaps it is
reasonable if some people “stuck in
place” decide they want to “move to
opportunity” that already exists else-
where. Established interests on both
the right and the left do not see that
choice as one worthy of a federal pro-
gram or policy. However, for those
who disagree, Sharkey’s book really
makes the case for redoubling our ef-
forts to give families, particularly
those with children, a chance to live
in less disadvantaged places—now. In
keeping with the current popular
“Transit Oriented Development”
theme, housing mobility should be
advanced as a sort of 21st Century
“Under-Ground Railroad,” drawing
its resources and its support from pas-
sionate “true believers” in the goal of
an open and inclusive society, and in
the obligation to remedy the ongoing
harms of Jim Crow segregation for
African Americans whose lineage
shares that history.

The families with whom I and my
colleagues work on a daily basis are
not naive about the costs and benefits
of moving into a new environment,
which they know is filled with both

(Please turn to page 12)
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opportunities and risks. Our job is to
make sure they have all the informa-
tion they need to make an informed
choice, and the support to effectuate
that choice if they decide to make the
move. There is nothing like watching
a mom who says she is tired of hav-
ing to sit up all night to make sure no
one breaks in her door, look at a map
which shows her that she lives in an
area (and in a housing unit often built
by a federal low-income housing pro-
gram) that the local police have des-
ignated as a crime “hot spot,” and then
showing her places on that map where

she could move where she probably
won’t feel the need to do that. She
knows that it may be a place where
more white people live than she lives
near now, and it may be a place she
only has heard of. She may need to
get her old clunker running, because
there is no reliable public transporta-
tion, and her kids may struggle, at
least initially, in a new and more de-
manding school. There will be other
challenges, depending on personal and
community circumstances. But until
she looked at that map, and talked to
a counselor, she didn’t know that her
voucher would buy her a unit in a non-
crime hot spot, non-food desert, non-

low-performing school attendance
zone. Because no one has told her.
Not the Housing Authority, not the
city, not the local “community lead-
ers,” not her caseworker, not HUD,
and certainly not anyone in the low-
income housing development commu-
nity. Sometimes, with that informa-
tion, she chooses to stay, and some-
times she chooses to move, but what-
ever the choice, after she works with
someone truly dedicated to making it
real, she knows she had one. Given
the unforgiving and unforgivable story
that Sharkey’s research tells, that is
worth the effort.(d

(COLLEGES: Continued from page 2)

system of racially separate pathways,
even as overall minority access to the
postsecondary system has grown dra-
matically. The dual pathways in
postsecondary education are not only
racially separate but they produce un-
equal results, even among equally
qualified students. The authors find
that preparation for higher education
matters in allocating access and suc-
cess at the most selective 468 colleges,
but it’s not the whole story. Differ-
ences in access, completion and earn-
ings persist even among equally quali-
fied whites, African Americans and
Hispanics.
® More than 30% of African
Americans and Hispanics with
a high school grade point aver-
age (GPA) higher than 3.5 go
to community colleges, com-
pared with 22% of whites with
the same GPA.
® Among students who score in
the top half of test score distri-
bution (that is, high-scoring stu-
dents) in the nation’s high
schools and attend college, 51 %
of white students get a BA or
higher, compared with 34% of
African-American students and
32% of Hispanic students.
This polarization of the post-
secondary system matters because re-
sources matter. The 468 most selec-
tive colleges spend anywhere from

two to almost five times as much per
student as the open-access schools.
Higher spending in the most selective
colleges leads to higher graduation
rates, greater access to graduate and
professional schools, and better eco-
nomic outcomes in the labor market,
even compared with white, African-
American and Hispanic students who
are equally qualified but attend less
competitive schools.
® The completion rate for the 468
most selective four-year colleges
is 82 %, compared with 49% for
two- and four-year open-access
colleges;
® At top-tier colleges, students
who enrolled with SAT scores
over 1000 obtain a graduate de-
gree at a rate of 15%, compared
with 3% similarly qualified stu-
dents who attended a four-year
open-access college; and
® Thirty-five percent of students
from top-tier schools obtain a
graduate degree within 10 years
of obtaining a Bachelor’s de-
gree, compared with 21 % of stu-
dents from the open-access
schools
® Greater postsecondary resources
and completion rates for white
students concentrated in the 468
most selective colleges confer
substantial labor market advan-
tages, including more than $2
million dollars per student in
higher lifetime earnings, and

access to professional and mana-
gerial elites, and careers that
bring personal and social em-
powerment.

Access to the most selective 468
four-year colleges—and their greater
completion rates—is especially impor-
tant to African Americans and His-
panics, in part because attaining a BA
is an important threshold for racial
equality in earnings.

® African Americans and Hispan-

ics gain 21 % earning advantages
when they attend the more se-
lective schools, compared to
15% for whites who attend the
same colleges.

® African Americans and Latinos

who attend one of the top 468
colleges graduate at a rate of
73%, compared with a rate of
40%for equally qualified mi-
norities who attend open-access
colleges.

College readiness is important in
explaining low completion rates, but
preparation is not the whole story.
Virtually all of the increase in col-
lege dropouts and the slowdown in
completions are concentrated in open-
access colleges, in substantial part
because they are too crowded and
underfunded. This dynamic leads to
significant loss of talent among both
minorities and lower income students.

® More than 240,000 high-scoring
students who come from the
bottom half of the income dis-
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