


A Message from the Honors College Staff 

 

According to The Alabama Poverty Project, Alabama has the sixth 
highest poverty rate and is the fourth least food secure sate, which means 
that 19 percent of our neighbors struggle with poverty and hunger. Twenty of 
Alabama’s 67 counties have poverty rates above 25 percent while only Shelby 
county has a poverty rate below 10 percent (Lee county: 21.4; Macon county: 
30.9; Russell county: 20.1; Tallapoosa county: 18.8; Chambers county: 23.7). 
It should be noted that nearly 27 percent of Alabama children are food 
insecure and do not get the healthy food they need each day and every day to 
thrive. It is no surprise that poverty is more prevalent in rural areas, where 
27 percent of residents live in poverty, as opposed to metropolitan areas 
where 20 percent live in poverty. Did you k(no)w poverty persisted like this 
throughout the state of Alabama? We were a little taken aback by these 
staggering statistics that were sent to us by Ms. Kristina Scott, Executive 
Director of Alabama Possible. Since we believe that a major part of an Honors 
College education is to produce students that are more aware of real issues, 
we decided to provide platforms to raise awareness of the issues surrounding 
poverty through a lecture series in Spring 2014 and this Week of Service in 
Summer 2014. In our view these programming items will at least give our 
Honors students a different vantage point on poverty. For those students 
particularly interested in community service, a new student organization – 
Honors Serves – was created in The Honors College to support hands-on 
alleviation of poverty in our area by fellow Honors students. It is our hope 
that through the end of this Week of Service that you will become more aware 
of poverty and its impacts in Alabama as well as more ways that you can 
become involved on Auburn’s campus as you chart your academic future.  

In this packet you will find some readings on the issue of poverty that 
are divided among five sections – Children & Vulnerable Populations, Rural 
Poverty, Education, Food Insecurity, and Community & Civic Engagement. 
Here you will also find more information about the Community Partners that 
we will be working with to undertake community service during this week 
along with biographical information for speakers. Contact information for all 
participants is listed on the last few pages.  

During this week it is our hope to raise your awareness of poverty and 
its associated issues through hands-on community service, lectures, films and 
discussions, and through select readings. The general overview of the week is 
provided here: 

 

 

 



Sunday 10 August, 2014 
6pm Dinner, Registration & Icebreaking Activities  

Front Porch of Cater Hall, The Honors College 
Dinner Provided 

 
Monday 11 August, 2014 
8:30-9:30am Breakfast  

College of Liberal Arts Dean’s Conference Room, 310 Tichenor Hall 
Breakfast Provided 

 
9:30am -12 noon Welcome & Lectures 

Dr. Melissa Baumann, Director of The Honors College – Welcome 
Dr. Mark Wilson, Director of Community Initiatives – “Beyond Service: How 

Students and Communities are Changing the Places Where They Live” 
Dr. Carole Zugazaga, Associate Professor of Social Work – “The Purpose of 

Non-profit Agencies in Poverty Alleviation” 
 

Lunch on Your Own 
 

1:30-4:30pm Poverty Simulation, Student Center Ballroom (led by Ms. 
Kristina Scott & Mr. T.C. McLemore of Alabama Possible) 

Snacks Provided 
 

6:30pm Short Film & Discussion 
2182 Haley Center 
Snacks Provided 

 
Tuesday 12 August, 2014 

7:45am-3:00pm Day of Service at the Food Bank of East Alabama and the 
Louise Kreher Forest Ecology Preserve (Transportation provided) 

Lunch & Snacks Provided (on site) 
 

6:30pm Film & Discussion 
2182 Haley Center 
Snacks Provided 

 
Wednesday 13 August, 2014 

7:45am-3:00pm Day of Service with Alabama Rural Ministry in Tuskegee, AL 
(Transportation provided) 

Lunch & Snacks Provided (on site) 
 

6:30pm Film & Discussion 
2182 Haley Center 
Snacks Provided 



Thursday 14 August, 2014 
7:45am-3:00pm Second Day of Service with Alabama Rural Ministry in 

Tuskegee, AL (Transportation provided) 
Lunch & Snacks Provided (on site) 

6:00pm Dinner & Film 
Front Porch of Cater Hall, The Honors College 

Dinner & Snacks Provided 
 

Friday 15 August, 2014 
8:30-9:30am Breakfast 

2182 Haley Center 
Breakfast Provided 

 
9:30am -12 noon Lectures & Farewell 

Mr. Tim King, Coordinator of Center for Community Service – “Opportunities 
for Service through the Center for Community Service” 

Ms. Lisa Pierce, Founder & Director of Alabama Rural Ministry – “Selfless 
Service” 

Mr. Azeem Ahmed, Honors College Student – “Service through the Eyes of an 
Honors Student” 

Dr. Melissa Baumann, Director of The Honors College – Farewell 
 

Lunch on Your Own 
 

On each day of the week, a detailed schedule will be provided and discussed 
at the nightly films for the following day. We are all looking forward to 
learning, alongside you, at this Week of Service. 
 
War Eagle! 
 
Staff of The Honors College 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Foreword  

 

The great civil rights champion Martin Luther King, Jr. once said 
“Intelligence plus character- that is the goal of true education.” I have not 
found anything to be more true during my time at Auburn. You will discover 
during your time here that this campus is filled to the brim with knowledge; I 
encourage you to soak it all up and take advantage of every opportunity 
presented you. However, I also encourage you to remember that the purest 
value of knowledge is the ability to utilize it to make the world around you a 
better place.  

During your time in the Honors College you will be exposed to many 
people with viewpoints different than your own; I encourage you to embrace 
this and use this friction as an impetus to grow. Issues in the real world are 
rarely black and white, and as such neither are their solutions. To make real, 
lasting change, it is of the utmost importance that we are able to comprehend 
the causes and effects of the problems presented to us. 

 I hope that as you explore this packet you are able to begin to 
understand more clearly the complex nature of the issue that is poverty and 
begin to understand more clearly your role in addressing it. Above all, I hope 
that you realize that poverty is an issue that affects us all, as communities, 
as nations, and as the human race. As John Green says, “There is no ‘them’, 
there are only facets of ‘us’.” My greatest realization during my time at this 
university and one that I hope you arrive at as well is the reality that poverty 
is not, and has never been, a “them” problem.  

To address the problem of poverty, many different roles are needed. 
Please don’t read this packet and think that only “professional volunteerism” 
careers can be effective. Read it and think about the ways, in your unique 
education and career goals, that you can use your talents to seek solutions. 
The world doesn’t need a million copies of the same person; rather, it needs 
all of us using our individual skills, perspectives, and circumstances to 
contribute to the cause. Pay attention and seek opportunities for engagement, 
and your time at Auburn University will be invaluable in helping you 
discover who you are and what you have to offer. Always remember that 
volunteering isn’t something you do on Saturdays but rather, a way of life. 
Use this week and your time at Auburn to discover how you can best serve, 
and your life and the lives of those around you will be better for it. 
 
Mary Beth Snow 
Auburn University  
College of Liberal Arts 
& The Honors College 
Major: Spanish 
Minor: Community & Civic Engagement 



Community Partners 

 

Alabama Rural Ministry 
The vision of Alabama Rural Ministry (ARM) is to end substandard 

housing in Rural Alabama through home repair and children’s ministry. 
ARM serves Lee, Macon, and Sumter Counties and strives to build 
relationships with the homeowners there in addition to meeting their 
physical needs through home repair.  Before ARM began, there was no home 
repair assistance available to families living in rural areas of Sumter, Macon, 
and Lee Counties. Elderly and disabled families were isolated and "making 
do". Additionally, many children did not have a safe place to learn, grow, and 
play during the summer time. Childcare facilities are a rarity. Therefore, a 
need for summer enrichment and after school ministry was recognized.  
 
Food Bank of East Alabama 

The Food Bank of East Alabama is a centralized warehouse that stores 
and distributes donated and purchased perishable and nonperishable food 
items. We distribute food to low-income people through member agencies that 
serve the ill, needy and infants. 

The Food Bank works to reduce food waste, feed hungry people and 
raise public awareness of issues related to food and hunger. The mission of 
the Food Bank of East Alabama is to alleviate hunger; to provide an efficient, 
coordinated system for collecting and distributing food; to reduce food waste; 
and to increase public awareness regarding hunger and food security issues 
in East Central Alabama. 
 
Louise Kreher Forest Ecology Preserve & Nature Center 

In 1993, Dr. Louise Kreher Turner and her husband, Frank Allan 
Turner, donated 120 acres of forest land to Auburn University School of 
Forestry and Wildlife Sciences.  As Auburn and surrounding areas continued 
to grow, the Turners wanted to see the preserve intact and become an 
educational facility where “students” could study, learn, appreciate, and 
enjoy the natural world. 

The mission of the Louise Kreher Forest Ecology Preserve is to provide 
programs, experiences, nature trails and natural habitats for education, 
study and relaxation for students and citizens of all ages while creating an 
atmosphere of discovery and stewardship toward our natural world. 
Since its endowment to the Auburn University School of Forestry and 
Wildlife Sciences, the Forest Ecology Preserve has continued to evolve into a 
first-class discovery and nature center with exciting programs offered 
throughout the year. In keeping with its mission, the Preserve fosters a 



greater sense of appreciation and understanding of our environment with 
many nature-based programs such as: 
• Discovery hikes and nature walks 
• School programs and youth camps 
• Adult workshops and classes 
• Educational exhibits, tours and wildlife study 

Today the Preserve acts as an outreach program of the School of 
Forestry and Wildlife Sciences, serving as a local resource for outdoor 
recreation and environmental education for thousands of visitors and 
students each year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Speakers 

 

Dr. Mark Wilson  
 
Director of Civic Learning Initiatives, College of 
Liberal Arts, Auburn University 
 
Beyond Service: How Students and Communities are 
Changing the Places Where They Live.  
 
 

Dr. Mark Wilson is Director of Civic Learning Initiatives in the College of 
Liberal Arts at Auburn University. Originally from Saraland, Alabama, he 
holds degrees from the University of Mobile (B.A.), McAfee School of Theology 
at Mercer University (M.Div.) and Auburn University (Ph.D.). He currently 
teaches the Introduction to Community and Civic Engagement Course and a 
practicum that includes a living-learning experience in an Appalachian 
community. He is an Appalachian Teaching Fellow with the Appalachian 
Regional Commission. He coordinates research and action projects with 
partners (Kettering Foundation, David Mathews Center for Civic Life, 
Appalachian Teaching Project) and communities around the state. He is the 
author of several articles and the book William Owen Carver’s Controversies 
in the Baptist South, published by Mercer University Press. Wilson serves as 
the secretary of the Alabama Historical Association and lives in Auburn with 
his wife and two children.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Dr. Carole Zugazaga 
 
Associate Professor and Director of the Social Work 
Program, Department of Sociology, Anthropology & 
Social Work, Auburn University 
Board Member of Alabama ARISE and Alabama 
Possible 
 
The Purpose of Non-profit Agencies in Poverty 
Alleviation 
 

Dr. Carole Zugazaga is Associate Professor and Director of the Social Work 
Program in the Department of Sociology, Anthropology & Social Work at 
Auburn University.  Dr. Zugazaga received both her MSW and Ph.D. in 
Public Affairs from the University of Central Florida.  She received her BSW 
from Florida State University.  She has 13 years of professional social work 
practice experience, primarily in the medical field.  She was an Emergency 
Department Social Worker for a Level 1 Trauma Center in Central Florida 
for 5 years.  Dr. Zugazaga’s research interests include homelessness, poverty, 
and healthcare.  She was named a Fahs-Beck Fellow in 2007 and was the 
recipient of a research grant from the Fahs-Beck Fund for Research and 
Experimentation to support her study of the fastest growing subgroup of the 
homeless: women with children.  She was also the recipient of a grant from 
the Alabama Women’s Commission and was the Principal Investigator (PI) of 
a study designed to better understand barriers and issues that affect women 
in Alabama with children age one and below.  She was the co-PI for a study 
on postpartum depression in Alabama, also with support of the Alabama 
Women’s Commission, which led to a state-wide public awareness campaign 
of the disorder and the establishment of a support hotline.  Dr. Zugazaga was 
also the recipient of the College of Liberal Arts Engaged Scholar designation 
for 2008-2010.  She currently teaches Introduction to Social Work, Social 
Welfare Policy, Social Work in Healthcare, and Methods of Social Research.  
Her research has been published in numerous journals including the 
American Journal of Community Psychology, Families in Society, Journal of 
Baccalaureate Social Work, Social Work Education, Research on Social Work 
Practice, and the Journal of Primary Prevention. 



Ms. Kristina Scott 
 
Executive Director of Alabama Possible 

Poverty Simulation 
 

 

 

Kristina Scott is the executive director of Alabama Possible, which works to 
reduce poverty through education, collaboration and advocacy. 

A seasoned coalition builder and attorney, Kristina brings a unique mix of 
communications and analytical skills to the job.  Before joining AP in August 
2008, Kristina served as the Managing Attorney for External Affairs at the 
Los Angeles City Attorney’s Office. 

In addition to her work in the legal field, Kristina has designed 
communications and voter contact strategies for candidates and ballot 
initiative campaigns across the country. During the 2000 election cycle, 
Kristina ran statewide communications operations as the Communications 
Director for the California Democratic Party’s Coordinated Campaign. She 
was also a senior strategist for The Strategy Group and served as a top 
staffer on Los Angeles City Attorney Rocky Delgadillo’s campaign. In 2001, 
Delgadillo became the first Latino elected to citywide office in Los Angeles in 
125 years in an upset, come-from-behind victory made possible by a unique 
coalition of Latino, African American and conservative voters. 

Kristina earned her bachelor’s degree in history from the University of 
Florida, where she was a member of Florida Blue Key, and her juris doctor 
with distinction from Emory University. She is a member of the California, 
Georgia and New York Bars. 

Kristina also serves as an adjunct faculty member at UAB and Birmingham-
Southern College.  She is a member of Leadership Alabama Class XXI and 
currently serves as the board secretary of the Sidewalk Film 
Festival/Alabama Moving Image Association. 

 
 
 
 
 



Mr. T.C. McLemore 

Communications & Development Coordinator, 
Alabama Possible 

Poverty Simulation 

 

 

 
T.C. McLemore is the Communications & Development Coordinator for 
Alabama Possible. He received his bachelor’s degree in political science with 
honors in global and community leadership from the University of Alabama 
at Birmingham. After serving as an AmeriCorps VISTA with Alabama 
Possible, he earned his master’s degree in history from UAB. His scholarly 
focus has been on food security and food access in Alabama and Birmingham. 
He is originally from Fort Payne and currently resides in Birmingham. 
  



Mr. Tim King 
 
Coordinator for the Center for Community Service, 
Auburn University 
 
Opportunities for Service through the Center for 
Community Service 
 
 
 
 
 

Tim King attended Jacksonville State University and graduated with a 
Bachelor of Arts degree in Art with a minor in English in 2005. In 2007, he 
completed his graduate program, receiving a Master of Science Degree in 
Education with a concentration in Community Agency Counseling. He 
currently serves as the Coordinator for the Center for Community Service, 
where he works with Alternative Student Breaks (ASB), Auburn University 
Dance Marathon (AUDM), Beat Bama Food Drive (BBFD), and IMPACT. He 
is currently pursuing his Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration at 
Auburn. In his spare time he enjoys photography, singing, music, working 
out, and spending time with family and friends. Tim is a native of 
Jacksonville, Alabama and joined the Office of Student Involvement staff in 
December of 2007. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ms. Lisa Pierce 
 
Founder and Director, Alabama Rural Ministry 
 
Selfless Service 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ms. Pierce is originally from Daytona Beach, Florida and attended Auburn 
University for college and graduated with a B.S. in Animal Science in 1995. 
She took a position with the University of West Alabama Wesley Foundation 
in 1996 and in 1998 started Alabama Rural Ministry (ARM). She moved back 
to the Auburn/Opelika area in 2001 to base ARM from Lee County. Ms. 
Pierce also has been in the Alabama National Guard for 24 years and 
maintains the position as a Lieutenant Colonial serving as a Battalion 
Commander in Huntsville, Alabama. She obtained a Masters of Counseling 
and Psychology at UWA and is currently pursuing a Masters of Arts in 
Christian Leadership through Asbury Seminary in Orlando. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Mr. Azeem Ahmed 
 
Honors College Student, Auburn University 
 
Service through the Eyes of an Honors Student 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Azeem Ahmed is an Honors College student majoring in Finance and pre-
medicine.   
 
A 2013 Truman Scholar, Azeem is a four-year member, and immediate past-
president of the University’s most engaged organization, The Committee of 
19 (an organization affiliated with the Universities Fighting World Hunger 
and the United Nations World Food Programme).  He is co-founder and 
current president of Campus Kitchens Project (an on-campus organization 
which packages food for hungry citizens of Lee County).  In the spring of 
2010, Azeem was named a Community and Civic Engagement 
Undergraduate Fellow and he is a lifetime member of the American Red 
Cross and past president of its Auburn University Chapter.   
 
In 2011, on the heels of the Arab Spring, he traveled to Egypt as a World 
Food Programme health and nutrition summer intern and helped develop a 
national food program. He conducted more than 40 field visits and certified 
enough mills to produce 250,000 tons of vitamin-enriched rice. In 2012 he 
traveled to Bangladesh to work with the International Center for Diarrheal 
Disease Research. He helped create protocol for pediatric sepsis management, 
shadowed physicians and assisted with emergency triage of cholera victims. 
 
As a result of Azeem’s tireless efforts on behalf of the world’s poorest and 
most needy, he was awarded the President William Jefferson Clinton Global 
Hunger Leadership Award in the spring of 2014.  Created to honor former 
President Clinton for his commitment to humanitarian causes, especially his 
commitment to eradicating hunger, the award criteria include demonstrated 
leadership in the fight against hunger and a commitment to a life of service 
in the areas of hunger and poverty reduction.  In addition, Azeem was named 
a President Harry S. Truman Scholar last spring – one of the nation’s top 
academic awards for college juniors and the only recipient from the state of 
Alabama. 
 



Azeem was also selected to receive the Algernon Sydney Sullivan in the 
spring of 2014.  The Algernon Sydney Sullivan Award is one of the highest 
honors bestowed on an Auburn University study and “recognizes the efforts of 
individuals who represent our institution through their unsurpassed 
humanitarian leadership and contributions to the community.”  Finally, 
Azeem was awarded the Honors College highest honor being named the 2014 
Edgar C. Gentle, III Award recipient. 
 
 
 



Readings 

 

 

 

 

Section 1 

Children & Vulnerable Populations 

 

 



Effect of Child and Family Poverty on Child Health in the United States

David Wood, MD, MPH, FAAP

ABSTRACT. The Issue. Poverty has been described as
an economic state that does not allow for the provision of
basic family and child needs, such as adequate food,
clothing, and housing. However, the debate about the
effects of poverty on the growth, development, and
health of children is as much involved with the culture or
general context of poverty as it is with the economics of
poverty. This culture of poverty is in part mediated
through environmental deprivations, such as failing
schools, gangs, drugs, violence, and struggling families.
Heclo1 described this sociocultural and environmental
dimension of poverty as “a condition of misery, hope-
lessness, and dependency.” The subject of this article is
to review the literature on the effects of poverty on US
children as mediated through economic, ecologic, and
family influences. Pediatrics 2003;112:707–711; poverty,
child health, community-based advocacy, CATCH.

ABBREVIATIONS. TANF, Temporary Assistance for Needy Fam-
ilies; AFDC, Aid to Families With Dependent Children; CATCH,
Community Access to Child Health.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF FAMILY AND CHILD
POVERTY IN THE UNITED STATES

The “child poverty rate” is the proportion of
families with children who have incomes be-
low the nationally established poverty line. In

2000, the poverty level for a family of 3 was an
annual income of $13 874; for a family of 4 (2 chil-
dren), the level was $17 603.2 Using a comparable
metric of 50% of the country’s median income for
defining the poverty level, 22% of children in the
United States are poor, the highest child poverty rate
among all developed countries. The countries with
the next highest child poverty rates are Canada and
Australia at 14%. In the United Kingdom and Israel,
10% of children are considered poor, whereas in Italy
and Germany, only 7% of children live in poverty.
Norway and Belgium have very low rates of child
poverty at only 4% to 5%.3

With the use of the US census data and definition
of poverty, 16.2% of people who were younger than
18 years in the United States in 2000 were considered
poor, down from a high of 20.8% in 1995. Children 0
to 5 years of age have higher rates of poverty; in
1995, approximately 22% were poor. In other words,
�1 in 5 children in the United States grow up poor

and are frequently deprived of a supportive environ-
ment to grow and develop. Approximately 10% of
children who are poor are extremely poor (�50% of
poverty level), and approximately 6 million children
who are extremely poor are younger than 6. Among
children who are poor and younger than 6 years, the
largest racial group is white children (1.9 million)
followed by 1.4 million non-Hispanic blacks and 1.6
million Hispanics. Poverty is strongly correlated
with the educational level of parent(s), which further
contributes to the culture of deprivation that children
who are poor experience.

The proportion of families that live in poverty
varies greatly across the United States, from 30% in
Louisiana to 7% in New Hampshire. States with high
family poverty rates include some of the largest
states in the country, such as California and New
York, with 23% and 24%, respectively, of families
living in poverty. The poverty rate for families that
are headed by parents with less than a high school
education is much higher (62%) than for families that
are headed by parents with “some college” (15.2%).
The rate is only 2.8% if a parent has a college degree.
Parental education is the single best predictor of
family income.

Significant changes have occurred in the rates of
child poverty over the past 25 years in the United
States, with child poverty ranging from a low of
14.4% in 1973 to a high of 20.8% in 1995. However,
during this same period, the proportion of elderly
who are poor has steadily decreased from 25% in the
mid-1960s to 10% in 2000. Approximately 15% of
children who are poor are chronically poor—that is,
consistently poor over the previous 5 years. Chronic
poverty is highly correlated with a confluence of the
above factors, with the strongest factor being race:
6% of white children who are poor were poor for 5
years compared with 29% of black children who
were poor for 10 years or more.4

In 1965, the poverty line was set at 3 times the cost
of the basic food basket for a family by size or num-
ber of children. At that time, this amount was ade-
quate for a family to afford food, housing, clothes,
and other necessities. However, since the 1960s, the
cost of housing, transportation, and other nonfood
essential items have increased much faster than the
cost of food. Other items not initially considered
essential, such as child care, have become necessities
and represent a significant portion of families’ ex-
penses, families who are poor in particular. As a
result, 77% of households in the United States spend
�50% of income on rent and 24% are overcrowded.
There is a �200 000-unit shortage of affordable rental
apartments, and only 1 in 9 Temporary Assistance
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for Needy Families (TANF)/Aid to Families With
Dependent Children (AFDC) families receives public
housing assistance. A family that lives at today’s
poverty level has only approximately 60% of the
buying power of a family that lived at the poverty
level in the 1960s. A family that is poor today is
nearly twice as poor as in 1965.

Over the past several decades, the number, sever-
ity, and chronicity of poverty among families with
children who are poor has increased, despite numer-
ous public income-transfer programs, such as
TANF/AFDC, food stamps, Medicaid, and the Spe-
cial Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants, and Children. During this same period, pub-
lic income-transfer programs for the elderly, primar-
ily Social Security and Medicare, have successfully
reduced the proportion of elderly who are poor by
60%—from 25% in the mid-1960s to 10% in 2000.
These programs did this by providing enough sup-
port to raise an elderly person out of poverty and by
adjusting the annual amount of aid to keep pace with
inflation and increases in the cost of living.

WHY ARE SO MANY US CHILDREN POOR?
Child poverty increased in the past 35 years primar-
ily because of the following national trends:
• Decreased real value of wages earned by lower

educated workers
• Income-transfer programs (welfare/TANF) sup-

port has decreased in real value
• Increased numbers of single-parent, female-

headed families

Those with 12 or fewer years of schooling have
experienced the greatest decrease in the value of
their earning power. Even workers with postsecond-
ary schooling have had problems earning more than
a poverty-level income in recent years.5 The technol-
ogy and information economy expansion has ex-
cluded people with low educational backgrounds. In
addition, there has been an increasing downward
pressure on manual labor wages from international
competition as a result of the low wages paid in other
countries and free trade zones (eg, North American
Free Trade Agreement). This results in a decrease in
the real value of the minimum wage. The number of
“working poor”—those who are under the poverty
line despite working full time—has increased by
35% from 1990 to 1998.6

Of money allocated to government income sup-
port programs (TANF/AFDC, Medicaid, Medicare,
and Social Security), 20% goes to families that are
poor and 80% goes to the elderly. The TANF/AFDC
benefits vary widely across the United States. A fam-
ily of 3 in 1996 would have received $120 in Missis-
sippi in monthly support and $923 in Alaska. The
median real value (adjusted for inflation) of the
TANF/AFDC benefit fell 51% between 1970 and
1995. Thus, families that are dependent on TANF/
AFDC are twice as poor as they were in 1970. When
you combine the median state TANF/AFDC support
level with that of food stamps, families reach an
income of approximately 65% of the poverty level as
it was initially established.

Trends in family structure and other social, envi-
ronmental, and emotional issues that affect families
also are contributing factors to family poverty. It is
estimated that almost one third of children who are
poor are poor because they live in a family headed by
a single mother.7 Sixty-five percent of children who
are poor versus 25% of children who are not poor
live in households that do not include their biological
father.8 Fifty-five percent of children who live in
single-parent, mother-only families are poor com-
pared with only 10% of children in 2-parent families.
The loss of the wage-earning power of the absent
parent, usually the father, compounded by the fre-
quent failure of fathers to comply with child support
judgments drive the majority of single-parent, fe-
male-headed families into poverty, regardless of
whether the mother works.

Problems such as substance abuse or mental illness
also work to drive families into poverty and worsen
the deprivation experienced by children. According
to a recent survey, 20% of female heads of house-
holds on TANF/AFDC (welfare) were abused in the
previous year compared with only 1.5% of a compa-
rable group of women who were not poor and not on
welfare.9 Twenty-eight percent of female parents
who have low income are to some degree mentally
impaired, primarily because of clinical depression
rates 2 to 4 times that found in the general female
population.10,11 Poverty results from a complex in-
teraction between the downward pressure on lower
income wages, economic pressures, and social and
emotional problems of families.

IMPACT OF POVERTY ON CHILD HEALTH

Confluence of Risks
Millions of children who are poor are particularly

vulnerable to the effects of poverty because of the
environment in which they live. Approximately half
of families that are poor live in neighborhoods with
concentrated poverty, such as neighborhoods in core
inner cities.12 “Many of our poorest families are
struggling to survive in communities that often ex-
acerbate rather than mitigate the disadvantages of
poverty—communities where a lack of public re-
sources, economic investment, and political power
sometimes serve to separate and isolate families from
mainstream society.”6 Inner-city communities more
often lack opportunities for parents to build social
networks, leading to increased stress and increased
child abuse.9 Families are isolated further by the
violence and crime that are concentrated in neigh-
borhoods of families with low income. The lack of
safe places for children to congregate and play is a
reality faced by many families that are poor through-
out the United States. Kids who live in neighbor-
hoods that are poor are less likely to participate in
sports or after-school activities. Economic, social,
health, and other factors converge in these settings to
produce more severe, persistent poverty and depri-
vation that has a detrimental impact on the intellec-
tual, emotional, and physical development of chil-
dren (Fig 1).12
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Cognitive and Educational Effect of Poverty on
Children

Many studies have compared children who are
poor with children who are not poor on a number of
aspects of development, intellect, and educational
attainment. In Table 1, Brooks-Gunn and Duncan
summarize the literature on the effects of poverty on
children’s development and educational perfor-
mance.13 The National Longitudinal Study on Youth
and the Infant Health and Development Project have
followed children who are poor and children who
are not poor over years and provide a rich data
source to examine the impact of poverty on cognitive
ability and educational attainment while controlling
for a number of confounding factors such as family
characteristics. Scores on IQ tests seem to vary with
the level of poverty, whereas educational attainment
seems to be related to poverty early in a child’s life
and duration of family poverty. Poverty during a
child’s early years has a more powerful influence on
grade completed than poverty during school years.
The high school dropout rate for central cities is 14%
compared with 7% for adolescents in the suburbs. In
areas with high poverty, graduation rates approach
only 50% of those who started high school. It is
estimated that an increase in mean family income of
$10 000 during the child’s first 5 years of life results
in almost 1 full year more of schooling.

IQ scores among children who live in poor families
are 6 to 13 points lower Controlled for maternal age,
marital status, education, and ethnicity, there is a
“dose effect” as families move from very poor to

poor to not poor. Various studies show similar ef-
fects on IQ across age groups of children, although in
adolescence, the effect is dampened.

Impact of Poverty on Physical Health of Children
Numerous studies have demonstrated that pov-

erty is associated with higher rates of poor health
and chronic health conditions in children (Table 2).
National surveys find that compared with parents
who are not poor, parents who are poor more often
rate their children’s health as “fair” or “poor” and
are less likely to rate their children’s health as “ex-
cellent.”14 Children who are poor have higher rates
of hospital admissions, disability days, and death
rates. They have inadequate access to preventive,
curative, and emergency care and are affected more
frequently by poor nutrition, single-parent families,
dysfunctional families, and poor housing.

Exposure to lead hazards is an example of how
poverty directly impacts child health. Four to 5 mil-
lion children, the vast majority of whom are poor,
reside in older homes with lead levels exceeding the
accepted threshold for safety. More than 1.5 million
of these children (younger than 6 years) have ele-
vated blood lead levels.15

Pregnancy Outcomes Associated With Poverty
Pregnancy outcomes are an important predictor of

ultimate child and adult health outcomes, and pov-
erty is strongly associated with low birth weight and
other poor pregnancy outcomes (Table 3). Black
women are twice as likely to have low birth weight

Fig 1. The ecology of child health and development.

TABLE 1. Cognitive and Educational Effects of Poverty on Children

Indicator Children Who
Are Poor

Children Who
Are Not Poor

Ratio Poor/
Nonpoor

Developmental delay 5.0% 3.8% 1.3
Learning disability 8.3% 6.1% 1.4
Grade retention 28.8% 14.1% 2.0
Ever expelled or suspended 12.1% 6.1% 2.0
High school dropout rate in 1994 21.0% 9.6% 2.2
Not employed or in school at age 24 15.9% 8.3% 1.9
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newborns as white women, regardless of socioeco-
nomic status. Although rates are much higher among
the poor, after adjusting for other confounding fac-
tors, white women who are poor have an 80% greater
chance of having a low birth weight newborn than
white women who are not poor. White women who
are poor for 5 to 10 years are 3 times more likely to
deliver a low birth weight newborn than white
women who are not poor.16 Adolescents who are
poor are 3 times as likely to have a newborn out of
wedlock than adolescents who are not poor. These
births are associated with increased rates of low birth
weight and perinatal and postnatal complications.

HOW CAN PEDIATRICIANS ADVOCATE FOR
CHILDREN WHO ARE POOR?

Pediatricians can advocate for children and fami-
lies who are poor at multiple levels (Fig 2). Advocacy
can occur within office practices, 1 family at a time,
or outside offices through involvement in commu-
nity issues or at higher levels of government.

Among the most effective approaches to advocacy
for the poor, in which all pediatricians can partici-
pate, is to receive and welcome families that are
poor, both those on Medicaid and those without
insurance, into their practices. Pediatricians that do

not practice in areas that are poor (and relatively few
do) can reach out to families that are poor by accept-
ing Medicaid and participating in the Vaccine for
Children program, which supplies free vaccines to
physicians for children who are poor. They can offer
formal sliding-scale payment programs for families
that lack insurance or whose insurance does not
cover preventive or other needed care.

Pediatricians also can support families that are
poor in their practices by connecting them with the
services for which they qualify or need in the com-
munity. Pediatricians can use materials supplied by
community programs to screen their patients and
families for social and economic risk factors, adding
this screening approach to their regular child devel-
opment and family social screening. In this way, the
pediatrician can assess whether the child or family
qualifies or could benefit from the social and income
support programs available to poor families. Pedia-
tricians should be knowledgeable about Head Start;
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children; food stamps; housing
support services; and other income and social sup-
port programs in their communities and know how
to refer families to them. Links to local health depart-
ments also can provide access to resources that are

Fig 2. The advocacy pyramid.

TABLE 2. Impact of Poverty on the Physical Health of Children*

Indicator Children Who
Are Poor

Children Who
Are Not Poor

Ratio Poor/
Nonpoor

In fair or poor health 11.7% 6.5% 1.8
In excellent health 37.4% 55.2% 0.7
Days spent in bed in past year 5.3 3.8 1.4
Number of short-stay hospital episodes/

year/1000 children
81.3 41.2 2.0

Deaths during 0 to 14 years of age 1.2% 0.8% 1.5
% with blood lead levels �10 �/dL† 16.3% 4.7% 3.5

* Adapted from Dawson.14

† Third National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES III), 1988–1991

TABLE 3. Pregnancy and Birth Outcomes

Indicator Children Who
Are Poor

Children Who
Are Not Poor

Ratio Poor/
Nonpoor

Low birth weight rate (�2500 g) 10/1000 births 6/1000 births 1.7
Infant mortality 14/1000 births 8/1000 births 1.7
Female adolescent has newborn out

of wedlock
11.0% 3.6% 2.1
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relevant to the care of families with multiple needs.
Community support services should be viewed by
pediatricians as important interventions for families
that can have a positive effect on child health and
development. Just as with any “specialty” referral,
pediatricians should request feedback on the
progress of their patients from the agencies to which
they are referred. Pediatricians also should follow-up
with families to assess the impact of the intervention
and the need for additional services.

Community-Based Advocacy
Pediatricians also can advocate for children who

are poor outside their offices. Many pediatricians
have started their community advocacy careers by
applying for American Academy of Pediatrics Com-
munity Access to Child Health (CATCH) Planning
Funds grants. The planning process and funds that
the CATCH Program provides can enable pediatri-
cians to identify and address important issues for
children’s communities that are poor and under-
served. CATCH grants can be used to plan new
clinics in communities that are poor, where access to
high-quality pediatric care often is lacking. CATCH
Program resources also can be used to perform com-
munity assets and needs assessments and to identify
important political and social issues that affect chil-
dren.

The use of CATCH funds by pediatricians to ad-
vocate and plan for lead abatement in housing in
communities with low income is a good example of
the capacity of the CATCH Program to effect social
and environmental changes. Improved intellectual
development among children who are exposed to
lead supports this expensive intervention. In almost
all US communities, public health departments have
local lead poisoning prevention programs, and pedi-
atricians can be very effective advocates in how these
programs use their funds to intervene for children.

Another example is the role that pediatricians can
play in mitigating the effects of poverty on the cog-
nitive and intellectual development of children. An
impoverished home environment with a paucity of
stimulating challenges to help children learn and
grow may have a significant effect on early brain
development and later educational success. Pediatri-
cians can become involved in advocacy in this area,
both inside and outside their offices. First, pediatri-
cians can assess their patients’ families for high-risk
home environments using standardized tools. They
can become knowledgeable of and refer children to
community-based early childhood development ser-
vices and implement Reach Out and Read programs
in their offices (www.reachoutandread.org). At the
community level, pediatricians can advocate for suf-
ficient early childhood developmental support pro-
grams. Is the local Early Intervention program ade-
quate to meet the community’s needs? If not, then
pediatricians could help to organize the community
to create additional programs.

Finally, pediatricians can be very effective advo-
cates for children at the local, state, and national
levels of government. The American Academy of
Pediatrics has materials that describe key policy is-

sues that face children who are poor today, such as
lack of health insurance. Pediatricians can lobby at
the local, state, and national levels for important
child health issues that affect all children but may
disproportionately affect children who are poor.17

Pediatricians across the country have been successful
at promoting legislation that supports the health and
development of children, especially at the local and
state levels.

CONCLUSIONS
Poverty is prevalent in the United States and dis-

proportionately affects children. Economic and de-
mographic trends indicate that rates of child poverty
and deprivation are not declining but actually are
worsening in many parts of the country. Poverty and
the culture surrounding it have a significant and
pervasive impact on the health and development of
children. Multiple risk factors converge in families
that are extremely poor, greatly increasing children’s
risk for chronic health problems, school failure,
births out of wedlock to adolescents, and other poor
outcomes. Without economic and other supportive
interventions, many of these children will be caught
in a cycle of poverty and despair, perpetuating and
perhaps growing the size of an underclass in the
richest nation on earth.
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U
sing a poverty line of about 
$22,000 for a family of four, the 
Census Bureau counted more than 
15 million U.S. children living in 
poor families in 2009. Poor chil-

dren begin school well behind their 

more affluent age mates and, if anything, 

lose ground during the school years. On 

average, poor kindergarten children have 

lower levels of reading and math skills 

and are rated by their teachers as less well 

behaved than their more affluent peers 

(see Figure 1). Children from poor fami-

lies also go on to complete less schooling, 

work less, and earn less than others.

Social scientists have been investigat-

ing links between family poverty and sub-

sequent child outcomes for decades. Yet, 

careful thought about the timing of eco-

nomic hardship across childhood and ado-

lescence is almost universally neglected.  

Emerging research in neuroscience and 

developmental psychology suggests that 

poverty early in a child’s life may be partic-

ularly harmful because the astonishingly 

rapid development of young children’s 

brains leaves them sensitive (and vulner-

able) to environmental conditions. 

by GreG J. Duncan anD Katherine MaGnuson
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After a brief review of possible mechanisms and the highest 
quality evidence linking poverty to negative childhood outcomes, 
we highlight emerging research linking poverty occurring as 
early as the prenatal year to adult outcomes as far as the fourth 
decade of life. Based on this evidence, we discuss how policy 
might better focus on deep and persistent poverty occurring very 
early in the childhoods of the poor.

American Poverty and Its Consequences for Children
If we were to draw the poverty line at 50 percent of median dis-
posable income (about $29,000 for a family of three in today’s 
dollars), as is common in much cross-national research on 
poverty, nearly one-quarter of U.S. children would be classified 
as poor (Figure 2). Comparing across countries, the U.S. fares 
badly, though not too much worse than countries like the UK, 
Canada, and Poland. More striking are the cross-country differ-
ences when the poverty threshold is set at a more spartan 40 
percent of median disposable income (about $23,000). In this 
instance, the 15 percent U.S. childhood poverty rate is more than 
half again as high as any country other than Poland.  Clearly, 
deep poverty is considerably more pervasive for children in the 
U.S. than among children in most Western industrialized coun-
tries.

What are the consequences of growing up in a poor house-
hold? Economists, sociologists, developmental psychologists, 
and neuroscientists emphasize different pathways by which 
poverty may influence children’s development. Economic mod-
els of child development focus on what money can buy. They 
view families with greater economic resources as being bet-
ter able to purchase or produce important “inputs” into their 
young children’s development (e.g., nutritious meals; enriched 
home learning environments and child care settings outside the 
home; and safe and stimulating neighborhood environments), 
and higher-quality schools and post-secondary education for 
older children. The cost of the inputs and family income con-
straints are therefore the key considerations for understanding 
poverty’s effects on children. 

Psychologists and sociologists point to the quality of family 
relationships to explain poverty’s detrimental effects on chil-
dren. These theoretical models point out that higher incomes 
may improve parents’ psychological well-being and their ability 
to engage in positive family processes, in particular high-quality 
parental interactions with children. A long line of research has 
found that low-income parents are more likely than others to 
use an authoritarian and punitive parenting style and less likely 
to provide their children with stimulating learning experiences 
in the home. Poverty and economic insecurity take a toll on a 
parents’ mental health, which may be an important cause of 
low-income parents’ non-supportive parenting. Depression and 
other forms of psychological distress can profoundly affect par-
ents’ interactions with their children. But as we argue below, it 
is not just the fact that these relationships exist that matters, 
but when.

figure 1   Rates of kindergarten proficiencies for poor, near poor, 
and middle-class children

figure 2   Poverty rates for young children

Source: Authors’ calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey—Kindergarten Cohort

Source: Gornick, J. and Jantti, M. (forthcoming). “Child poverty in upper-income countries: Lessons 
from the Luxembourg Income Study.” In S. B. Kamerman, S. Phipps, and A. Ben-Arieh (Eds.), 
From Child Welfare to Child Well-Being: An International Perspective on Knowledge in the Service 
of Making Policy. A Special Volume in Honor of Alfred J. Kahn. Springer Publishing Company.
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Why Early Poverty May Matter Most
It is not solely poverty that matters for children’s outcomes, but 
also the timing of child poverty. For some outcomes later in life, 
particularly those related to achievement skills and cognitive 
development, poverty early in a child’s life may be especially 
harmful.  Emerging evidence from both human and animal 
studies highlights the critical importance of early childhood in 
brain development and for establishing the neural functions and 
structures that shape future cognitive, social, emotional, and 
health outcomes. There is also clear evidence emerging from 
neuroscience that demonstrates strong correlations between 
socioeconomic status and various aspects of brain function in 
young children. For clear and compelling evidence on these 
points, look no further than the pieces in this very issue of Path-
ways.

Intensive programs aimed at providing early care and edu-
cational experiences for high-risk infants and toddlers also 
support the idea that children’s early years are a fruitful time 
for intervention. The best known of these are the Abecedarian 
program, which provided a full-day, center-based, educational 
program for children who were at high risk for school failure, 
starting in early infancy and continuing until school entry, and 
the Perry Preschool program, which provided one or two years 
of intensive center-based education for preschoolers. Both of 
these programs have been shown to generate impressive long-
term improvements in subsequent education and employment. 
Perry also produced large reductions in adult crime.  

A Causal Story?
Regardless of the timing of low income, isolating its causal 
impact on children’s well-being is difficult. Poverty is associated 
with other experiences of disadvantage (such as poor schools or 
being raised by a single parent), making it difficult to know for 
certain whether it is poverty per se that really matters or other 
related experiences. The best method for identifying the extent 
to which income really matters would be an experiment that 
compares families who receive some additional money to simi-
lar parents who do not receive such money. The only large-scale 
randomized interventions to alter family income directly were 
the Negative Income Tax Experiments, which were conducted 
between 1968 and 1982 with the primary goal of identifying the 
influence of a guaranteed income on parents’ labor force par-
ticipation.  Researchers found that elementary school children 
whose families enjoyed a 50 percent boost in family income 

from the program exhibited higher levels of early academic 
achievement and school attendance than children who did not. 
No test score differences were found for adolescents, although 
youth who received the income boost did have higher rates of 
high school completion and educational attainment. This sug-
gests that higher income may indeed cause higher achievement, 
although even in this case it is impossible to distinguish the 
effects of income from the possible benefits to children from the 
reductions in parental work effort that accompanied the income 
increases.

According to newer experimental welfare reform evaluations 
in the 1990s, though, providing income support to working poor 
parents through wage supplements does improve children’s 
achievement.  One study analyzed data from seven random-
assignment welfare and antipoverty policies.  All of these poli-
cies increased parental employment, while only some increased 
family income. These analyses indicated improved academic 
achievement for preschool and elementary school children by 
programs that boosted both income and parental employment, 
but not by programs that only increased employment.

These experimental findings suggest that income plays a 
causal role in boosting younger children’s achievement, although 
here it should be kept in mind that the beneficial welfare-to-work 
programs increased both income and parental employment. 
However, combining these results with those from the 1970s 
experiments, we note that both kinds of programs increased 
income but produced opposing impacts on work hours. This 
suggests that the income boost may have been the most active 
ingredient in promoting children’s achievement.

Non-experimental studies that take care to ensure they are 
comparing families who differ in terms of income, but who are 
otherwise similar, can also provide strong evidence. One such 
study took advantage of an increase in the maximum Earned 
Income Tax Credit for working poor families with more than two 
children by more than $2,000 between the years of 1993 and 
1997. This generous increase in tax benefits enabled research-
ers to compare the school achievement of children in otherwise 
similar—and even the same—working families before and after 
the increase in the tax credit. And indeed, improvements in low-
income children’s achievement in middle childhood coincided 
with the policy change. A second, Canadian study found simi-
lar results when researchers took advantage of variation across 
Canadian provinces in the generosity of Canada’s National Child 
Benefit program to estimate income impacts on child achieve-

For some outcomes later in life, particularly those related 
 to achievement skills and cognitive development, poverty 

early in a child’s life may be especially harmful.
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ment. Thus, the weight of the 
evidence suggests that increases 
in income for poor families are 
causally related to improvements 
in children’s outcomes.

The Long Reach
None of this past income litera-
ture has been able to examine 
family income early in a child’s 
life in relation to that child’s 
adult attainments. This limitation 
comes largely from the lack of data 
on both early childhood income 
and later adult outcomes.  Recent 
research by Duncan and his col-
leagues, however, has now made 
this link using recently-released 
data from the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics, which has fol-
lowed a nationally representative 
sample of U.S. families and their 
children since 1968. The study is 
based on children born between 
1968 and 1975, for whom adult 
outcomes were collected between 
ages 30 and 37.

Measures of income were 
available in every year of a child’s life from the prenatal period 
through age 15. This enabled Duncan and his colleagues to 
measure poverty across several distinct periods of childhood, 
distinguishing income early in life (prenatal through age 5) 
from income in middle childhood and adolescence. The simple 
associations between income early in life and adult outcomes 
are striking (Table 1). Compared with children whose families 
had incomes of at least twice the poverty line during their early 
childhood, poor children completed two fewer years of school-
ing, earned less than half as much money, worked 451 fewer 
hours per year, received $826 per year more in food stamps, and 
are nearly three times as likely to report poor overall health. Poor 
males are more than twice as likely to be arrested. For females, 
poverty is associated with a more than five fold increase in the 
likelihood of bearing a child out of wedlock prior to age 21.

None of these simple comparisons, however, considered the 
various factors that go along with growing up in poverty that also 
might explain poorer adult outcomes (e.g., single parenthood or 
lack of motivation). To account for this, we also adjusted for an 
extensive set of background control variables, all of which were 
measured either before or near the time of birth.  This effort 
to separate income from other related disadvantages and char-
acteristics of poor children produces smaller correlations than 
in the absence of these statistical controls. This suggests that a 

substantial portion of the simple 
correlation between childhood 
income and most adult out-
comes can be accounted for by 
the disadvantageous conditions 
associated with birth into a low-
income household.

But what about the timing of 
poverty? To better understand 
whether poverty in early child-
hood is particularly important, 
Duncan and colleagues replaced 
the average childhood income 
measure with three stage-spe-
cific measures of income.  As 
before, adjustments are made 
for the effects of the extensive 
array of background conditions. 

In the case of adult earnings 
and work hours, early childhood 
income appears to matter much 
more than later income.  For 
some measures, like work hours, 
there appears to even be a negli-
gible role for income beyond age 
5.  Early income also appears to 
matter for completed schooling, 
but in this case adolescent fam-

ily income seems to matter even more. In contrast, the strong 
association between overall childhood income and health and 
non-marital birth seems to be largely attributable to income dur-
ing adolescence, rather than earlier in childhood.

More detailed analyses show that for families with average 
early childhood incomes below $25,000, a $3,000 annual boost 
to family income is associated with a 17 percent increase in adult 
earnings (Figure 3).  Results for work hours are broadly similar 
to those for earnings. In this case, a $3,000 annual increase in 
the prenatal to age-5 income of low-income families is associ-
ated with 135 additional work hours per year after age 25. In con-
trast, increments to early-childhood income for higher-income 
children were not significantly associated with higher adult 
earnings or work hours. The implication is clear: If we are hop-
ing that giving parents extra income will bolster their children’s 
chances for success, early childhood is the time to do it.

Refashioning Income Supports
Early childhood is a particularly sensitive period in which eco-
nomic deprivation may compromise children’s life achievement 
and employment opportunities.  Research continues to confirm 
a remarkable sensitivity (and growing number) of developing 
brain structures and functions that are related to growing up in 
an impoverished home.  
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We also have convincing evidence linking early poverty with 
both child achievement and adult employment. The achieve-
ment studies employ unusually rigorous methods for estimating 
causal relationships between income early in life and achieve-
ment test scores as children age. The effect sizes estimated in 
these studies are broadly similar. An annual income increase of 
$3,000 sustained for several years appears to boost children’s 
achievement by roughly one-fifth of a standard deviation. In the 
early grades, children’s achievement increases by nearly one 
standard deviation per year, so 20 percent of a standard devia-
tion amounts to about two months’ advantage in school.  

Very recent research has linked poverty early in childhood 
to adult earnings and work hours.  Although non-experimental, 
the study’s key finding—that income early in childhood appears 
to matter much more than income later in childhood for a range 
of employment outcomes—is strikingly consistent with the 
achievement studies.  

Taken together, this research suggests that greater policy 
attention should be given to remediating situations involving 
deep and persistent poverty occurring early in childhood. In 
the case of welfare policies, we should take care to ensure that 
sanctions and other regulations do not deny benefits to families 
with very young children. Not only do young children appear 
to be most vulnerable to the consequences of deep poverty, but 
mothers with very young children are also least able to support 
themselves through employment in the labor market.

A more generous, and perhaps smarter, approach would be 
enacting income transfer policies that provide more income 
to families with young children. In the case of work support 
programs like the Earned Income Tax Credit, this might mean 
extending more generous credits to families with young chil-
dren. In the case of child tax credits, this could mean making the 
credit refundable and also providing larger credits to families 
with young children.

Interestingly, several European countries gear time-limited 
benefits to the age of children. In Germany, a modest parental 
allowance is available to a mother working fewer than 20 hours 
per week until her child is 18 months old. France guarantees a 
modest minimum income to most of its citizens, including fam-
ilies with children of all ages. Supplementing this basic support 
is the Allocation de Parent Isolé (API) program for single parents 
with children under age 3. In effect, the API program acknowl-
edges a special need for income support during this period, 
especially if a parent wishes to care for very young children and 
forgo income from employment. The state-funded child care 
system in France that begins at age 3 alleviates the problems 
associated with a parent’s transition into the labor force.

In emphasizing the potential importance of policies to boost 
income in early childhood, we do not mean to imply that focus-
ing on this area is the only policy path worth pursuing. Obviously 
investments later in life, including those that provide direct ser-
vices to children and families, may also be well-advised. Eco-

figure 3    Percentage increase in adult earnings associated with  
a $3,000 annual increase in childhood income
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table 1    Adult outcomes by poverty status between the 
prenatal year and age five

Note: Earnings and food stamp values are in 2005 dollars.

Income 
below the 
official U.S. 
poverty line

Income between 
one and two 
times the 
poverty line

Income more 
than twice the 
poverty line

Mean or % Mean or % Mean or % 

Completed schooling 11.8 yrs 12.7 yrs 14.0 yrs

Earnings ($10,000) $17.9 $26.8 $39.7

Annual work hours 1,512 1,839 1,963

Food stamps $896 $337 $70

Poor health 13% 13% 5%

Arrested (men only) 26% 21% 13%

Nonmarital birth 
(women only)

50% 28% 9%

Note: Earnings and food stamp values are in 2005 dollars.

nomic logic requires a comparison of the costs and benefits of 
the various programs that seek to promote the development of 
disadvantaged children throughout the life course. In this con-
text, expenditures on income-transfer and service-delivery pro-
grams should be placed side by side and judged by their costs 
and benefits, with the utmost goal of making our social invest-
ments as profitable as possible.   

Greg J. Duncan is Distinguished Professor of Education at the Uni-
versity of California at Irvine. Katherine Magnuson is Associate Pro-
fessor of Social Work at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.





















































There is some troubling evidence that homeless-
ness is beginning to increase among elderly

adults. In addition, there are demographic fac-
tors—such as the anticipated growth of the elderly
population as baby boomers turn 65 years of age
and recent reports of increases in the number of
homeless adults ages 50 to 64—that suggest a dra-
matic increase in the elderly homeless population
between 2010 and 2020. While the country’s
changing demographics may make this finding
unsurprising, it has serious implications for
providers of homeless services and should be
deeply troubling to the policymakers that aim to
prevent poverty and homelessness among the eld-
erly through local and federal social welfare pro-
grams. This paper provides an assessment of the
recent and projected changes in homelessness
among the elderly and assesses the ability of public
affordable housing programs to handle the pro-
jected growth in elderly persons at-risk of housing
instability and homelessness.

Homelessness Among the Elderly

While there is a fair amount known about elders
experiencing poverty and about the general home-
less population, there is relatively little known
about the elderly homeless population. This section
details what we know from existing research about
incidence and growth of homelessness among the
elderly.

Incidence
The elderly population has historically been
underrepresented among the homeless population.
The limited national homelessness data that have
been collected over the past two decades are con-
sistent in revealing that homelessness is much

more prevalent among younger adults than among
older adults and the elderly. A 1996 national study
by the Urban Institute found that, while those over
age 55 represented 28 percent of the general adult
population, they made up only 8 percent of the
homeless population.1 This underrepresentation is
also reflected in HUD’s 2008 annual homelessness
data, which reveal that the incidence of sheltered
homelessness among adults over 18 years of age is
55 per 10,000, while the annual incidence among
those ages 62 and older is 9 per 10,000.2 While
these findings speak to the relative infrequency of
homelessness among the elderly, any level of
homelessness among the elderly is concerning.

Changes
There is very limited national data on the chang-
ing demographics of the homeless population, but
the data that do exist show that homelessness
among the elderly and older adults is modestly
increasing. HUD’s first Annual Homelessness
Assessment Report to Congress (AHAR), which
covered a three-month period ending in April
2005, estimated that 2.4 percent of sheltered
homeless adults were older than 62 years of age.3

HUD’s fourth AHAR, which covered the twelve-
month period ending September 2008, showed
that 2.8 percent of sheltered homeless adults were
older than 62 years of age.4 To the extent that the
two data points are comparable, they suggest very
modestly increasing representation of the elderly
among the homeless.

While the national data show only modest
increases in the representation of the elderly among
the homeless population, there is some city-specific
research that shows more rapid increases in home-
lessness among adults ages 50 and older, but not
necessarily among the elderly. 
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� Researchers studying the street homeless 
population in San Francisco found that from
the period 1990–1994 to 2000–2002, the 
representation of those ages 50 and over 
went progressively from 11.2 percent to 32.3
percent.5

� Data from New York City indicates that the
median age of the homeless population in New
York City went from 28 to 42 years of age
from 1987 to 2005.6

� A study of the homeless population in
Massachusetts found homelessness among
those ages 55 and older increased from 
8 percent of the homeless population in 1999
to 14 percent in 2003.7

� A study by the Chicago Alliance to End
Homelessness and Loyola University found
that homelessness is increasing among adults
between the ages of 50 and 64, but not among
those over the age of 64.8

The limited existing research tells a story of
increasing homelessness among adults ages 50 and
older and more modest increases among the elderly
population. The trend is suggestive of an increase in
the elderly homeless population over the next few
decades as the current older adult population
reaches and exceeds age 65. 

Demographic Changes Among 
the Elderly

This paper predicts that homelessness among elderly
persons will increase substantially over the next
decade. There are two primary demographic factors
that contribute to the projected increase in home-
lessness among the elderly. One is the overall growth
in the elderly population, which is expected to more
than double in size between now and 2050. The
other factor is the relative stability in the proportion
of the elderly population facing economic vulnera-
bility. Together, these factors signal an increase in
elder economic vulnerability and homelessness.

The Growing Elderly Population
There are more Americans over the age of 65 today
than ever before and the number is rapidly increas-
ing. During the past century, the number of elderly
people has grown from 3.1 million in 1900 to 37
million in 2008—an increase of over 1,100 percent.
The proportion of elderly Americans has also
increased since 1900, when adults ages 65 and older
made up only 4.1 percent of the population.9 Today,
at 37 million, elderly Americans make up 12.6 percent
of the population.10 This demographic shift means
that we have become an older nation, with the
median age at almost 37 years old—the country’s
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Figure 1. Historical and projected U.S. elderly population

Who is considered elderly? This paper focuses on homelessness and economic vulnerability among
elderly and, to a lesser extent, older adults. The Census Bureau defines the elderly as those ages 65
and older. As much of the analysis in this paper is based upon Census data, we define the term
“elderly” as those over 65 years of age unless otherwise specified. U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) reports on homelessness include an ages 62 and older age category,
which is also considered “elderly” for the purposes of this report. “Older adults” are those between
ages 50 and 64 unless otherwise specified.



highest median age on record. Further, the U.S.
Census Bureau projects that by 2050 there will be
approximately 89 million people over the age of 65,
which more than doubles our current elderly popu-
lation.11 This projected increase in elderly Americans,
illustrated in Figure 1, merits significant attention at
the federal policy level. An increased number of eld-
erly persons will mean an increased need for 
federal programs aimed at preventing economic 
vulnerability among older persons. 

Economic Vulnerability among the Elderly
The most common measure of economic instability
among the elderly is poverty. Poverty among elderly
Americans has been relatively low since the 1960s.
In 1959, the poverty rate for elder Americans was
35 percent. This fell to approximately 15 percent by
1975, due in large part to increases in government
programs such as Social Security.12 Since that time,
poverty rates among the elderly have steadily
declined, remaining between 9 and 11 percent for
the past decade. According to the 2008 American
Community Survey, 9.9 percent of people over 65
years of age had annual incomes below the poverty
threshold of $10,326 for a single person and
$13,030 for a couple.13

A measure of even greater economic vulnerability
is the proportion of elderly persons in deep poverty—
earning only half of the poverty threshold. In 2008,
there were over 969,925 elderly persons, or 2.6 per-
cent of the elderly population, in deep poverty.14

Figure 2 shows the trends in rates of poverty and deep
poverty for both the general population and the eld-
erly population since 1975 and reveals that the deep
poverty rate among elderly persons has remained
around 2 percent since 1975. Federal programs such
as Social Security, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Programs (formerly known as the Food

Stamp Program), and housing programs directed to
the elderly have helped decrease the number of
persons over 65 years of age living in precarious
housing situations due to insufficient income.
Despite the overall effectiveness of these programs,
some elderly people are not prevented from experi-
encing economic hardship and homelessness. 

Projected Increase in Homelessness
among Elderly 

In the most recent AHAR, HUD estimates that
there were 43,450 sheltered homeless people over
the age of 62 in 2008.15 Because of anticipated
increases in the elderly homeless population as the
general population ages, a projection of the elderly
homeless population is made in this paper. It is
based on the following assumptions:

� The elderly population will increase as projected
by the U.S. Census Bureau through 2050.

� The rate of deep poverty in the elderly popula-
tion will remain constant at 2 percent through
2050, as it has remained since 1975.

� The 2008 ratio of 1 sheltered elderly homeless
person to every 22 elderly persons in deep
poverty remains constant thorough 2050. 

The resulting projection of the elderly home-
less population is illustrated in Figure 3. It shows
that homelessness is projected to increase by 
33 percent from 44,172 in 2010 to 58,772 in 2020
and will more than double between 2010 and 2050,
when over 95,000 elderly persons are projected to
be homeless.16

This projected increase in homelessness among
elderly persons is alarming. The remainder of this
paper is focused on pathways into elder homeless-
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ness and actions that can be taken to end homeless-
ness among elderly persons.

Pathways Into Elder Homelessness

To the extent that both political will and resources
have been committed to preventing elder homeless-
ness and destitution, the natural next question is:
How does homelessness among the elderly and
older adults occur? 

The two basic pathways are the aging of the
chronically homeless population and new homeless-
ness among elderly adults who did not experience
homelessness prior to turning 65 years of age.
Research into this question is rare, but two regional
studies provide evidence supporting each of the two
pathways. 

The Shelter Partnership conducted an extensive
study of the older and elderly homeless adults that
presented at the Los Angeles area’s largest homeless
shelter. This study examined the differences between
those ages 50 to 61 and those ages 62 and older. The
study revealed that 28 percent of homeless persons
over 62 years of age came to the shelter directly from
the streets, 25 percent came from another shelter,
and 15 percent were living with family or friends
prior to homelessness. For those between ages 50
and 61, 37 percent arrived from the streets, 19 per-
cent arrived from another shelter, and 10 percent
were living with family or friends.17 The high per-
centage of older and elderly homeless adults coming
to the shelter from the streets and other shelters
highlights the first pathway—the aging of the chron-
ically homeless.

An international, three-city study points more
toward the second pathway—new homelessness

among formerly stably-housed elders. Boston was
one of the three cities (and only U.S. city). The data
from Boston revealed that most elderly homeless-
ness people were newly homeless with a history of
stable adult employment. Most were last housed in
a private rental unit and a plurality had lived alone.
The common causes of their homelessness were, in
decreasing order of frequency: financial problems,
mental health problems, relationship breakdown,
physical health problems, and issues related to
work.18 A Chicago study also looked at homeless
adults over 50 years of age and found the following
reasons as common causes of their homelessness:
recent job loss, drinking problems, discontinued/
inadequate public assistance, inadequate income,
disagreement with family or friends, and injury or
illness on the job.19

Understanding the pathways into homelessness
for the elderly is important when determining the
right policy response. Those older Americans who
become homeless as senior citizens require more
preventive action. Federal housing programs are
fundamental in reducing the economic hardship
experienced by the elderly whose only income is
often Social Security and/or Supplemental Security
Income. Alternatively, those older adults—ages 50
to 64—who are chronically homeless and remain
homeless as they age have intensive housing and
service needs that must be addressed to end their
homelessness. Both pathways are addressed in the
following sections.

Precariously Housed Elderly Households

At its root, homelessness is the result of an inability
to afford housing. With rising housing costs, elderly
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households often must choose between housing and
other basic needs such as food and medical care.
Housing cost burden exists when a household pays
more than 30 percent of their income on housing
costs. This burden is considered “severe” when the
portion of a household’s income dedicated to
housing exceeds 50 percent. This housing expense
can leave a household economically vulnerable. This
is particularly concerning for elderly people who
often rely on a fixed income. In 2007, over 8.7
million households with a householder over the 
age of 65 experienced housing cost burden. This
represents 38 percent of all households with an
elderly householder. Further, over 4.8 million of
them experienced severe housing cost burden,
accounting for approximately 21 percent of total
elderly households.20

In recent years, the increase in the rate of severe
cost burden among elderly households has outpaced
the overall growth of elderly households. While the
share of total households headed by a person over
the age of 65 remained relatively unchanged
between 2001 and 2007, the percent of elderly
households experiencing a severe housing cost
burden increased by over 14 percent. Further, while
elderly households constituted over one-quarter (26
percent) of the total number of severely cost bur-
dened households in 2007, they accounted for only
20 percent of total households.21 This overrepresen-
tation of severely cost-burdened elderly households
among all households, as well as the faster rate of
growth among severely cost burdened elderly house-
holds, has significant policy implications. Federal
housing policy should be expanded and adjusted to
meet the needs of poor and vulnerable Americans—
who increasingly are our elderly.

Chronically Homeless Older and 
Elderly Households

Chronically homeless older adults who age into
elderly homelessness often have critical health and
service needs in addition to their obvious housing
needs. Homeless seniors are more likely to experi-
ence multiple medical issues at a time and often
have chronic illnesses that go untreated. Exposure
to harsh weather and the often unhealthy environ-
ment of shelters can affect the susceptible health
and well-being of the elderly population.
Substance use disorders, particularly alcoholism,
are not uncommon among the elderly homeless
population and are often presented alongside
mental health disorders, especially among the
chronically homeless population. The mental
health issues of the elderly are also particularly
important when examining the reasons that older
people become or remain homeless. Mental illnesses
associated with memory loss, for example, can

affect the ability to secure housing as acquiring
housing often involved multiple appointments
and self-initiated persistence.22

Elderly chronically homeless people often
require intensive service coordination. This helps
them transition into permanent housing smoothly
and ensures they remain there. Case management
is often critical in coordinating care—primary
health care, housing assistance, food, and other
services can get lost without some assistance and
supervision. Elderly homeless people often face
barriers to accessing resources and benefits such as
Social Security, Medicare, and Supplemental
Security Income (SSI). They may not know that
they are eligible for such benefits, they may not
know where to start, and/or they may have a hard
time following up with service providers, meeting
appointments, or completing the necessary 
paperwork due to health limitations (mental or
physical).23 A coordination of services, coupled
with housing assistance, can help homeless or 
formerly homeless seniors age in their own housing
with dignity. 

Federal Housing Assistance 
for the Elderly

There are a few federal programs that provide housing
assistance to seniors. These programs provide the
housing safety net for the most vulnerable low-
income people. According to the 2007 American
Housing Survey, 6 percent of elderly households
either lived in housing owned by a public housing
authority or identified themselves as recipients of
some form of housing subsidy.24 While this is likely
an underestimate, it still represents over 1.3 million
households. This section outlines the primary federal
rental housing assistance programs that support sen-
iors. Because there are many state and local pro-
grams that support seniors, this is not a
comprehensive account of all housing services for
the elderly. 

Section 202 Supportive Housing for the
Elderly Program. Created in 1959, Section 202 is 
a project-based housing program that provides
housing and supportive services to very low-income
elderly households. Eligible persons must be over 62
and have incomes at or below 50 percent of the area
median income (AMI).25 This program is the only
government-subsidized program dedicated exclu-
sively to senior housing. There are currently over
300,000 units of Section 202 housing and for each
unit that becomes available there are an estimated
ten seniors waiting.26

Public Housing. Public housing is a federally
subsidized housing program providing units to
persons at or below 80 percent of AMI. While open
to all persons below this income threshold, most
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Public Housing Authorities (PHA) target funds to
those at very low or extremely low-income levels.
Some PHAs give preference to elderly applicants.
Currently, 31 percent—or over 350,000 public
housing units—have a senior householder.27

Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8). The
Housing Choice Voucher Program provides tenant-
based and project-based housing assistance to 
persons with incomes at or below 50 percent of
AMI. Approximately 17 percent of the 1.9 million
vouchers currently in use are being utilized by sen-
ior citizens.28 The demand for vouchers far exceeds
the supply of vouchers, with average waiting lists
ranging from 5 to 10 years in some cities.

Project-Based Section 8. Project-based
Section 8 is a public-private partnership in which
the owner (private or non-profit) signs a contract
with HUD to provide affordable rental units to
low-income tenants. There are currently 1.27 million
units of Project-based Section 8, and approximately
50 percent are occupied by elderly householders.
With the exception of a small number of units for
homeless people, there have been no units added
under this program since the mid 1980s. Further,
the total number of these units has been declining
by over 10,000 a year as owners choose not to
renew their expiring contracts.29

Section 515 Rural Rental Housing Program.
Section 515 is a federally subsidized program 
providing rental assistance to rural areas. This pro-
gram serves very low and extremely low income 
persons, with about half of the units being allocated
to seniors. Since the program’s creation in 1962,
over 523,000 units have been built. At its peak 
in 1979, 38,650 units were created; this figure
dropped to 1,621 in 1994 and to only 486 units 
in 2006. In recent years, funding has been limited,
with approximately 1,000 units funded each year.
In new construction projects, 95 percent of the eli-

gible participants must have incomes at or below 
50 percent of the AMI, compared with 75 percent
at existing projects. Elderly households occupy 
58 percent of the units.30, 31

Table 1 reveals that together, these programs
provide approximately 1.9 million units to low-
income elderly households. However, these 
programs have long waiting lists spanning several
years, an indication that the number of units both
affordable and available to elderly households is
insufficient. While federal programs targeted to the
elderly have helped lessen the number of precariously
housed elderly households who fall into homeless-
ness, the number of units is not keeping pace with
the increasing demand. If the deep poverty projec-
tions hold true, the government will have to fund
between 700,000 and 822,000 additional units
through these programs by 2020 simply to maintain
the current deficit.32

A Call to Action and Inquiry

In the coming years, the United States will experience
a monumental societal shift as baby boomers become
senior citizens. Meeting the needs of this population,
particularly the economically vulnerable portion of
the population, will be one of the greatest domestic
policy challenges in our lifetime. Social Security,
Medicare, and housing programs targeting the elderly
will be critical for meeting the challenge and reducing
risk of homelessness. Below is a list of recommenda-
tions to reduce and eventually eliminate homelessness
among elderly persons in the United States.

1. Increase the supply of subsidized affordable
housing on which economically vulnerable
elderly persons rely. In addition to the
Section 202 Supportive Housing for the
Elderly Program, elderly persons also make up
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Table 1. Housing Units Serving Elderly Households by Program

Program
Number of Units with

Elderly Households
Percent of Program 

Serving Elderly

Section 202 300,000 units 100%

Public Housing* 359,882 units 31%

Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8) 323,000 subsidies 17%

Project-Based Section 8 624,750 units 49%

Section 515 (Section 521) 303,340 units 58%

* Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “Decade of Neglect has Weakened Federal Low-Income Housing Programs: New
Resources Required to Meet Growing Needs,” 2009, http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa= view&id=2691.
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either the majority or a large fraction of the
beneficiaries of the other federal affordable
rental housing programs—public housing,
Housing Choice Voucher Program (Section 8),
Project-Based Section 8, and the Section 515
Rural Rental Housing Program. These programs
must be preserved and expanded to keep pace
with expected increases in demand and to
provide a way of providing housing stability 
for the tens of thousands of elderly persons
who experience homelessness every year.
Capitalization of the National Housing Trust
Fund, which will be used to build, rehabilitate
and preserve housing for the lowest-income
households, will be a critical element of ensur-
ing that the programs upon which elderly per-
sons depend are adequately sized.

2. Create sufficient permanent supportive
housing to finish the job of ending chronic
homelessness. The aging of the chronically
homeless population from the older adult to
the elderly age group is one of the ways that
homelessness among elderly persons is expected
to grow in the coming years. This pathway can
be largely averted if the job of ending chronic
homelessness is successfully completed in the
next 10 years. This requires the creation of suf-
ficient supportive housing units to house the
approximately 120,000 persons who are 
chronically homeless today. Because of the 
progressive health care and support needs of
this population, it is critical that this popula-
tion receives housing combined with flexible
and adaptive support services. 

3. Research to better understand the needs of
the homeless elderly population. One of the
recurrent themes of this paper is the paucity of
information available about the elderly home-
less population. Research is needed to better
understand the characteristics of the popula-
tion. Specifically, research is needed into the
patterns of homeless and mainstream service
utilization, the frequency and duration of
homeless episodes, and health status and 
functionality of elderly homeless people. This
information is necessary to form a typology of
the elderly homeless population that can be
used to better plan and target effective inter-
ventions, including supportive housing and
homelessness prevention strategies.

The existence of homelessness among the eld-
erly indicates that our safety nets are failing our
most vulnerable citizens. However, with thoughtful
and strategic planning, we can greatly reduce elderly
homelessness and prevent the population at-risk
from experiencing homelessness. Addressing the
unmet housing and service needs of our at-risk and
homeless elderly, as well as understanding the 

characteristics and needs of the elderly population
at-risk of homelessness can help us end elder home-
lessness. As a nation, we are judged by how we care
for our most vulnerable citizens. It is a failing of
public policy that any of our elderly are homeless.
To fail to act would be, in short, irresponsible. 
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Executive Summary 

Most arguments for reducing poverty in the U.S., especially among children, rest on a moral case 
for doing so—one that emphasizes the unfairness of child poverty, and how it runs counter to our 
national creed of equal opportunity for all. 

But there is also an economic case for reducing child poverty. When children grow up in poverty, 
they are somewhat more likely than non-poor children to have low earnings as adults, which in turn 
reflects lower workforce productivity. They are also somewhat more likely to engage in crime (though 
that’s not the case for the vast majority) and to have poor health later in life. Their reduced produc-
tive activity generates a direct loss of goods and services to the U.S. economy. 

What’s more, any crime in which they engage imposes large monetary and other personal costs on 
their victims, as well as the costs to the taxpayer of administering our huge criminal justice system. 
And their poor health generates illness and early mortality which not only require large healthcare 
expenditures, but also impede productivity and ultimately reduce their quality and quantity of life.

In this paper, we review a range of rigorous research studies that estimate the average statistical rela-
tionships between children growing up in poverty and their earnings, propensity to commit crime, 
and quality of health later in life. We also review estimates of the costs that crime and poor health 
per person impose on the economy. Then we aggregate all of these average costs per poor child across 
the total number of children growing up in poverty in the U.S. to estimate the aggregate costs of 
child poverty to the U.S. economy. 

We had to make a number of critical assumptions about how to define and measure poverty, what 
level of income to use as a non-poverty benchmark, and which effects are really caused by growing 
up in poverty and not simply correlated with it. Wherever possible, we made conservative assump-
tions, in order to generate lower-bound estimates.

The upshot: Our results suggest that the costs to the U.S. associated with childhood poverty total about 
$500B per year, or the equivalent of nearly 4 percent of GDP. 

More specifically, we estimate that childhood poverty each year:

Reduces productivity and economic output by about 1.3 percent of GDP

Raises the costs of crime by 1.3 percent of GDP

Raises health expenditures and reduces the value of health by 1.2 percent of GDP.

If anything, these estimates almost certainly understate the true costs of poverty to the U.S. economy. For 
one thing, they omit the costs associated with poor adults who did not grow up poor as children. They ig-
nore all other costs that poverty might impose on the nation besides those associated with low produc-
tivity, crime, and health—such as environmental costs and much of the suffering of the poor themselves.
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What does all of this imply for public policy? The high cost of childhood poverty to the U.S. suggests 
that investing significant resources in poverty reduction might be more cost-effective over time than 
we previously thought. Of course, determining the effectiveness of various policies requires careful 
evaluation research in a variety of areas. 

Our analysis did not venture into the effectiveness of specific anti-poverty policies, but our conclu-
sions point unmistakably to several clear options, among them:

Universal pre-kindergarten programs

Various elementary and secondary school reforms 

Expansions of the Earned Income Tax Credit and other income supports for the working poor 

Job training for poor adults

Higher minimum wages and more collective bargaining 

Low-income neighborhood revitalization and housing mobility 

Marriage promotion and faith-based initiatives

Given the strong evidence of the effectiveness of some of these programs, such as high-quality pre-
kindergarten and the Earned Income Tax Credit, investments through these mechanisms seem par-
ticularly warranted. At a minimum, the costs of poverty imply that we should work hard to identify 
cost-effective strategies of poverty remediation and that we should not hesitate to invest significant 
resources when these strategies are identified. In the meantime, we should also experiment with and 
evaluate a wide range of promising efforts.     
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Introduction

Why should the U.S. expend scarce public resources to reduce its poverty rate? The most common re-
sponse to this question focuses on the moral case that reducing poverty is fair and just. This argument 
usually stresses the high costs imposed on individuals and families—and especially children in poor 
families—when they are poor. In a nation where equal opportunity—regardless of race, ethnicity, or 
family background—is a widely accepted goal for public policy, inequities associated with children 
growing up in poverty are troubling. 

Others argue for poverty reduction on economic grounds. In this view, poverty burdens the rest of 
U.S. society and robs it of some of its productive potential. The economic costs of poverty to society 
include certain public expenditures on poor families, especially for conditions and behaviors—such 
as poor health and crime—associated with the poor. Costs borne by victims of crime are examples 
of private expenditures and losses for the nonpoor that should count as burdens as well. Moreover, 
the income that the poor might have earned represents a loss of productive capacity and output that 
ultimately reduces the aggregate value of our economy. By this argument, it is not only fair and just 
to reduce poverty in the U.S., but may be in the nation’s material self-interest as well.

When viewed in this economic way, expenditures on poverty reduction can be viewed as public or 
social investments, which generate returns to society over time in the form of higher real gross domestic 
product (GDP), reduced expenditures on crime or health care problems, reduced costs borne by crime 
victims or those in poor health, and improvements in everyone’s quality of life in a wide variety of other 
ways as well. To make the case for these investments, we need to estimate the social costs associated 
with poverty, as well as some sense of the returns on any investments in poverty alleviation. 

This paper focuses on the economic and social costs of poverty. We attempt to quantify the overall 
costs to U.S. society of having children grow up in poverty—both in the form of lost economic 
productivity and earnings as adults, and also as additional costs associated with higher crime and 
poorer health later in life. Before presenting our estimates, we review our conceptual framework and 
its limitations (Section II). We present our estimates in Sections III and IV, and conclude in Section 
V with some thoughts and implications.

All told, we estimate that the costs to America associated with childhood poverty total $500 billion per 
year—the equivalent of nearly 4 percent of GDP. In other words, we could raise our overall consump-
tion of goods and services and our quality of life by about a half trillion dollars a year if childhood 
poverty were eliminated. If anything, this calculation likely understates the true annual losses associ-
ated with U.S. poverty. 
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Our Approach

What is the right way to think about the costs that poverty imposes on the U.S., and how might this 
thinking be captured in a convincing empirical framework? 

We begin with what we do not include in estimating poverty costs. We omit from our cost estimates 
the poverty “gap” of poor households themselves, defined as the difference between household 
income and its poverty threshold. To do so would be tautological: the costs of poverty would be 
defined as poverty itself. Nor do we estimate the effects of adult poverty on earnings capacity, crime, 
or health, since it is very difficult to determine whether adult poverty is a cause or an effect of crime 
and bad health. 

Instead, we seek to estimate links between poverty among children and the elements of their behavior 
or circumstances as adults that generate economic costs for U.S. society. But why do we believe that 
children who grow up in poverty might have lower incomes, as well as worse health and higher crime 
rates as adults? A very long literature (e.g., Duncan, 2006) documents strong statistical relationships 
between the incomes of families in which children grow up, various cognitive and behavioral mea-
sures we observe for these children, and important outcomes they experience as adults. These statisti-
cal correlations also seem to reflect the very different home, school, and neighborhood environments 
in which more affluent and poorer children grow up.

As Ludwig and Sawhill (2006) summarize: “…compared to kindergarteners from families in the bot-
tom fifth of the socioeconomic distribution, children from the most advantaged fifth of all families 
are four times more likely to have a computer in the home, have three times as many books, are read 
to more often, watch far less television, and are more likely to visit museums or libraries…These dif-
ferences in early environments contribute to large gaps in test scores, which show up even at a very 
early age…The early years also appear to be a sensitive period for the development of non-cognitive 
skills…large differences in non-cognitive outcomes such as physical aggression between children in 
families above versus below the poverty line have been documented….These early gaps in cognitive 
and non-cognitive skills tend to persist through the school years and into later life. Those who score 
poorly before entering kindergarten are likely to do less well in school, to become teen parents, to 
engage in crime, and to be unemployed as adults….” 

Family economic conditions seem to impact children because they affect the material and social 
resources available to children and family psychological processes, such as parental emotional well-
being and parenting styles. And differences in the quality of schools attended and neighborhoods 
resided in by children of different family backgrounds up through the teen years likely reinforce and 
widen the many gaps that emerge early on in the home. 

So we focus in this paper on measuring how childhood poverty in the U.S. affects outcomes for 
adults later in life, and what these effects imply for the broader U.S. economy and society. We 
estimate the reductions in the annual aggregate U.S. production of goods and services (as measured 
by earnings) associated with childhood poverty, as well as the extra expenditures (both public and 
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private) and reduced safety and well-being due to crime and poor health associated with adults who 
grow up poor as children. One can think of this exercise as estimating the total economic value of in-
creased production and higher quality of life that would accrue to the U.S. if childhood poverty were 
eliminated. We express the costs of poverty as a share of GDP. But these estimates also include some 
of the intangible social costs, such as the value of improved health, that are not directly counted as 
part of the formal government GDP calculations but nonetheless have obvious value in Americans’ 
quality of life.  

As for our actual methodology, we measure the effects of poverty on these outcomes using estimates 
of the statistical association between childhood poverty (or low family income) and such outcomes 
as adult earnings, participation in crime, or poor health.1 These impacts do not hold for every single 
individual growing up in poverty, as some children who grow up poor do not become poor as adults 
and some who are non-poor as children become poor as adults.2 But the estimates we use represent 
the average likelihood of lower earnings, participation in crime or poor health among adults who 
grew up in poverty. 

 In the jargon of economists, lost earnings are an opportunity cost—a cost that is incurred because the 
opportunity to be productive and generate earnings is lost. And since all earnings ultimately derive 
from economic output, it is reasonable to consider any foregone earnings associated with poverty 
as reflecting lost output for the U.S. economy.3 This estimate will also reflect the average impact of 
poverty on the level of GDP in any year, which abstracts from any effects poverty might have on the 
rate of growth in GDP over time. 

In addition to lost earnings, we focus on childhood poverty’s impacts on adult crime and poor health. 
These are certainly not the only possible costs of poverty, but they are likely to be the largest and 
most easily quantifiable costs. The value of other costs potentially associated with poverty, such as 
low cognitive skills (as measured by test scores) and low levels of education, should be largely cap-
tured by lost earnings.4 In contrast, poor health and crime impose large costs, above and beyond the 
lost earnings of those who are sick or jailed, and these costs have been quantified by some research-
ers. Furthermore, these costs are often borne both by the poor themselves and by crime victims or 
taxpayers who pay for the public expenditures to deal with these problems. 

 1 These estimates come from regressions that take the following form: Yi= a+bPOVERTYi+ui, where Y represents one of the outcomes affected for person i – either adult 
earnings, participation in crime, or poor health – and POVERTY is a dichotomous (or dummy) variable for whether or not he/she spent at least a certain number of years 
as a child in a poor household. The coefficient b then represents the average (presumably negative) effect of childhood poverty on his/her earnings, or its (positive) effect 
on their likelihood of engaging in crime or having poor health. In some cases below, we may use a measure of average parental income rather than a poverty indicator 
as the independent variable, and simply predict the impact of having poverty-level income (relative to some benchmark level) on the outcome in question. Of course, 
using family income rather than poverty as the independent variable leads to expectations of a positive sign on the estimated coefficient b when the dependent variable 
is earnings or income, and a negative coefficient when it is crime or poor health. In this case, calculating b*(POVINC-INC), where POVINC and INC represent the 
poverty and benchmark levels of income respectively, generates a predicted impact of poverty with the same sign as the coefficient estimated from a poverty variable. The 
magnitudes of the estimated impacts on outcomes should also be comparable, as long as the effects of income on any outcomes are linear. Which approach we use in any 
particular case depends on what we find in the relevant literature. 

 2  According to Corcoran (2001), the poverty rates at ages 25-27 for those who grew up in poor v. non-poor households are about 24 percent and 4 percent respectively. 
 3 One previous attempt to calculate the economic costs of poverty in a similar manner can be found in a report by the Children’s Defense Fund (1994).   
 4 This is not strictly true, as there are likely benefits to education that go beyond the higher wages and salaries that they generate for individuals, but these are not easy to quantify. 



The annual costs of crime and poor health associated with poverty are then the magnitudes of each 
that appear to be “caused” by (or at least statistically associated with) childhood poverty, multiplied 
by our estimates of the annual cost per “unit” of crime or poor health to the U.S. economy. Since 
lost earnings already represent a direct dollar cost to the economy, we need only calculate the direct 
loss of such earnings associated with childhood poverty. In all cases, these social costs per individual 
who was poor as a child need to be aggregated across the number (or percent) of all children who 
grow up in poverty, and then calculated as portions of GDP.5  

An important issue with our approach is whether the estimated effects of poverty for children are 
caused by low family income per se, or a broader range of family and community forces that afflict the 
poor. Susan Mayer’s book (1997) argues that the costs of poverty have less to do with income, and 
more with the quality of family life, schools, and neighborhoods that poor children experience. In turn, 
these nonpecuniary factors might be reflected in a range of attitudes, behaviors, and values that poor 
children develop and carry into adulthood, which might have been caused by their parents’ and/or 
peers’ attitudes, behaviors, and values in addition to (or even instead of) their low childhood income. 

Of course, the latter interpretation does not imply that poverty is any less costly to the children who expe-
rience it. Rather, it implies that the mechanisms through which poverty hurts children may not be exclu-
sively (or even primarily) financial. If not, then boosting the incomes of parents might not be the appro-
priate policy remedy. In our view, elaborated below, statistical efforts to disentangle the effects of income 
per se from other characteristics of poor parents, schools, and neighborhoods are far from definitive. 

As a result, we interpret the causal effects of childhood poverty quite broadly. They include not only 
the effects of low parental incomes, but also of the entire range of environmental factors associated with 
poverty in the U.S., and all of the personal characteristics imparted by parents, schools, and neighborhoods to 
children who grow up with or in them. We define “poverty” broadly in this way in part because research-
ers have been unable to clearly separate low income from other factors that affect the life chances of the 
poor, and also because the set of potential policy levers that might reduce the disadvantages experienced 
by poor children go beyond just increasing family incomes. Of course, in defining poverty this way, we 
also assume that the entire range of negative influences associated with low family incomes would ulti-
mately be eliminated if all poor children were instead raised in non-poor households. 

This broad interpretation of poverty effects enables us to use fairly simple estimates of the statistical 
relationships between childhood poverty and adult outcomes, rather than estimates from studies that 
adjust for factors correlated with poverty such as parental education, race, etc. Controls for these 
explanatory variables are sometimes used to isolate the effects of low childhood incomes, although 
we view most of these efforts as unsuccessful, since the list of variables for which we can control are 
almost always incomplete. Our broader interpretation of the effects of poverty enables us to avoid 
this issue entirely and measure the impact of poverty along with its related characteristics such as 
neighborhood and parental characteristics.  

�

 5 In mathematical terms, foregone adult earnings per poor child are simply ΔLOSTEARN/ΔPOVERTY, whereas the loss associated with crime would be ΔCRIME/
ΔPOVERTY*ΔCOST/ΔCRIME; and the losses associated with poor health would be comparable to those of crime. Multiplying these fractions by POVERTY, that is 
the percentage of children who grow up poor, generates aggregate losses and costs that can be compared to annual GDP. 
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But at least part of the lower earnings, poorer health, and greater tendency to commit crime among poor 
adults might not be caused by childhood poverty, even broadly defined. We know that hereditary charac-
teristics can play an important role in determining such personal attributes as height, weight, physical and 
mental health, temperament, and cognitive ability. The degree to which the observed association between 
growing up in a disadvantaged family and later life outcomes is caused by inherited rather than environ-
mental causes remains controversial, and we do not take a strong stand on this question ourselves. We also 
understand that, at least historically, genetic research has sometimes been misused and misinterpreted (by 
racists or others advocating harsh treatment of the poor) in ways that we oppose. 

Still, in acknowledging that there may be a hereditary component of poverty, and in order to gen-
erate a conservative estimate for the social costs of having children grow up in poverty, we err on 
the side of adjusting for the possible genetic contributions to the intergenerational transmission of 
disadvantage. To isolate the impact of poverty per se on outcomes, we deduct some portion of the 
costs when research suggests that some of the costs could be hereditary in origin. The best available 
studies on this topic rely heavily on comparisons of identical twins to fraternal twins, on siblings 
raised separately after birth from those raised together (where the former have only shared genes and 
very little shared environment), or on twins/siblings adopted by families of different socioeconomic 
status from one another. Since such studies often generate a range of estimates (and are often based 
on richer data from other countries, particularly Sweden), we will use estimates of hereditary effects 
that have been judged by respected scholars as the most plausible and convincing in each case. Our 
adjustments might well overstate the hereditary component of poverty (for reasons discussed in Foot-
note 19 below), but we make them anyway to be conservative.

All in all, we believe that our estimates almost certainly underestimate the true costs of poverty. For 
one thing, many children who do not grow up poor become poor as adults, and their poverty likely 
imposes costs on themselves and the nation. As noted above, it is very difficult to separate causes 
from effects of poverty in these cases, so we do not attempt to measure these costs. But they are likely 
to be substantial. Furthermore, we cannot capture all of the many costs associated with child poverty 
such as the nonmonetary costs on the poor themselves, or the costs of living in poor areas that are 
not captured by crime or health measures.

A few other analytical and interpretative issues must be mentioned here as well. The costs associated 
with poverty for children will almost certainly depend on the number of years that they spend in 
poverty, and may also depend on the timing of poverty—in early childhood, primary school, or ado-
lescence. Poverty is dynamic, with some families experiencing temporary spells of poverty and others 
experiencing longer spells (e.g., Blank, 1997). Longer (or more permanent) spells of poverty will 
likely be costlier to children than shorter (or more temporary) ones. Consequently, the number of 
years spent in poverty, or a family’s average income over the years of childhood, will be used in most 
studies as the primary determinant of its effects. On the other hand, recent research also suggests that 
the timing of such poverty matters as well. Given that poverty early in life may be most damaging 
(Duncan et al., 1998), it might well be true that even short spells of poverty during those years can 
impose large and permanent costs on children. Many fewer studies measure the timing of poverty for 
children, though its importance must certainly be acknowledged in any such efforts.



And, in defining and measuring poverty during the childhood years, we will rely on many studies 
that use the official “poverty line,” despite its well-known limitations and arbitrariness (National 
Research Council, 1995).6 But since most of these studies use family incomes averaged over several 
years, those years in which family incomes were above but near the official poverty line will still con-
tribute to poverty-level average incomes in many cases. Also, the choice of a reference group for the 
poor becomes critical in these calculations. We will generally use those with family incomes at twice 
the poverty line as our reference group for the poor, as this is considered by many researchers to be an 
upper bound of where a true “poverty line” might be drawn. This level of income can also be consid-
ered a realistic goal for antipoverty policy efforts. 

Finally, we note that these definitions of poverty use an absolute rather than relative income measure. 
There remains some debate over whether absolute income levels or inequality have larger effects on 
outcomes, both in the U.S. and abroad, though the evidence suggests stronger effects of the former 
than the latter (Deaton, 2003). This choice also suggests a more supply-based interpretation of how 
poverty hurts children—i.e., one that emphasizes the effects of growing up poor on individual skills, 
productivity, and behavior. Clearly, other economic factors also influence the outcomes these chil-
dren face in life—such as the structure of wages and the quality of jobs generated on the demand side 
of the labor market. Even where the latter are important, the benefits of higher productivity, lower 
crime, and improved health associated with eliminating child poverty could be used to improve the 
quality of life for a broad range of Americans.7      

Empirical Estimates of the Impacts of Childhood Poverty: Foregone Productivity 
and Earnings

As we noted above, the most straightforward way to estimate the effects of childhood poverty on 
adult earnings would be from simple regressions in which adult earnings, averaged over several years, 
are regressed on the prevalence of poverty when the child was growing up.8 Alternatively, some stud-
ies generate broader estimates of intergenerational mobility, where sons’ (or daughters’) earnings are 
related to those of their fathers (or mothers), or where the family incomes of the former are related 
to those of the latter. The two sets of studies differ from one another in the type of outcome they use 
(i.e., earnings, income, or some mix of the two), and in that the designation of an explicit poverty 
cutoff can allow for the effects of parental income to differ at various points in the income distribu-
tion (i.e., the estimated effects of income can be nonlinear).9         

�

 6 Many studies we reference below use the average ratio of family income to needs (with the latter based on family size) when children were growing up as the primary vari-
able reflecting child poverty; ratios below one represent families below the poverty line. Some studies use family income as a linear variable rather than its ratio to needs; 
average income for a family of four, conditional on being in poverty, can be used in these cases to calculate the effects of childhood poverty on later earnings. 

 7 For instance, if there are a limited number of high-wage jobs in the economy for less-educated workers (Andersson et al., 2005), then childhood poverty might restrict 
the ability of individuals to compete for those jobs – but ultimately the “causes” of their low earnings would include these demand-side economic variables as well as 
their own characteristics. Whether the labor market over the long run generates enough high-wage jobs to match rising worker skills remains a controversial issue in the 
economics literature. But, even if it doesn’t, the benefits of higher productivity could be distributed to these or other workers, in the form of publicly subsidized wages or 
benefits or other publicly provided goods and services. The benefits of lower crime and better health would still accrue more directly to the public. 

 8 Coefficients from simple regressions equal simple correlation coefficients when the dependent and independent variables have unit variances.  
 9 Nonlinear effects of income can also be tested even in studies that use a broader income measure, with various nonlinear (e.g., quadratic or logarithmic) functional forms. 



We draw on this entire range of studies below. All of them require panel data on several years of earnings 
or income, both for parents and their children. The best source of such data in the U.S. to date has been 
the Panel Study on Income Dynamics (PSID), which most of these studies have used. Others, such as the 
1979 cohort of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY79), are sometimes used as well.

What do these studies show? Of the most recent studies10 that explicitly link the earnings of children 
to their parents’ family income, Mayer (1997) and Corcoran and Adams (1997) show that doubling 
the incomes of families below or at the poverty line raises the earnings of their sons by 30-40 per-
cent—with the larger estimates generated when longer periods of time are available for measuring sons’ 
adult earnings, and without controls for parental education and other personal characteristics.11 Al-
lowing family incomes to rise to the national median, rather than just to 1.5 or twice the poverty line, 
generates effects that are roughly twice as large (as median household income is almost three times the 
poverty line for a family of four and more than three times the average income of a poor family).12

Alternatively, much of the earnings and income mobility literature in the 1990’s (e.g., Solon, 1992, 
Zimmerman, 1992) generate intergenerational “elasticities,” in which percentage changes in parental 
earnings or income are related to percentage changes in those of offspring as adults. The best recent 
estimates suggest elasticities of at least 0.4, when many years of both parent and offspring earnings 
are used (in order to capture the permanent earnings or incomes of both); and near 0.5, when other 
statistical techniques are used to adjust for measurement error in the data.13 More recently, when 
Bhashkar Mazumder (2005) uses similar statistical techniques on longer panels of intergenerational 
data from Social Security earnings records, he generates estimates of intergenerational elasticities 
above 0.6. These estimates are much higher than those generated in the 1970s and 1980s (which 
were often 0.2 or less), since measurement of permanent income and overall accuracy are now much 
improved, and they suggest much less economic mobility over time than was earlier thought. 

�

 10 Other studies besides those listed here include those of Hauser and Sweeney (1997) and Haveman and Wolfe (1995). We focus on the few studies below that were most 
recent and generated the empirical estimates that most closely resemble what we have described in Section II above. 

11 Mayer finds that doubling average family income during the 13-17 age period from $15,000 to $30,000 in 1992 dollars (when the poverty line for a family of four was 
roughly $15,000) increases the earnings of sons by just under 25 percent; but her equations include controls for parental education and other personal characteristics. 
Corcoran and Adams show that these controls reduce the coefficients on family income by about 40 percent, implying an effect in Mayer’s estimates of about 0.4. In the 
Corcoran-Adams paper (Table 15.3), growing up in poverty reduces the adult family’s income-to-needs ratio by about 20 percent relative to families with average income-
to-needs ratios of 100-200 percent of the poverty line in an equation controlling for other factors, or about 35 percent without controls. In both papers, the ages of the 
adult offspring are only in their twenties or early thirties, which likely biases their estimates downward.       

12 In Corcoran and Adams, those growing up in poverty (i.e. with average family incomes/needs below one) had incomes as adults about 35 percent below those who grew 
up in families with income-to-needs ratios between 200-300 percent of the poverty line when other factors are included as control variables, implying about a 60 percent 
difference without controlling for other factors. When they compare those who spent more than half of their childhood in families with below-poverty incomes to those 
who either spent less than half of their childhood in poverty, or those who were not in poverty at all, the estimates are almost identical. Mayer’s estimates also imply simi-
lar magnitudes when comparing those at the poverty line to the median income level. In Corcoran (2001), the earnings of those who grew up poor on average are only 40 
percent lower than those who were not poor on average, though her sample of adult men is very young and based only on 3 years of data.    

13 Earnings and incomes in these studies are always measured in natural logs, which allow the estimated coefficients to be described as “elasticities.” Both Solon and Zim-
merman use instrumental variables (IV) methods to reduce measurement error in parental income, which is likely to generate downward biases in estimates; in fact, their 
IV estimates are generally larger than those based on more traditional regression methods (i.e., ordinary least squares) . These studies generally find that the estimated 
elasticities rise with the number of years of data included for both parents and offspring, and with the age of the offspring. A good review of the 1990’s literature can be 
found in Solon (1999).



Few of these studies show strong nonlinear effects that vary across the income distribution.14 Differ-
ences across studies that use sons as opposed to daughters, or parental income as opposed to earnings, 
also appear to be quite modest (Solon, 1999). Overall, these estimates imply effects of rising incomes 
for the poor that are quite comparable to those found by Mayer, Corcoran, and others who focused 
on poor v. nonpoor families.15

To calculate the aggregate effects of childhood poverty on the earnings of adults, we use an aver-
age intergenerational elasticity estimate of 0.5; and a difference in family income of 0.98 log points, 
which represents the difference between the average incomes for poor families (about $14,500) and 
twice the poverty line for a family of four (about $38,800) in 2005. This implies a reduction of 0.49 
log points in earnings for those who grew up in poverty relative to the median household. Since me-
dian adult earnings was about $30,500 in 2005, a reduction of 0.49 log points associated with pov-
erty reduces average adult earnings to about $18,770, or by 39 percent relative to median earnings.16 
According to Blank (1997), 9.6 percent of all children grew up in families whose incomes were below 
the poverty line for over half of all recorded years in the PSID in the period 1979-94. Adjusting for 
the fact that median earnings in the U.S. is about 60 percent of mean earnings,17 and that earnings 
represent about 65 percent of GDP, our calculations suggest that having this percentage of children 
growing up in poverty implies an annual reduction of GDP of 1.5 percent.18 A comparable calcula-
tion for the roughly 8 percent of children who spend at least a fourth of their time growing up in 
poor families (Blank, op. cit.), with half as large an effect on their earnings (Corcoran and Adams, op. 
cit.), is associated with an additional loss of 0.6 percent of GDP, for a total of roughly 2.1 percent. 

How much of this reduction might be hereditary as opposed to environmental? Jencks and Tach 
(2006) carefully review the various studies of siblings, twins, and adoptions, using mostly Swedish 
data but also some based on Americans. Abstracting from possible complicating interactions be-
tween genetic and environmental components, their best guess regarding the hereditary portion of 
intergenerational transmission of inequality is about 40 percent, implying that the other 60 percent 
represents the entire range of environmental factors.19 Overall, then, our calculations imply that once 
the hereditary component is factored out, the experience of growing up in poverty or near poverty for 
about 17 percent of our nation’s children reduces the nation’s aggregate output by about 1.3 percent, or 
about $170B per year.20 
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14 On the one hand, Corcoran and Adams find larger effects on income elasticities at the very bottom of the income ladder, compared to the median. But Solon (1992) 
argues that the sons of the poor seem a bit more likely to rise out of poverty than the sons of the wealthy are to fall; his estimates, using earnings rather than income, 
are based on a quadratic functional form that doesn’t necessarily allow estimated effects at the bottom to be larger than those at the middle of the income distribution. 
Hertz (2005) estimates income elasticities separately for blacks and whites over the entire income range; his estimates show little nonlinearity between the bottom and the 
middle of the income distribution.  

15 For instance, a doubling of parental earnings or income from the poverty line to twice the poverty line, which implies an increase of 0.7 log points, would generate a rise 
of earnings or income of about 0.35 log points, or about 40 percent, using an estimated intergenerational elasticity of 0.5. 

16 Our estimates of median annual earnings are based on weighted averages of full-time and part-time workers in 2005, aged 25 and above, in Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006). 
17 A variety of estimates suggest that mean annual earnings are now about $50,000. More details are available from the authors.
18 In other words, 0.096*0.39*0.60*0.65=0.015.
19 Bowles et al. (2005) argue that the most credible estimate of the hereditary effect is closer to 1/3, though there are other papers in this literature that suggest estimates 

over one-half. Also, Turkheimer et al. (2003) suggest that genetic inheritance and socioeconomic status of children interact, with very low hereditary effects for low-SES 
children and very high ones for high-SES children (since the environments of the latter allow them to reach their full innate potentials while those of the former do not). 
These interactions suggest that the 40 percent figure might well overstate the role of inherited traits for those from low-income families.    

20 GDP is currently measured at roughly $13.2 trillion dollars per year by the U.S. Department of Commerce. 



��

 Of course, there is a range of estimates for several of the key parameters used in these calculations, 
and the real number could therefore be higher or lower than our estimate. Changes over time in the 
child poverty rate and the demographic makeup of the poor might invalidate these estimates, though 
we believe that the net effect of such changes should not greatly change our predictions.21 And it is 
important to note that these calculations are all based on studies which include only those individu-
als who report positive earnings in any given year. Those with zero earnings—either due to incarcera-
tion, disability, death, or any other reason for permanent labor force withdrawal—are not captured 
in these data, and, at least among minority men, the incidence of those with zero earnings has grown 
(Holzer et al., 2005). Their growing absence from the data likely implies downward biases in the true 
estimates today, although the growth of earnings among low-income women in the 1990s (Blank, 
2002) might offset this somewhat.   

 It is also important to note that these estimates often represent the effects of parental income aver-
aged over many years, often including the teen years of the children. But Duncan (2005) argues, 
based on a range of studies from the developmental psychology literature that the negative effects 
of low parental income are likely to be more severe when children are very young than in their later 
childhood, adolescent, or teen years—which implies more negative effects of certain periods of tran-
sitory low income, even relative to permanent income. Transitory events in the lives of parents, such 
as a particular episode of job loss, also can translate into relatively permanent reductions in income 
affecting children in their households.22   

The studies that generate our estimates capture permanent but not transitory effects of parental 
income on the later earnings of children. Various attempts in the economics literature in the late 
1990s to separate the effects on children of permanent versus transitory income changes were incon-
clusive.23 Some greater progress has been made in just the last few years to sort out the effects of the 
timing of income changes on children, and also the effects of income per se from the broader envi-
ronmental effects of poverty. These recent studies use “natural experiments” in the policy world, as 
well as data from actual experimental evaluations to do so. 

For instance, Dahl and Lochner (2006) use the timing and location of extensions of Earned Income 
Tax Credits to estimate the effects of higher income on children’s achievement in poor families, while 
Morris et al. (2006) use data from various welfare-to-work experiments, including those where earn-
ings supplements were provided to the mothers of small children. The data in the latter study uses the 
micro-data from evaluations using “random assignment” of welfare mothers into treatment and control 
groups that did or did not receive the earnings supplementation when they worked. Both of these stud-
ies find significant positive effects of earnings supplementation on child achievement. The experimental 
evidence also suggests that earnings supplements boost achievement of younger children the most. 

 21 The child poverty rate rose between the 1980’s and mid-1990s, declined substantially in the late 1990’s, and then has risen modestly since the year 2000. The largest 
change in the demographics of the poor is the growth in the representation of Hispanics among them, mostly owing to immigration. Blacks have much lower mobility 
out of poverty than whites (Corcoran and Adams, op. cit.; Hertz, 2005), though we have few estimates for Hispanics alone. While the children of less-educated im-
migrants traditionally have high intergenerational mobility, this has been much less true of Hispanic and especially Mexican-American immigrants in the past few decades 
(Borjas and Katz, 2005). 

22 Oreopoulos et al.(2005) using Canadian data find that children whose fathers lost their jobs due to a plant closing had annual earnings that were about 9 percent lower 
than children from similar family backgrounds where the adult earner did not suffer a similar job loss. The decline in family income that results from job loss is certainly 
one plausible explanation for this pattern. 

23 See, for example, Duncan et al. (1998) and Blau (1999) for estimates using a variety of “fixed effects” models to sort out permanent and transitory effects.



Achievement increases for children, if sustained, are likely to translate into increases in educational 
attainment and earnings later in life. But it is hard to know the extent to which the results of these 
studies can be generalized to broader populations and other kinds of income increases. Recent evi-
dence from Jacob and Ludwig (2006), using households who were randomly assigned (by lottery) 
to receive housing assistance in Chicago, found little gain in test scores but some modest gains in 
educational attainment of youth. Thus, the extent to which the estimated effects of parental income 
on the later earnings of children can be attributed to income poverty, as opposed to broader environ-
mental factors, remains unclear at this time—which reinforces our decision to interpret the environ-
mental effects of poverty broadly.

Finally, none of these studies clearly establish whether it is changes in absolute or relative income of 
parents that generate the impacts we observe on their children. Evidence that parental poverty nega-
tively affects children’s educational attainment or achievement suggests that the underlying mecha-
nism might be that poverty reduces the productive capacities of children when they reach adulthood, 
which is consistent with the effects being driven by absolute income changes. But we cannot be 
certain that reduced skill and productive capacity really drive the negative effects of parental income 
on their children independently of the characteristics of the demand side of the labor market. Thus 
it remains unclear whether increases in the incomes of these parents would directly translate into 
earnings increases for their children of the implied magnitude in the aggregate, though other policies 
(like taxes and public subsidies) could be used to ensure that any productivity increases from reduc-
ing poverty are widely shared by Americans.   

Overall, then, we conclude that children who grow up in persistently poor households have reduced 
earnings as adults, by enough to reduce aggregate GDP in the U.S. by about 1.3 percent. On the basis 
of the most recent evidence, it seems likely that some part of this represents the effects of income per se, 
as opposed to other factors related to growing up in poor environments, though it is still unclear how 
much of the reduction is related to the former vs. the latter. Other transitory effects of low income dur-
ing early childhood, and differences in relative as opposed to absolute income across parents may also 
be important, though these are not well captured by the studies used for our estimates.          

Empirical Estimates of the Costs of Childhood Poverty: Crime and Poor Health

The costs of crime and health associated with poverty depend on two factors: 1) the impacts of child-
hood poverty on crime and health among adults; and 2) the costs associated with each of these to the 
overall economy. Below we consider what the research literature suggests about the magnitudes of 
each of these factors for crime and then for health.
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Crime  
Using data from the NLSY79, Bjerk (2004) estimates that youth growing up in the bottom quintile 
of the income distribution are about 1.3 times as likely to be involved in serious crime compared 
with youth from the second income quintile.24 When Elliott and Ageton (1980) use data from the 
1977 National Youth Survey and pay particular attention to distinguishing between violent and other 
serious crimes, and also pay closer attention to measuring the frequency of offending rather than just 
involvement with offending at all, they find that “lower class” youth report committing nearly four 
times as many violent crimes as “middle class” youth. The estimated differences across income or 
class categories in both studies for property, drug, or other less serious crimes are smaller; but Cohen 
(2005) shows that violent crime accounts for the vast majority (as much as 84 percent) of the costs 
to victims of crime. Given this range of estimates, we conservatively infer that low childhood income 
doubles the likelihood that individuals commit and report costly crimes, relative to children growing 
up in families with incomes around twice the poverty line. We use this data to infer that the annual 
incidence of crime attributable to poverty is then 0.2*(100 percent), or 20 percent.25

If anything, this number almost certainly understates the true magnitude of the poverty effect on 
crime by a considerable amount, since it is well-known that self-reported crime rates in national 
surveys understate the true rates, especially among minorities. Indeed, self-reported crime and arrest 
rates among young black men in the 1997 cohort of the NLSY are not dramatically different from 
those of young white and Hispanic men (Abe, 2001; Hill and Holzer, 2006), even though arrest 
rates among young black men are several times higher than those of their counterparts in reality 
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006). One of the best known studies on the magnitude of this problem 
(Hindelang et al., 1981) states that the ratio of actual criminal participation to self-reported partici-
pation for blacks is in the range of two to four; and some researchers (e.g., Viscusi, 1986) have used 
this finding to adjust upwards the self-reported criminal income of blacks by a factor of three

We assume that the underreporting for blacks relative to whites is mostly driven by the differences 
across groups in average socio-economic status (SES) rather than the effects of race per se on survey 
reporting patterns. Under this assumption we expect underreporting among low-income whites and 
Latinos.26 To be conservative, we use the lower end of the range identified by Hindelang and his 
coauthors, and adjust our estimates by a factor of two. Hence, the incidence of annual crime and 
its costs attributable to poverty after we adjust for survey reporting problems is on the order of 40 
percent (i.e., 2*20 percent).
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24 Bjerk (2004) Table 1 shows that the estimated relationship between family income and involvement in serious crimes in the NLSY97 (after trying to adjust for measure-
ment error with the family income variable) is equal to -.043. The mean rate of involvement with serious crime for youth in the bottom income quartile in his data is 
.189 (personal correspondence between Jens Ludwig and David Bjerk, 8/11/06), which implies that the mean offending rate for the second quartile is .146 and so (.043 / 
.146) = 29 percent.

25 The 0.2 reflects the fact that 20 percent of children fall into the bottom quintile of the household income distribution. Also, the vast majority of serious crime in any year 
is committed by young men, so we can apply this estimate to the overall rate of serious crime commission per year. To the extent that some crime is committed by those 
beyond the age category of “youth” (say, above the age of 24), we can simply assume that the estimated relationships between growing up in poverty and the incidence of 
crime in any year hold for this group as well. 

26 For example Kling, Ludwig and Katz (2005) use data from the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experiment, which has a program population that is around two-thirds 
African-American and one-third Latino, and compare self-reported rates of arrest against arrest rates measured from administrative data, and find substantial under-re-
porting. We might expect under-reporting to be even more pronounced for actual criminal behavior rather than arrests, since the latter is at least in principle verifiable.
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What are the costs that the additional crime associated with poverty imposes on the U.S.?  In recent 
testimony to the Senate Judiciary Committee, Ludwig (2006) updates the well-known cost-of-crime 
estimates from Anderson (1999) and Cohen (2005) and argues that the total costs of crime in the 
U.S. may be as large as $2 trillion per year, of which around $1.3 billion stems from “street crime” 
and the remainder comes from economic crimes such as fraud and white collar offenses. We con-
servatively assume that “poverty” only matters for “street crime” (though this is surely not the case 
in practice); that any changes in the crime rate only affect those part of the costs of crime associated 
with victimization; and that protective measures against crime (such as spending on police, prisons, 
or private security) are essentially unchanged as a result of marginal changes in crime. The victim-
ization costs of street crime are estimated to be on the order of $700 billion per year given the best 
available data for crime rates in the U.S. for recent years (Ludwig, 2006).

As with foregone earnings, it is also important to net out the part of criminal activity that is likely 
attributable to hereditary rather than environmental factors. Here, again, the available estimates are 
not very precise or consistent. Raines (1993) reports that various studies of twins suggest that 50-70 
percent of crime has a hereditary source, while the best adoption studies suggest much lower esti-
mates in the ballpark of 25 percent. Given the considerable uncertainty associated with such a wide 
range, we continue to use the 40 percent figure suggested by Jencks and Tach (op. cit.) for our esti-
mate of the hereditary component, or 60 percent for the environmental piece.   

Overall, these figures suggest that poverty raises the costs of crime by at least 0.6*0.4*$700 billion, or 
about $170 billion annually. This figure represents about 1.3 percent of GDP today, and is still likely 
a lower bound to the true effect of poverty and crime on the economy.

Health
As in the case of crime, we need to compute the likely impacts of child poverty on the incidence of poor 
health, and the costs associated with poor health in economic terms. In terms of the latter, there are two 
dimensions of costs that we can capture: 1) Additional expenditures on health care; and 2) The value of 
lost quantity and quality of life associated with early mortality and morbidity. In each case, our estimates 
are somewhat incomplete, and based only on estimates in the research literature that we are able to find. 

To obtain the impact of child poverty on later health outcomes, we use estimates from Case et al. (2002, 
2005) in which the impacts of income on self-reported categories of health (poor, fair, good, very good, 
excellent) are reported.27 We use these estimates to predict the effects of family income rising from the 

27 These papers report coefficients from ordered probit estimates of self-reported health on log(parental income) for different age groups, using American and British data 
respectively. The 2002 paper presents estimates of the impact of poverty with no further controls, and also the impact of poverty when other characteristics such as parental 
education are accounted for, and in general the former coefficients are 1.5 times the latter. The 2005 paper only presents estimates controlling for other characteristics, so we 
inflate the reported coefficients by 1.5. We transformed the probit coefficients into partial derivatives for different categories of health. Studies using British data rely on a 
4-point self-reported health status measure instead of the 5-point scale used in the United States. To make those comparable, we collapsed the top 2 categories in the U.S. data 
(“excellent” and “very good”) to one single top category (“excellent.”) The work of Case and her coauthors also helps to establish the direction of causality as running from 
socioeconomic status in childhood to health of adults, since data on incomes and health of adults are plagued by causality running in both directions (Smith, 1999). 
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average of those currently in poverty to twice the poverty line (in log points), as we did earlier. We then 
use data on health expenditures by age group and health status (Agency for Healthcare Research and 
Quality, 2006) to predict how child poverty affects health expenditures per age group.28

Finally, we convert these age-specific estimates over the life-cycle to an aggregated set of annual health 
costs by computing the present discounted value of additional health expenses for all children born in 
poverty in a year, assuming four million births per year and a 15 percent child poverty rate.29 Based on 
these assumptions, we find that poverty raises direct expenditures on health care by about $22B per 
year. In addition, data on some other categories of direct expenditures, such as special education, along 
with estimates of the impact of poverty on assignments to special education generated additional direct 
expenditures of $4B.30 Together, these expenditures account for about 0.20 percent of GDP, though 
this no doubt understates the true effects of poverty (as expenditures on Social Security, Disability In-
surance, and other categories are omitted here due to lack of estimates of these poverty effects).          

Of course, the higher rates of morbidity and especially mortality among the poor have costs in terms 
of lost quantity and quality of life, above and beyond their effects on medical or education expendi-
tures.31 We use estimates provided by David Cutler and Elizabeth Richardson (1998), who estimate 
the value of “health capital” at birth—in other words, the total value of lifetime health—for individ-
uals born into poor v. non-poor families; and we once again convert these estimates into annual costs 
of mortality and morbidity for all poor children born in any given year. 

The estimates of “health capital” are the present discounted values of the expected numbers of “quality-
adjusted life years” (QALY’s) for different groups. The QALY’s are essentially life expectancies, adjusted 
for the effects of various illnesses on self-reported quality of health; they thus capture the effects of both 
differential mortality and morbidity on one measure. Each year is then valued using an average annual 

“value of statistical life,” which is routinely used to measure the cost-effectiveness of medical procedures 
and the value of various health and environmental risks. Some estimates of this value (e.g., Aldy and 
Viscusi, 2006) allow it to vary over the life-cycle before computing an average annual value over the life 
cycle. But these calculations are generally not based on earnings, and therefore do not overlap with the 
estimates of lost productivity and earnings that we calculated in Section III above.32   

28 We obtain the distribution of self-reported health status and average medical spending across various age groups (0-4, 5-17, 18-24, 25-44, 45-64, and 65-90) in 2003 
tabulated from the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey using the MEPSnet interface on the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality website. We then estimate the 
percentage change in self-reported health status across age groups implied by the Case et al. ordered probit models for an income increase of 1.3 log points, and multiply 
the changes by the average costs by age and health status group to obtain average cost savings by age group.

29 We compute the present discounted value of health costs over the life cycle because these costs vary so much with age, and given changes over time in the sizes of birth co-
horts and life expectancy, we never really reach a “steady state” that would enable us to aggregate across the current age structure of the population. We assume a 3 percent 
discount rate and a 3 percent rate of inflation in real medical costs (compared to about a 2 percent annual increase over the past decade, but about 3.6 percent over the 
previous two decades.) 

30 According to the Office of Special Education’s 2003 annual report, elementary and middle-school students are 4 percentage points more likely to be in special education 
if they live in poverty compared to those in a middle-income group. High school students in poverty are 5 points more likely to be in special education. These increased 
rates are multiplied by the additional $12,600 spent on special education students, on average, per year (United States Department of Education, 2005). See also Cham-
bers et al. (2004).

31 For example, Smith (1999) cites studies showing that poverty reduces the life expectancy of white and black men by an average of 7 years.
32 These various estimates use different statistical methodologies but are usually based on actual expenditures or surveys of willingness to pay for additional years of life for 

different demographic groups. 



Cutler and Richardson, using a value of life of $100,000 per year (in 1997 dollars), estimate that 
poverty reduces the present discounted value of health capital over the lifetime of a child by about 
$124,000.33 But the annual value of life on which this computation is based, or its equivalent in 
2006 dollars ($127,000), is definitely at the low end of credible estimates. Alternatively, Aldy, and 
Viscusi estimate the average annual value of life to be over $300,000 in 2000 dollars, or about 
$350,000 in today’s dollars. In another influential article, Miller et al. (2004) used a value of 
$160,000 per year, based on a survey of this literature published in the year 2000.

We conservatively use a value of $200,000 as an estimate of the annual value of life, which is much 
closer to the estimate of Cutler and Richardson (in current dollars) than to that of Aldy and Vis-
cusi. As this estimate doubles the annual value of life used in Cutler and Richardson, we accordingly 
double their estimate of lost health capital per poor child to a value of $248,000 (in today’s dollars). 
Again assuming that 15 percent of four million children annually are born into poverty, we generate 
an estimate of lost “health capital” of about $149B per year in the aggregate, or about 1.1 percent 
of GDP. This figure captures the economic value of lost quantity and quality of life, though not lost 
earnings (which we have measured separately).          

Combining our estimates of additional expenditures and lost “health capital” due to poverty thus 
generates an estimate of 1.3 percent of GDP. Once again, it is likely that some component of this 
effect is hereditary. Somewhat surprisingly, research has recently found that these components of the 
estimated socioeconomic impacts on health are relatively small. Using an estimate of seven percent, 
our estimate of the impact of poverty on health costs is reduced to 1.2 percent of GDP per year.34 
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33 They also use a 3 percent discount rate, as we did above in our calculations of the discounted value of future medical expenditures. 
34 Indeed, Case and her colleagues estimate that it might be as little as seven percent in their data, since controlling for parental health status only reduces the relationship 

between child poverty and health by that amount.



Conclusion

Summing the costs of foregone earnings and productivity, high crime rates and poor health associated 
with adults who grew up in poor households, we estimate the economic costs of U.S. poverty to be:

Foregone earnings: 1.3 percent GDP 
Crime:                 1.3 percent GDP 
Health:                1.2 percent GDP

Total:                    3.8 percent GDP 

Thus, our best estimates suggest that childhood poverty imposes costs on American society equal to nearly 
four percent of GDP, or about $500B per year. In other words, the total value of our production of 
goods and services and our quality of life in America might rise by about a half trillion dollars annu-
ally if all of our poor children were instead growing up in non-poor households. 

Of course, any such estimates are highly uncertain. In many cases—especially our attempts to at-
tribute these costs to their hereditary and environmental components—the range of estimates we 
found in the relevant literatures was often very high. In these cases, we rely on our best judgments 
(or those of scholars whom we respect) to generate the most plausible point estimates. Of course, 
the true estimates in these cases might be higher or lower than the numbers we use. We cannot be 
certain that the effects we observe are driven by absolute or relative differences in parental income (or 
the rationing of a limited number of “good jobs” on the demand side of the economy irrespective of 
the supply of skills), though these issues might affect the policy implications derived from this work. 

On the other hand, we have good reason to believe that, if anything, our estimates understate the 
true costs of poverty to the U.S., and therefore should be considered lower bounds to the true ef-
fects. For one thing, we focus only on the effects of childhood poverty on subsequent outcomes for 
youth and adults, rather than poverty among adults who were not poor as children. We focus only 
on three components of costs (foregone output, crime, and health), and ignore others that are harder 
to quantify. For instance, the others might include environmental costs—such as the blight of poor 
urban neighborhoods, and the costs of “sprawl” generated by those who flee this blight when moving 
to the suburbs and exurbs in our metropolitan areas. Our calculations also omit (except in the area of 
health) a whole range of important nonpecuniary costs—mostly borne by the poor themselves—that 
reflect the “psychic” costs and scars of unfulfilled potential, pain, and grief in their lives.

Even regarding the issues of foregone earnings, crime, and poor health, our estimates likely under-
state the true costs of poverty. Our adjustments for underreporting of crime in survey data and for 
the value of life when computing lost “health capital” use calculations that are at the lower ends of 
the ranges of credible estimates in the literature. Since our estimates of foregone earnings are based 
almost exclusively on those who participate at least marginally in the labor force each year, the 
experiences of those who do not—because of disability, early mortality, or other factors—are not 
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captured in those estimates; nor are certain categories of additional public expenditures, such as 
on disability and Social Security payments. And our estimates of the impacts of low family income 
mostly capture permanent income effects, rather than those transitory effects during early childhood 
years that could have important negative long-term effects on them as well.

What does all of this imply for public policy? The high costs of poverty to the U.S. clearly imply that 
the potential returns to effective anti-poverty strategies might be high as well. Of course, because 
we defined the environmental components of poverty so broadly, and we did not try to sort out the 
specific mechanisms through which poverty operates on children, the range of antipoverty policies 
that could be effective at reducing these costs is very wide. The creation of higher-wage jobs (through 
higher minimum wage, more collective bargaining, etc.), income supplementation (especially for 
working parents, along the lines of the EITC or earnings disregards for welfare recipients), educa-
tion and training policies (including early education, class-size reduction, teacher training, or other 
reforms), neighborhood revitalization and housing mobility, marriage promotion, and faith-based 
initiatives might all potentially be useful in reducing those costs. In each case, rigorous statistical 
evidence will continue to be needed to determine exactly what works or does not work.

But the high costs of poverty to the U.S. also suggest that the investment of some significant resources in 
poverty reduction might be more socially cost-effective over time than we previously thought. This view is 
consistent with some recent calculations by Dickens and Sawhill (2006) suggesting that, if we made 
high-quality pre-kindergarten programs universally available to children, the expected returns over 
time might easily dwarf the costs. Indeed, their preferred calculations suggest, in steady state, such a 
program would increase GDP by 3.7 percent annually.35 Interestingly, this magnitude suggests that 
very high-quality early childhood efforts could overcome a very large part, though perhaps not all, of 
the costs of poverty to the U.S. that we estimate. And other investments, such as those which make 
the EITC more generous to working poor families, might have important positive effects as well (ac-
cording to Dahl and Lochner, and Morris et al., op cit.)  

At a minimum, the high costs that childhood poverty imposes on the U.S. imply that we should 
work hard to identify cost-effective strategies that reduce such poverty, and we should not hesitate to 
invest significant resources in such efforts when they are identified. In the meantime, a great deal of 
experimentation and evaluation in poverty-reduction is clearly warranted.
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35 Their estimates assume that early childhood interventions as successful as the Abcedarian or the Perry Preschool Program could be implemented nationally, with net 
new enrollment rates of 70 percent. Given that both of these efforts were very small and intensive, our ability to generate these benefits on a large national scale remains 
very uncertain. Other small experiments in education that have generated large returns, and that might be brought to scale, include the class-size reductions of the Star 
program in Tennessee (Krueger and Whitmore, 2001). 2001 article is cited in references. 
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Why  Are  the  Poor  and
Minorities  Less  Likely  to  Vote?
By  Daniel  Weeks

Check-cashing  stores  and  dilapidated  storefronts  dot  Route  3  in  Cincinnati.  (Daniel  Weeks)

CINCINNATI  —  It's  4  a.m.  when  the  overnight  bus  from  Pittsburgh  rolls  into  Cincinnati  station.  With

hours  to  go  until  daylight  and  more  than  a  little  fatigued,  I  join  the  small  crowd  of  passengers

sprawled  out  on  the  floor  in  one  corner  of  the  station.  A  pair  of  infomercials  is  playing  on  endless

loop  on  the  TVs  overhead  and  I  can  only  dream  of  falling  asleep.  An  hour  later,  I  stop  trying  and  make

my  usual  cup  of  gruel  before  setting  off  on  foot  through  the  drizzle  into  town—the  wrong  part  of  town,

as  it  happens.

Heading  out  past  the  casino  and  north  on  Gilbert  Avenue,  I  see  office  parks  and  museums  give  way  to

blocks  of  rundown  rowhouses  with  broken  windows  and  ground  floors  boarded  up.  There  are  seedy

strip  malls,  vacant  overgrown  lots,  and  once-proud  red-brick  factories  with  faded  marble  molding  and

"For  Sale"  signs  on  the  door.  Trash  has  gone  uncollected  for  some  time,  judging  by  the  overflowing

bins.

Few  storefronts  remain  in  business—a  convenience  store  here,  check  casher  there,  and  beauty

supplier  and  furniture  store  further  down.  The  Speedy  Refund  tax  service  silently  awaits  another  tax

season,  when  eager  EITC  filers  will  pack  the  place  seeking  "Cash  Back  Fast"  (for  a  fee).  Across  the
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street,  the  Life  Skills  center  promises  "Help  with  dreams—Enrolling  Now!"  in  the  form  of  a  GED.  A

dilapidated  stone  church  next  door  is  fenced  off  with  fluorescent  "No  Trespassing"  signs  posted  all

around.  At  another  former  church  nearby,  all  that  remains  is  a  crumbling  steeple  proclaiming  the

Father's  glory.  Strangest  of  all,  on  this  average  weekday  morning  there  is  hardly  another  soul  in  sight.

Continuing  out  along  Route  3,  I  notice  the  scene  begin  to  change.  No  longer  are  the  streets  and

sidewalks  busted  up,  the  homes  unoccupied  or  in  disrepair.  As  I  turn  into  a  leafy  lane,  I  come  across  a

battery  of  dump  trucks  and  heavy  machinery  laying  down  a  new  layer  of  fresh  tar.  Judging  by  the

amount  of  men  and  machines  assigned,  it  looks  as  if  the  job  will  be  complete  in  time  for  lunch,  leaving

ample  time  to  dry  before  the  residents  return  from  work.  Sprawling,  manicured  lawns  and  curvaceous

drives  lead  up  to  lavish  homes  with  porticos  and  chimneys  all  around.  One  is  a  castle  made  of  stone

with  turrets  and  lattice  windows.

Back  in  town  at  midday,  I  wander  into  the  Lord's  Pantry  soup  kitchen  and  am  offered  the  daily  fare  of

"sandwiches,  drinks,  and  prayer"  along  with  a  few  dozen  of  the  city's  down-and-out.  I  gratefully  accept

all  three  in  exchange  for  a  small  donation.  Returning  to  the  streets  after  lunch,  I  decide  to  pay  a  visit

to  the  nearby  Contact  Center,  a  community  nonprofit.  Although  I  don't  know  a  thing  about  the  place,  a

flyer  in  the  window  headlined  "Janitors  for  Justice"  catches  my  eye  by  announcing  that  48  percent  of

Cincinnati  children  are  living  in  poverty—hardly  the  thing  I  was  expecting  to  find  in  this  venerable  old

city  of  Proctor  &  Gamble  fame.  A  subsequent  check  with  the  Census  Bureau  confirms  the  unhappy

fact.

Inside  the  dimply-lit  office,  I  am  greeted  by  Cassandra,  a  middle-aged  black  woman  with  braids  and  a

melancholy  aspect,  who  manages  the  Contact  Center's  outreach  to  families  in  need.  She  agrees  to  my

impromptu  request  for  an  interview  and  shows  me  to  a  table  piled  high  with  handmade  Christmas

ornaments—to  help  pay  the  bills.  "I'll  Be  There"  by  the  Jackson  5  is  playing  softly  in  the  background.

Cassandra's  preparation  for  running  an  assistance  center  in  Cincinnati  was  her  own  experience  as  a  "welfare  mom."  (Daniel  Weeks)

As  we  take  our  seats,  Cassandra  shares  her  primary  credential  for  the  job:  She  was  once  on  welfare—a

picture-perfect  "welfare  mom"  according  to  the  stereotype,  single  with  seven  children.  But  the  welfare
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she  knew  did  not  meet  the  hype,  she  says:  There  was  no  Cadillac,  no  name-brand  clothes,  no  fancy

meals  or  other  special  things.  There  was  the  bus  to  get  to  work  and  school;;  thrift-store  clothing  for

the  kids  twice  a  year;;  food  to  eat  and  a  roof  over  their  heads,  most  of  the  time.  "I  didn't  want  to  be

there,  because  the  money  that  you  get  is  not  enough  to  take  care  of  you,  pay  rent,  gas  and  electric,

telephone,"  she  explains.  "At  the  end  of  the  month  the  money's  gone,  you've  got  to  rely  on  soup

kitchens  and  stuff  like  that.  You  can  only  stretch  the  dollar  so  far."

When  welfare  reform  was  passed  in  1996,  she  says  she  started  attending  public  meetings  where  men

and  women  in  suits  would  talk  about  how  "those  people  are  lazy,  those  people  won't  work."  That's

when  she  realized  they  were  talking  about  her.  She  says  she  wondered  if  they  had  any  idea  that  she

had  enrolled  in  job  programs  one  after  another;;  had  seen  her  kids  through  public  schools  and  into

gainful  employment;;  had  applied  for  more  jobs  than  she  can  remember  and  been  turned  away.  "I  even

tried  to  work  in  a  sandwich  factory,"  she  says.  "I  make  sandwiches  all  the  time  at  home,  but  I  couldn't

get  the  job!"

It  didn't  take  long  for  her  to  realize  that  the  politicians  knew  very  little  about  how  she  and  her

neighbors  lived,  about  the  level  of  opportunity  they  did  and  did  not  enjoy.  Making  matters  worse,  she

says,  most  of  them  didn't  seem  to  care.  "Folks  that  are  on  welfare,  the  [politicians]  look  down  on  us,"

she  says.

True  to  President  Clinton's  promise  to  "end  welfare  as  we  know  it,"  welfare  rolls  were  slashed  in

Cincinnati  and  across  the  United  States—down  from  12.3  million  in  1996  to  around  4  million  today,  or

1.3  percent  of  the  population.  The  amount  of  cash  assistance  available  to  needy  families  also  shrank  to

a  maximum  benefit  of  $428  per  month  for  a  family  of  three  in  the  median  state,  less  than  half  the

poverty  line.  In  a  handful  of  southern  states,  just  one  in  10  poor  families  with  children  currently

receives  welfare  and  the  level  of  assistance  is  less  than  15  percent  of  the  poverty  line.

Cassandra  grants  that  getting  more  folks  off  welfare  and  into  work  was  a  good  idea—if  only  jobs  could

be  found.  After  showing  steady  gains  during  the  economic  boom  years  of  the  late  1990s,  the  share  of

single  mothers  in  the  workforce  started  to  decline  again  to  54  percent,  for  a  net  gain  of  just  five

percent  between  1995  and  2009.  Meanwhile,  around  half  of  those  who  have  found  jobs  since  leaving

welfare  still  cannot  escape  the  poverty  trap,  and  one  in  three  continues  to  live  in  deep  poverty  with

earnings  below  $11,500  a  year  for  a  family  of  four.  The  rise  in  deep  poverty,  especially  among

children,  to  20.5  million  people  in  2012—the  highest  rate  and  number  since  record-keeping  began  in

1975—is  considered  a  consequence  by  scholars.

Cassandra  says  the  combination  of  welfare  cuts,  insufficient  jobs,  and  a  lack  of  other  in-kind  supports

for  single  parents  to  find  and  keep  what  low-wage  jobs  there  are  has  left  a  lot  of  people,  like  herself,

in  the  lurch.  At  the  beginning  of  welfare  reform,  she  says,  advocates  in  Cincinnati  tried  to  convey  to

state  officials  what  it  would  take  to  move  people  off  the  rolls  and  into  gainful  employment  for  the

long-term.  "We  pointed  out  what  needed  to  happen:  childcare,  transportation,  education  …  Without

those  things  how  are  we  gonna  get  a  decent  job  to  make  a  decent  living?"  But,  she  says,  many  of  the

promised  investments  still  have  not  come  through—leaving  food  stamps  as  the  only  reliable  source  of

government  support  for  millions  of  people  in  need.  Citing  the  latest  round  of  budget  cuts  in

Washington,  she  worries  that  even  food  stamps  will  decline.  "They're  taking  that  safety  net  away  from
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us."

When  I  ask  Cassandra  why  she  sees  problems  like  these  persisting  over  time,  she  turns  immediately

to  politics  and  the  democratic  process.  Money  and  social  status  is  how  you  make  yourself  heard,  she

says,  but  people  below  or  near  the  poverty  line  have  neither.  "We're  not  equal  citizens."

Unlike  the  legal  disenfranchisement  of  immigrants  and  former  felons  and  residents  of  Washington,

D.C.  and  the  territories,  the  concerns  Cassandra  has  in  mind  do  not  involve  formal  restrictions  at  all.

Most  of  the  impoverished  people  she  knows  possess  the  right  to  vote.  Instead,  when  Cassandra  talks

of  "unequal  citizenship"  for  people  like  her,  she  is  referring  to  the  inability  of  low-income  people

generally  to  put  the  rights  they  have  to  good  effect.  If  nothing  else,  she  says,  her  years  of  community

organizing  at  the  Contact  Center  have  opened  her  eyes  to  the  many  practical  hurdles  that  keep  poor

people  from  having  their  voices  heard  in  politics.

For  starters,  low-income  citizens  are  far  less  likely  to  vote.  According  to  the  U.S.  Census,  47  percent

of  eligible  adults  with  family  incomes  of  less  than  $20,000  a  year  voted  in  2012  and  just  one  in  four

voted  in  the  midterm  election  of  2010.  By  contrast,  those  with  annual  earnings  of  $100,000  or  more

turned  out  at  rates  of  around  80  percent  and  60  percent,  respectively.  Similar  disparities  are  seen  in

voter  registration.  When  non-citizens  and  incarcerated  persons  are  included  in  the  count,  the  gap  in

voting  and  registration  across  income  groups  is  wider  still.

U.S.  Citizenship,  Registration,  and  Voter  Turnout  by  Family  Income,  2008-2012

Analysis  of  survey  data  from  the  U.S.  Census  Bureau's  2012  Current  Population  Survey.

A  close  examination  of  the  reasons  non-voters  give  for  staying  home—especially  those  lower  down

the  socioeconomic  ladder—suggests  that  a  slew  of  practical  barriers  continue  to  stand  in  the  way  of

full  and  equal  exercise  of  the  franchise.  According  to  a  Caltech/MIT  survey  of  both  registered  and

unregistered  eligible  voters  who  did  not  cast  a  ballot  in  2008,  disapproval  of  candidate  choices,

busyness,  illness,  transportation,  and  registration/  administrative  problems  were  the  leading  causes

of  non-participation,  with  considerable  variation  across  groups.

While  income  and  education  levels  were  not  recorded  in  the  survey,  race  and  age  were  major  factors

influencing  who  made  it  to  the  polls  on  Election  Day  and  what  kind  of  barriers  they  faced.  Black  and

Hispanic  citizens,  for  whom  the  poverty  rate  is  close  to  three  times  that  of  whites,  were  three  times  as
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likely  as  whites  to  not  have  the  requisite  I.D.  and  to  have  difficulty  finding  the  correct  polling  place.

They  were  more  than  three  times  as  likely  as  whites  to  not  receive  a  requested  absentee  ballots,  and

roughly  twice  as  likely  to  be  out  of  town  on  Election  Day  or  to  have  to  wait  in  long  lines.  They  were

also  substantially  more  likely  than  whites  to  report  transportation  problems  and  bad  time  and

location  as  reasons  for  not  getting  to  the  polls,  while  white  voters  were  the  most  likely  to  cite

disapproval  of  candidate  choices.  Taken  together,  the  surveys  suggest  that  white  citizens  who  abstain

from  voting  do  so  primarily  by  choice,  while  the  majority  of  minority  non-voters  face  problems  along

the  way.

Reasons  for  Not  Voting  by  Eligible  Citizens,  2008

Analysis  of  Caltech/MIT  "2008  Survey  of  the  Performance  of  American  Elections."  Chart  includes  all  reasons  surveyed  except  those  for

which  all  group  responses  were  less  than  25  percent  (bad  weather,  forgot);;  substantially  similar  reasons  are  collapsed  into  a  single

category  and  averaged.

How  do  these  data  translate  into  actual  votes?  The  Caltech/MIT  survey  estimates  that  between

910,000  and  3  million  votes  were  lost  due  to  registration  problems  in  2008,  a  modest  improvement

over  the  year  2000,  when  between  1.5  million  and  3  million  votes  were  lost  for  the  same  reason.

Another  1.8  million  voters  experienced  equipment  problems  at  the  polls,  making  the  total  number  of

registered  voters  who  were  prevented  from  voting  in  2008  greater  than  the  margin  of  victory  in  the

national  popular  vote  in  the  presidential  elections  of  2000  and  2004.  What's  more,  an  estimated  1.5

million  voters  found  their  polling  place  poorly  run  and  1  million  reported  feeling  intimidated  at  the

polls—small  but  not  insignificant  percentages.  African-American  and  Hispanic  voters  were

considerably  more  likely  than  white  voters  to  be  asked  to  show  photo  identification  at  the  polls,  at

rates  of  70  percent,  65  percent,  and  51  percent,  respectively.

Then  there  are  the  lines.  Nearly  40  percent  of  voters  reported  waiting  in  line  on  Election  Day  2012

and  17  percent  reported  waits  of  30  minutes  or  more—primarily  people  of  color  in  urban  areas  and

the  state  of  Florida.  Black  and  Hispanic  voters  waited  an  average  of  more  than  20  minutes  to  vote,

almost  twice  as  long  as  whites.  In  larger,  urban  counties  with  populations  exceeding  150,000  voters,

the  average  wait  was  almost  20  minutes,  more  than  double  the  time  in  counties  with  50,000  voters  or

less.  Young  voters  also  experienced  significantly  longer  wait  times,  and  other  Election  Day  hurdles,

than  their  older  counterparts.  Finally,  in  Florida,  voters  waited  an  average  of  45  minutes.  An

estimated  200,000  Florida  voters  "gave  up  in  frustration"  before  they  could  cast  a  ballot  in  2012.

Overall,  nearly  one  in  10  Americans  reported  that  they  or  someone  they  knew  tried  to  vote  but  was
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not  able  to  in  2012,  and  close  to  half  of  eligible  Americans  who  did  not  cast  a  ballot  cited  external

administrative  barriers  as  the  major  cause.

Election  hurdles  aside,  Cassandra  is  quick  to  point  out  that  voting  is  not  the  only  form  of

participation  practiced  in  American  politics,  and  it  is  arguably  not  the  most  impactful  either.

Volunteering  for  political  causes  and  campaigns,  contributing  money  to  candidates,  and  lobbying  the

government  all  have  an  effect.  And  here,  a  mounting  body  of  social  science  research  examined  for  this

study  supports  Cassandra's  hypothesis  that  "low-income  people  lack  funding  to  effectively  advocate"

for  their  needs  and  are  under-represented  as  a  result.

Political  Participation  Rates  by  Socioeconomic  Status,  2008

Analysis  of  2008  Pew  Internet  and  American  Life  Survey,  reproduced  from  Schlozman  et  al.,  The  Unheavenly  Chorus,  Princeton
University  Press,  2012,  p.  124.  Socioeconomic  status  determined  by  ranking  U.S.  population  by  income  and  education  levels  and

dividing  into  five  equal  groups.

For  example,  just  two  percent  of  Americans  at  the  bottom  of  the  income  and  education  ladder  attend

campaign  meetings  and  rallies  or  conduct  campaign  work,  compared  to  14  percent  of  people  at  the  top

—a  factor  of  seven  to  one.  When  it  comes  to  selecting  candidates  and  funding  their  campaigns,  two

percent  of  all  Americans  give  money  in  presidential  elections  and  less  than  half  of  one  percent  provide

the  lion's  share.  In  fact,  the  largest  single  donor  in  2012  personally  accounted  for  more  money  than

the  bottom  98  percent  of  citizens  combined.  As  Cassandra  puts  it,  "Whoever  can  buy  the  most  TV

time,  whoever  talks  at  them  the  right  way"  usually  gets  the  votes—and  the  money  to  fund  campaigns

isn't  coming  from  people  like  her.  Finally,  of  the  more  than  12,000  interests  groups  actively  lobbying

Washington,  only  a  few  dozen—less  than  1  percent—advocate  directly  on  behalf  of  low-income  people.

With  annual  expenditures  of  around  $1  million,  they  are  outspent  by  business  by  a  factor  of  3,000  to

one.

Concentration  of  Individual  Contributors  to  Federal  Elections,  2012
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Analysis  of  2012  data  from  the  Center  for  Responsive  Politics  (www.opensecrets.org)

As  the  authors  of  a  recent  700-page  study  conclude,  "Year  after  year,  decade  after  decade,  and  from

one  generation  to  the  next,  the  affluent  and  well  educated  have  participatory  megaphones  that

amplify  their  voices  in  American  politics  ...  [and]  shape  what  politicians  hear  about  political  needs,

concerns,  and  preferences."  The  result,  according  to  another  academic,  is  that  poor  and  near-poor

citizens  exert  "no  discernible  impact  on  the  behavior  of  their  elected  representatives."

Cassandra  has  no  intention  of  going  unheard.  Spending  an  afternoon  with  her,  it's  hard  to  imagine

anything  getting  between  her  and  the  ballot  box.  In  fact,  she  even  brings  a  group  of  low-income

citizens  to  the  state  capitol  in  Columbus  once  or  twice  a  year  so  legislators  can  "hear  what  people

have  to  say."  But  speaking  isn't  the  same  thing  as  being  heard,  she  concedes.  For  one  thing,  many  of

the  people  whom  she  is  trying  to  empower  "feel  intimidated  by  the  way  the  legislators  talk  to  them

[or]  get  scared  off."  For  another,  lobbying  government  costs  money  she  doesn't  have.  "Our  biggest

problem  is  getting  money  to  be  able  to  continue  doing  the  work  that  we  do,"  she  says.

Ultimately,  Cassandra  says,  "Our  communities  and  families  are  losing  because  of  [what's  happening]

in  Washington,  D.C."

  

*  *  *

This  it  the  conclusion  of  a  week-long  series  exploring  the  intersection  of  poverty  and  democracy  in
America.  Read  the  rest  of  the  series:

Poverty  vs.  Democracy  in  America:  50  years  after  Lyndon  Johnson  launched  the  War  on  Poverty,

tens  of  millions  of  second-class  Americans  are  still  legally  or  effectively  disenfranchised.  

Should  Felons  Lose  the  Right  to  Vote?  The  poor  and  minorities  are  disproportionately  locked  up
—and  as  a  result,  disproportionately  banned  from  the  polls.

Immigrant  Voting:  Not  a  Crazy  Idea:  Until  the  1920s,  many  states  and  territories  allowed  non-
citizens  to  cast  ballots.  Given  their  role  in  American  society,  it's  worth  reconsidering  the  practice.  
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Second-Class  Citizens:  How  D.C.  and  Puerto  Rico  Lose  Out  on  Democracy:  Is  there  a
connection  between  deprivation  and  a  lack  of  federal  representation?  The  people  in  territories

without  a  vote  sure  think  so.

Why  Are  the  Poor  and  Minorities  Less  Likely  to  Vote?  Even  when  America's  underclass  isn't
formally  stripped  of  its  ballot,  a  slew  of  barriers  come  between  them  and  full  representation  and

participation.

This  article  available  online  at:

http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/01/why-are-the-poor-and-minorities-less-likely-

to-vote/282896/
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Learning About
Politics in Low-Income
Communities
Poverty and Political Knowledge

J. Celeste Lay
Tulane University

Many take for granted that children living in impoverished communities are
disadvantaged on several social outcomes, including civic knowledge, because
of their poverty and the circumstances that go along with this condition. How-
ever, most analyses of poor communities are conducted only in urban neigh-
borhoods. In this article, the author examines the paradox of small-town life:
On one hand, many rural areas and small towns are just as or even more impov-
erished than many urban neighborhoods; on the other hand, these same com-
munities are praised as the most civically minded and politically knowledge-
able places within the United States. How can two similarly poor community
types produce such different outcomes? The author shows that the best expla-
nation for these differences is the social interaction that characterizes small
towns and rural areas. Political discussion within smaller towns is beneficial
for adolescents’levels of political knowledge, whereas this discussion in urban
areas is associated with lower levels of knowledge.

Keywords: political knowledge; political engagement; civic engagement;
political socialization; neighborhood effects; contextual effects; poverty

Rural poverty has been and continues to be a way of life for many Ameri-
cans. In 2000, the metropolitan poverty rate stood at 10.8%, whereas the

rural poverty rate was 13.4%. In spite of the higher rate in small towns, most
social science research focuses on impoverished urban areas. Growing up in
poor, urban neighborhoods is detrimental for school achievement, health and
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well-being, socioemotional functioning, and civic engagement and political
knowledge. In contrast, and in spite of their poverty, small towns and rural
areas are often described as bastions of American civic life. Why would these
two impoverished environments have such different patterns of civic engage-
ment and different levels of political knowledge?

I argue that these divergent patterns are due at least in part to the influence
of social networks and positive social interactions in smaller towns. Informal
networks that facilitate social development are often lacking in modern
urban neighborhoods (Sampson, 1992; Wilson, 1987, 1996), but these types
of relationships are more common in smaller towns and rural areas. Individu-
als are more knowledgeable and participatory in communities where they
know and trust one another (Putnam, 2000). Here, I explore the differences in
political knowledge among adolescents in smaller compared with more
urban communities.

Impoverished Communities and
Social Outcomes

The scholarship on the negative effects of poverty on many social out-
comes is almost entirely based on urban neighborhoods, stimulated in part by
Wilson’s (1987, 1996) work on the “urban underclass.” The urban focus is
also largely practical; indeed, one look at a sampling of indicators of social
and economic status confirms that life in certain parts of cities is abysmal.
Even so, children in urban America are not alone in their deprivation. The
nonmetropolitan poverty rate has exceeded the metropolitan poverty rate
since these rates were officially measured in the 1960s (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 2004). In 2000, the average urban
resident made over $12,000 more per year than the average rural resident.
These differences are due in part to the wider income distributions in urban
than rural areas. Poverty is more common and widespread in rural areas. And
although the average cost of living is lower in rural than urban areas (Nord,
2000), rural residents often have higher costs for transportation and medical
care (Rogers, 1988). Rural areas and smaller towns suffer from many of the
same problems that poor, urban neighborhoods face: high levels of unem-
ployment, low levels of educational attainment, geographic isolation, and the
intergenerational transmission of poverty.

Given these similarities between small towns and urban communities, one
might expect similar social outcomes. In some cases, this would be right.
Rural schoolchildren score much lower on standardized tests and are more
likely to drop out of school than those in the suburbs or urban areas
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(Roscigno & Crowley, 2001). Single parenthood is on the rise in smaller
communities (Lichter & Eggebeen, 1992), especially among those in pov-
erty. In fact, in 1995, the proportion of single-parent families below the pov-
erty rate within rural America was essentially the same as that in urban
areas (32.8% compared with 32.2%; see “Poverty and Well-Being,” 1999).
Furthermore, with the losses in the agricultural and industrial sectors that
once typified the rural labor force, jobs in the low-paying service sector have
been unable to replace the wages and benefits to which many were accus-
tomed. Even so, many scholars extol the virtues of small-town civic life,
while they bemoan the lack of civic mindedness in poor urban neighbor-
hoods. Why would similarly impoverished environments produce such dif-
ferent patterns of engagement?

Although many smaller towns and rural areas have the same problems that
poor, urban neighborhoods face, one of the major differences is the types of
interactions that take place and the relationships that form within these com-
munities. Social interaction is the mechanism that translates community
characteristics into particular behavioral outcomes (Huckfeldt & Sprague,
1995). Two theories describe, generally, how the level of poverty influences
social interaction within a community.

Theories of collective socialization and contagion describe how the afflu-
ence of a community can affect a variety of social outcomes. Collective so-
cialization theories suggest that because adults in more well-off commu-
nities are more highly educated, steadily employed, and more participatory
in civic life than adults in poor communities, they bestow benefits on all
young people within the communities (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, &
Sealand, 1993; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Wilson, 1987). Contagion theories
describe how behaviors, both good and bad, spread through peer interaction.
They assume that if children grow up in communities where their peers drop
out of school, for example, they will be more likely to drop out; and likewise,
if all their peers go to college, they are more likely to go to college (Crane,
1991; Granovetter, 1978; Schelling, 1978).

Even though these theories were mostly developed with poor, urban com-
munities in mind, they still indicate that the types of adult-child and child-
child interactions within a community have important influences on the
socialization of young people. This interaction is mediated in part by the
level of affluence or poverty within the community. Individuals, including
young people, are a part of particular local contexts; these contexts structure
interaction patterns through which people receive information about a wide
range of activities. This community context creates a particular culture, or
bias, that is transmitted from generation to generation through interaction in
the community.
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Although the economic standing of a community is undoubtedly a com-
ponent of this culture, we should not expect the experience of poverty or
affluence to be uniform across different environments with varying biases
and contexts. Impoverished urban communities are often characterized as
environments of social disorganization (Sampson, 1992; Wilson, 1987) and
places where the “community structure is unable to realize the common val-
ues of its residents and maintain effective social controls” (Sampson, 2001,
p. 8). The characteristics of many poor, urban neighborhoods, and thus the
social interactions within them, often do not facilitate the kind of environ-
ment in which individuals can come together to achieve common goals. The
networks and interactions within smaller communities, however, are charac-
teized quite differently.

Social Interaction in Rural America

Poverty within small towns is “geographically concentrated in the same
way that urban poverty is confined by neighborhoods; and rural children in
poverty face the same challenges as poor urban children—substance abuse,
teen pregnancy, and educational failure” (Nadel & Sagawa, 2002, p. 12). It is
often assumed that urban communities are the only places that suffer from a
lack of adequate institutions, such as good schools, community centers, and
health clinics. However, these facilities are often just as lacking in rural com-
munities, which also lack the money to hire and maintain the best teachers, to
pay for new textbooks and equipment for school activities, and to attract
medical practitioners and community leaders.

In spite of their poverty and hardship, individuals in rural areas are more
likely to vote and to engage in other civic activities than those in poor urban
areas (Putnam, 2000, chaps. 7, 12; Oliver, 2001; Verba & Nie, 1972).
Monroe (1977, p. 75) finds a negative association between urbanism and
turnout that is stronger in magnitude than education, income, and race. Look-
ing at particular counties in Illinois, he shows that turnout is highest in the
most rural areas, declines a bit in small towns, even more in suburbs, and is
lowest in urban areas. Much of decline in voter turnout in the past 30 years
can be explained by looking at the declining levels within the nation’s largest
32 metropolitan areas (Nardulli, Dalager, & Greco, 1996). Outside of these
cities, turnout has remained steady.

An illustrative example can be found in Perry, Alabama. This community
is small (only 11,800 residents) and is one of the poorest places in America
(with an average income of $20,000 in 2000). But in the 2000 election, nearly
70% of adults in Perry County voted, and in 1996, 67% turned out. Accord-
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ing to a Perry County commissioner, “Voting is part of our culture, and we
continue to preach it” (Scripps Howard News Service, 2004).

The commissioner points to an underlying rationale for higher civic
knowledge and involvement in rural areas: a network of strong, positive
social bonds that create a particular “culture” or “context” that promotes the
importance of and fosters participation in politics. In smaller communities,
“human relationships are intimate, enduring and based on a clear under-
standing of where each person stands in society” (Bell & Newby, 1972,
p. 23). Often, an individual’s identity is tied to the smaller community
because families tend to “stay put” and are less mobile than those living in
large, urban neighborhoods (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; Martinez-Brawley,
1990). Older sociological scholarship contends that people feel alienated
from one another because of the high population density and heterogeneity
in large (urban) areas (Toennies, 1887; Wirth, 1938).

The portrayal of the close ties and participatory nature in small towns con-
trasts with Wilson’s (1987, 1996) descriptions of informal social networks
that are lacking in urban America. The difference between these networks
and those in small towns, and thus why outcomes are often more positive in
small towns, can be accounted for by what Sampson (2001) refers to as “the
believed capacity for collective action” (p. 13). People can come together for
any number of reasons. If they do not believe that they can effect change, or
somehow obtain some of what they need, however, the relationships are less
likely to support the values and behaviors that would allow a community to
overcome its impoverished status and participate in the political system. The
theory does not assume that social bonds and networks are absent in urban
areas but rather that they are often not of the type that facilitate political
knowledge and participation. Neighbors in poor inner cities, as well as small
towns, often rely on one another for child care, financial support, and emo-
tional support (Danziger & Chih Lin, 2000), but these relationships in small
towns also incorporate civic or community activities.

Because poverty is more evenly distributed in rural areas, poor residents
are not isolated from the rest of the community. Rather, all residents, whether
they are poor or middle class, attend the same schools and places of worship,
and they live in close proximity to one another. In cities, however, poor resi-
dents are often isolated from mainstream society, which “deprives inner-city
residents not only of conventional role models . . . but also of the social
resources (including social contacts) provided by mainstream social net-
works” (Wilson, 1996, p. 66). Social networks provide young people with
additional caregivers, who provide social control and cohesion (Aschen-
brenner, 1975; Jarrett, 1995). These networks also facilitate opportunities for
young people to discuss current events and local affairs. It is the presence of
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these networks in many small towns that helps foster civic engagement as
well as political knowledge. On the basis of this scholarship, I posit then that
social interaction is the key to understanding why two types of impoverished
communities yield different outcomes related to political knowledge.

Data and Methods

The data for this research are from the Metro Civic Values Study, a study
of students at 29 public high schools (Grades 9 to 12) across the state of
Maryland and northern Virginia (Gimpel, 1999-2000). These data are unique
because unlike national random samples in which 1 to 2 students per commu-
nity are selected, these data were designed with the aim of analyzing the roles
that communities play in political socialization, and as such, 70 to 150 stu-
dents were surveyed at each location. The sample was selected using multi-
stage cluster-sampling techniques. In the first stage, 14 clusters, in the form
of school districts, were selected within the entire state of Maryland, along
with 4 in Virginia. These clusters were designed to represent urban, subur-
ban, and rural contexts of varying levels of homogeneity on relevant popula-
tion characteristics, such as race, socioeconomic status, political partisan-
ship, and participation.

At the next stage, researchers selected 29 schools out of the 14 clusters
by random draw. Each district had a minimum of 1 school selected. They
selected a few more schools in the districts with larger populations because
of their greater heterogeneity across the relevant dimensions. The resulting
sample is representative of the overall population of the area (Gimpel, Lay, &
Schuknecht, 2003).1

The categorization of communities into rural, suburban, and urban is
highly problematic. The typical methods used to place communities into
these categories use either population or census codes for metropolitan sta-
tistical areas (MSAs). Yet almost all communities within the United States
fall into an MSA, and thus there is little variation, resulting in inadequately
differentiating between an “urban” community and a “suburban” one. Simi-
larly, the use of population poses problems, because it cannot adequately dif-
ferentiate between the middle categories of communities. Few would quarrel
that a community of 3,000 would not be considered urban; likewise, one of 2
million is not a small town. Population certainly differentiates between the
poles, but it does not sufficiently distinguish between the middle categories.
For example, two towns with similar populations can have very different lev-
els of density and are thus very different places in which to grow up. Such
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places are not likely to impart the same sets of norms or have the same sets of
interaction patterns.

Because almost any scheme to demarcate clear lines between these differ-
ent types of communities would be somewhat arbitrary, I use a continuous
measure, population density, to measure community type. This continuous
measure provides greater variation than a categorical scheme. Thus, when I
describe the results, I use terms such as more rural or more urban. Even so, it
is worth noting that the small communities in these data are not among the
most rural communities in the United States. This may actually make my
case more difficult; if it is true that social interaction can mediate the negative
effects of poverty in these slightly larger small towns, it is likely the effects
will be even stronger in the most rural communities in the United States.

Finally, once the school sites were chosen, a representative sample of stu-
dents was selected on the basis of grade level, achievement level, race and
ethnicity, and parental socioeconomic status. At each school, students were
surveyed in their social studies classes in the springs of 1999 and 2000, for
a total sample size of 3,062. The resulting sample represents a broad cross-
section of economic, political, and demographic contexts.2 The appendix
compares the racial breakdown of the subsamples to the populations within
each community and also shows the sample sizes within each school. Other
data on the representativeness of the sample to its population can be found in
Gimpel, Lay, and Schuknecht’s (2003) Cultivating Democracy.

The community-level variables were constructed using U.S. census data
matched to the schools’ ZIP codes. Although admittedly, the use of ZIP
codes as proxies for communities presents some problems, this is an accept-
able approximation to obtain socioeconomic, racial, and political data on
communities (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993). These respondents attend public
schools, making it less likely than if they were enrolled in private schools that
they would live in markedly different communities from the ones in which
they attend school.

The dependent variable is political knowledge. Political knowledge is an
essential feature for most other forms of civic engagement. It fosters citizens’
abilities to connect their personal interest with specific public policies (Delli
Carpini & Keeter, 1996); those with higher levels of knowledge are more
consistent in their views across issues and across time (Galston, 2001);
knowledge is a key element in helping people understand political institu-
tions and events (Popkin & Dimock, 1999); and, perhaps most important,
political knowledge promotes democratic values, including tolerance and
most forms of political participation. Young people with higher levels of
knowledge are more active in their schools and communities (Niemi & Junn,
1998). By political knowledge, my concern is with the fundamental under-
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standing of political structures, historically significant events, and the identi-
ties and roles of officeholders in the political system. The measure was cre-
ated as an index of the number of correct answers out of the seven
knowledge-related questions on the survey and then rescaled from 0 to 100 to
make the interpretation of results easier (see Table 1 for the specific wordings
of questions).3

There are two sets of independent variables: individual traits from the sur-
vey and community characteristics based on census data (see Table 1). The
individual variables are controls for several traditional civic education indi-
cators that are known to influence political knowledge. First is the number of
civics courses a student has taken; civics courses tend to have a positive influ-
ence on political knowledge (Niemi & Junn, 1998). Because the respondents
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Table 1
Description of Variables Used in

Hierarchical Linear Modeling Analysis

Student-Level Dependent Variable

Political knowledge: number of questions out of seven answered correctly, then rescaled from 0
to 100

1. How many Senators does each state have in the U.S. Senate?
2. In the U.S. House of Representatives, the member who is elected to preside is called?
3. Where can you find the Bill of Rights?
4. Presidential elections are held every _____ years?
5. The system of government in which power is divided between two levels of government is?
6. Who is the current Vice President of the U.S.?
7. The current Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court is __________.

Student-Level Independent Variables

Civics courses taken: semesters of civics-related coursework taken (0 to 5)
Dislike civics courses: dummy variable (1 = dislikes civics, 0 = likes civics)
No college plans: dummy variable (1 = not planning to attend college, 0 = planning for college)
Female: dummy variable (1 = female, 0 = male)
Black: dummy variable (1 = African American, 0 = not African American)
Inverse income: inverse of parental income scale (0 to 41, where 41 = lowest income)
Political discussion: number of days a week students discuss politics with others (0 to 7)

Community-Level Independent Variables

Density: measures urbanization with community in persons per square mile (72 to 19,921)
Percentage less than $15,000: measures poverty within community (1.8% to 34.7%)
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were predominantly from one state, civics requirements are fairly uniform
across the population studied. A student’s affinity for civics courses is also
important; students who like their civics courses are more knowledgeable
than those who dislike them. I include a dummy variable on whether a stu-
dent dislikes civics courses. I also use a dummy variable to measure respon-
dents’educational aspirations, because students who plan to go to college are
more politically knowledgeable and engaged than those who plan to com-
plete their education with high school. Finally, the other control is for gender
effects, because girls still generally have lower levels of knowledge than
boys.

In addition to these individual-level controls, the focus of this article is on
the interactions of parental income with the size and economic composition
of the communities. The estimations include the individual measure of
parental income and cross-level interactions with three community-level
variables.4 Population density measures the urbanization, or size, of the com-
munity and is calculated as the number of people per square mile. The pro-
portion of the community’s residents who make less than $15,000 per year
measures the degree of poverty within the community.5 Because some might
argue that any differences in outcomes between rural and urban areas may be
due to racial differences in poverty, I control for whether a respondent is
Black and examine cross-level interactions with race, density, and the per-
centage of the community’s residents who make less than $15,000. Finally, a
second model examines the influence of social interaction (students’ politi-
cal discussions with family members and friends) on political knowledge
and includes cross-level interactions with discussion, density, and com-
munity poverty.

To conduct these multivariate analyses, I use hierarchical linear modeling
(HLM). It is possible to create a series of interaction terms in a regular ordi-
nary least squares (OLS) regression model to account for cross-level interac-
tions, but OLS regression does not provide accurate estimates for data at
multiple levels of analysis. HLM maintains the assumptions of linearity and
normality that are in OLS regression but deals with the special statistical
challenges of data analysis when individual observations are clustered
within schools, geographic jurisdictions, or distinct temporal periods rather
than independently distributed. HLM provides a means to estimate the vari-
ability of the regression coefficients (slopes and intercepts) across communi-
ties (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Steenbergen & Jones, 2002). The main dif-
ference between HLM and OLS is in the error terms; the HLM model
provides a more conservative estimate of the standard errors of coefficients
than OLS models.
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Results

Table 2 shows the results from the hierarchical linear regression model for
political knowledge, excluding social interaction effects.6 The direct effects,
or individual-level effects, are not surprising. Individuals from low-income
families score lower than those with higher incomes, African American stu-
dents score significantly lower than other students (by 9 points), female stu-
dents score lower than male students, college-bound adolescents are more
knowledgeable, and those who dislike their civics courses are less knowl-
edgeable than those who enjoy these classes. It is important to note that civics
courses also improve knowledge; with each additional semester of civics,
students score 1.2 points higher on the knowledge test.

The most interesting results are with the cross-level interactions. The
results should be read as follows: lower income students score lower than
higher income students; lower income students in more urban areas have
lower scores than poor students in smaller towns; and poor students living in
impoverished communities score slightly higher on the knowledge test, con-
trolling for urbanization. The low-income students living in poor, smaller

328 American Politics Research

Table 2
Estimation of Fixed Effects for

Political Knowledge, Excluding Social Interaction

� Coefficient (SE)

Intercept 79.979*** (3.058)
Inverse income (higher value = lower income)

Intercept –0.423*** (0.089)
Density –0.00002** (0.000009)
% less than $15,000 0.007* (0.004)

Race (1 = Black)
Intercept –9.333*** (2.210)
Density –0.0004 (0.0002)
% less than $15,000 0.144* (0.083)

Controls
Civics courses taken 1.199*** (0.234)
Female –5.210** (1.379)
No plans to attend college –7.745** (1.970)
Dislikes civics courses –6.111*** (1.231)

Note: Percentage reduction in error from fully unconditional model: 9.95%. Regression coeffi-
cients were derived using hierarchical linear modeling. Italicized variables are individual vari-
ables. The Level 2 variables are indented and placed underneath the Level 1 variables for which
they were controlled.
*p <.10. **p < .05. ***p < .001.
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towns are more knowledgeable than similarly situated students in urban
areas. Thus, growing up in a poor community does not necessarily consign
one to low levels of political knowledge, provided the impoverished com-
munity is a smaller town.

These results hold even controlling for the respondent’s race. The benefits
of growing up in a smaller town are not merely because the communities in
population area are generally all White. The cross-level interactions for race
underscore this fact. Although Black students in more urban areas have
lower knowledge scores, political knowledge actually rises among Black
students in poor communities, controlling for urbanization. Although there
are few Black students in these smaller towns (n = 20), a difference-of-means
test shows that they score 7 points higher than Blacks in the more urban areas
(65% correct compared with 58%, respectively; p < .10).

Figure 1 shows graphical representations of the relationships between
political knowledge, urbanization (density), and poverty (income less than
$15,000). The graphs are drawn from the HLM regression model, and thus
each variable in the model has been controlled. The darker line represents
students who are poor, and the lighter line represents more affluent students.
The graphs illustrate the influence of communities. Regardless of family
background, knowledge increases in poor communities and decreases in
urban communities. Affluent students, in any community, score higher on
knowledge tests than lower income students. One would probably assume
that knowledge would be highest among affluent children in affluent towns,
but knowledge is higher in poorer communities (controlling for urbaniza-
tion) among both higher and lower income children. Smaller towns, despite
their poverty, are better able to foster political knowledge than wealthy sub-
urbs. Additionally, the knowledge gaps between the rich and the poor are less
significant in smaller towns than the more urban areas (3.7 compared with
6.2, respectively) as well as in poorer communities compared with affluent
ones (4.1 compared with 5.5, respectively). Thus, even though it is better to
come from a family that is well off, these benefits are less of an advantage in
poor, rural communities.

The final set of results examines the effects of social interaction, in the
form of political discussions students have with family and friends (Table 3).
Political discussions are just one type of social interaction that may affect
political socialization but the only such concept available in this survey.
Political discussions have a positive direct impact on political knowledge.
For every additional day a week that a respondent discusses politics with oth-
ers, his or her score increases by 1.2 points. Students learn not only by read-
ing books and sitting in the classroom but by engaging one another on
political issues.
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There are two important findings with regard to the interactions. First, dis-
cussions have a negative impact on knowledge in the neighborhoods with
higher densities but have a positive influence in poor communities, control-
ling for urbanization. The discussions that take place in impoverished
smaller towns promote political knowledge, whereas those in urban areas are
negatively associated with political knowledge. These data do not speak to
the content of the discussions, and thus I could only speculate about why
political discussions in urban areas actually seem to undermine political
knowledge.

The overall level of inequality within the community likely has significant
effects on socialization, including political discussion. There is greater
income equality in rural areas and small towns than in urban areas, and as
such, adolescents coming of age in urban areas witness the extent of their
poverty by comparing their status with that of extremely affluent neighbors
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Table 3
Estimation of Fixed Effects for

Political Knowledge, Including Social Interaction

� Coefficient (SE)

Intercept 78.890*** (2.947)
Political Discussion

Intercept 1.168*** (0.261)
Density –0.0002*** (0.00005)
% less than $15,000 0.085** (0.028)

Inverse income (higher value = lower income)
Intercept –0.444*** (0.093)
Density –0.000008 (0.00001)
% less than $15,000 –0.00001 (0.004)

Race (1 = Black)
Intercept –10.480*** (2.562)
Density 0.0001 (0.0002)
% less than $15,000 –0.104 (0.087)

Controls
Civics courses taken 1.124*** (0.234)
Female –4.671** (1.272)
No plans to attend college –8.903** (2.290)
Dislikes civics courses –6.821*** (1.513)

Note: Percentage reduction in error from fully unconditional model: 20.83%. Regression coeffi-
cients were derived using hierarchical linear modeling. Italicized variables are individual vari-
ables. The Level 2 variables are indented and placed underneath the Level 1 variables for which
they were controlled.
**p < .05. ***p < .001.
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just blocks away. This not only makes their poverty seem greater than it
might in a rural community in which the distribution of income is much nar-
rower, but it also erodes trust in both government and the members of the
community to be able to change the situation (Uslaner, 2002). This relative
deprivation creates the attitudes Sampson (2001) describes in which resi-
dents of impoverished urban areas lack the sense that their networks can pos-
itively effect change within the community. Thus, the content and tone of the
political discussions that take place in these neighborhoods is likely to be
very different from those in smaller communities. In ethnographic work,
Cynthia Duncan (1999) points out that social capital is much higher in
smaller towns that have low socioeconomic inequality than in those small
towns with high inequality. Inequality impedes the emergence of strong
social networks by stratifying society.

Finally, once I look at social interaction, the effects of the cross-level
interactions for individual income and race are no longer significant. The
direct effects of parental income and race are still important, but when social
interaction is controlled, differences between rural and urban communities
vanish, indicating that the primary difference between these communities is
the interactions and networks within them.

Conclusions

The concept of the urban underclass has typically included one or more of
the following characteristics: (a) the persistence and/or intergenerational
transmission of poverty, (b) geographic concentration, (c) social isolation
from mainstream society, (d) unemployment and underemployment, (e) low
skills and education, and (f) membership in a (racial) minority group
(Gephart & Brooks-Gunn, 1997, p. xiv).

Although most scholars interested in the effects of these characteristics on
social outcomes are concerned with urban areas, the above list adequately
describes much of rural America as well. The main differences between
impoverished small towns and urban neighborhoods are their racial compo-
sition and the social interactions within the communities. The results of my
analysis show that even among African Americans, poor small towns are the
best environments for political learning. This is especially true for lower
income students, because the gaps between the rich and the poor are nar-
rower in smaller towns. The negative effects of living in poor urban neigh-
borhoods must not be due solely to their concentrated poverty, high unem-
ployment, and racial composition.
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Instead, the main difference between these environments is in the social
interactions that take place there. The patterns of social interaction are differ-
ent in content and character in many poor, urban neighborhoods compared to
poor, smaller towns. Once again, I am not suggesting that networks and rela-
tionships are absent in urban areas but rather that they are less likely to be of
the type that foster or facilitate political knowledge. In smaller communities,
for a variety of reasons, adults may exercise greater social control and
accountability over young people, because most residents know one another,
and often, relationships have formed through kinship and friendship ties that
have developed over long periods of time.

The size of smaller towns and the fact that many families have resided in
these locales for many generations enable residents to engage those around
them. Children can discuss issues with their parents, as well as their grand-
parents and other adults whom they know very well. These relationships not
only afford young people opportunities for jobs, as Wilson (1996) suggests,
but also indirectly influence academic achievement through activities avail-
able within the community (Israel, Beaulieu, & Hartless, 2001). Social inter-
action within smaller towns, in the form of political discussions, is also an
important mechanism helping young people learn about politics and govern-
ment. Informal ties can flourish in small towns, where residents often meet
one another on regular bases through various local community gatherings. It
is worth noting that many parts of urban America were once described in this
same way. Throughout much of the early 20th century, immigrants found
their way to America’s cities and lived in neighborhood enclaves in which
social interaction patterns looked much like those we see in smaller towns
today. There is a history of these patterns in urban America, and the potential
for the future may lie in this past.

I do not mean to suggest that the focus on urban poverty is misguided. In
fact, from a policy perspective, this work rightly emphasizes the worst envi-
ronments for political socialization. However, by comparing impoverished
urban neighborhoods only with affluent communities, one may miss some of
the nuances of urban life. Negative social outcomes, whether they are teen-
age pregnancy, drug abuse, or low civic knowledge, cannot be explained only
by examining poverty, geographic isolation, or racial composition. This is
best illustrated only when poor smaller towns are included in the analysis.

Even though smaller towns seem to be good environments for socializing
young people, it is still very much the case that children from higher income
homes are better off than those with low-income parents. This is not surpris-
ing and indicates that there is more to learning about politics than inter-
actions within the community. From objective resources such as books and
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computers to more subjective factors, such as parental education, the re-
sources available to children in affluent homes are vast compared with those
available to children of lesser means. Yet the advantages of affluence are less
important in small towns than in wealthy suburbs or urban neighborhoods.

Knowledge is only one aspect of political socialization but is seen by
many as a fundamental prerequisite to democratic citizenship. Without ade-
quate levels of knowledge about politics and government, political participa-
tion is less likely. To the extent that participation depends on knowledge, the
future in many American smaller towns looks bright, especially compared
with impoverished urban America.
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Notes

1. To correct for the unequal sizes of sample subclasses, I use sample weights (see Kish,
1987). The weights are defined by the inverse probability of selection and corrected for the slight
oversampling or undersampling of populations in some districts within the study area. The
weights are defined by Weighti = 1 / {N of Districts � [(School n / District N) � (School n / School
N)]}, where Weighti is the sample weight for individual i, N of Districts is equal to the number of
school district clusters (14), School n is equal to the number of students sampled at the particular
school at which i is a student, District N is equal to the number of students in the entire district in
which i is a student, and School N is equal to the total number of students in the school at which i
is a student. The need to use these weights is debatable. Their use typically makes little difference
to the magnitude of coefficients in the regression analyses, but the variances are typically
increased by their use, and consequently the standard errors (and significance tests) are often
changed.

2. A completely random sample design was not feasible because most principals and teachers
will not allow researchers to randomly select and pull children out of classes for a survey because
it is too disruptive to their classes. Researchers were instructed to incorporate a lesson plan along
with the collection of surveys so that students could gain something from the experience.
Because social studies is a sufficiently ubiquitous part of the high school curriculum, the result-
ing sample from each school closely mirrors the overall school population, as shown in Table 1.

3. The scale is (Number of Correct Answers / 7) � 100.
4. Parental income was obtained by asking students to name their parents’ occupations, and

then researchers used the mean income of each occupational category listed.
5. I selected $15,000 because according to the Office of Management and Budget, the pov-

erty line for a three-person family is $14,494.
6. Although there are three levels of analysis (the original 14 clusters, 29 schools, and the

individual respondents), I use a two-level hierarchical linear modeling model because there are
not enough Level 3 groups to justify a three-level model.
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A
s most educators know, children from 
low-income households often arrive 
at the kindergarten door substantially 
behind children from higher-income 
households. On average, children from 

poor families score far below their peers from higher-
income families in early vocabulary and literacy 
develop ment, in early math, and in the social skills 
they need to get along well in their classrooms (Halle 
et al., 2009; Lee & Burkham, 2002). 

This gap in school readiness receives much less 
attention than the test score gaps that hound these 
children throughout their school careers or the vast 
gulfs in high school graduation rates and college 
enrollment rates that are the end results. But the early 
delay in pre-academic progress largely predicts those 
later, more visible shortfalls (Burchinal, et al., 2011; 
Duncan & Magnuson, 2005). Children who enter 
school lagging far behind don’t usually catch up. 

It’s no mystery why children from low-income 
families often start kindergarten so far behind. These 
children are less likely to have the early educational 
support that is so crucial for the development of their 

How Preschool 
FIGHTS 
POVERTY

Research shows that preschool programs—if they’re  
of high quality—can provide an enormous boost  

that changes children’s lives forever.

Cynthia E. Lamy
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knowledge and skills. Their parents tend to be less well edu-
cated and more stressed, and to have fewer psychological and 
financial resources. These children are less likely to spend 
their days in playful conversational banter with an adult who 
has the time and patience to answer their innocent, incessant 
questions, helping them build their vocabularies and their 
general store of knowledge. They typically have fewer 
enticing educational toys that could kick-start their cognitive 
develop ment—sets of blocks and fascinating puzzles; fantastic 
or mundane clothes for dramatic play; wildly colorful picture 
books telling amazing stories. 

This is where preschool comes in. We know that preschool 
can provide the developmentally stimulating experi-
ences that many children growing up in poverty 
lack. The evidence is  incontrovertible.

But here’s a crucial point: To fight 
poverty, preschool must provide an 
enormous early boost that changes 
the academic trajectory of a child 
forever. Only a high-quality pre-
school program will do the job. 
Lower-quality programs do not 
have a significant impact on 
poverty because they do not make 
that life-changing difference. How 

do we know this? A mature body of research on preschool 
provides guidance. 

We’ve Got Studies
We are lucky to have evidence from three rigorous longitu-
dinal studies that report the effects of high-quality preschool 
programs on children followed well into adulthood—the 
Perry Preschool study, the Abecedarian study, and the 
Chicago Child-Parent Centers study. 

The Perry Preschool and  Abecedarian studies have fol-
lowed children who were randomly assigned into preschool 
experiment groups and non-preschool control groups over 

several decades. These programs were both of the 
highest quality, with the Abecedarian program 

being particularly intensive in dosage and 
duration. The Chicago study, a strong 

quasi-experimental study, followed 
many more children and is perhaps 
more generalizable, with children 
enrolled in more typical, public 
preschools of relatively high 
quality through the mid-1980s. 
The Perry Preschool children are 
now entering their 50s, the Abece-
darian children their 40s, and the 

Chicago children are currently in 
their mid-30s.
We are also fortunate to have several 

state-level studies of large, current pre-
school programs (Barnett, Jung, Frede, 

Hustedt, & Howes, 2011). These programs are 
not old enough to have followed cohorts of students for 

many years, but some have followed students into elementary 
school. These studies have been conducted in states (espe-
cially Arkansas, California, New Mexico, Michigan, New 
Jersey, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and West Virginia) that 
have put substantial effort toward accomplishing a most dif-
ficult and worthy goal—a consistently high-quality preschool 
program of extensive reach. 

Finally, we have the recently published update of the Head 
Start Impact Study, with new 3rd grade findings (Puma et 
al., 2012).This huge national study has been long awaited 
with trepidation, because results from earlier studies were 
  disappointing. 

The Evidence Is Strong: Quality Matters
The Perry, Abecedarian, and Chicago studies all report that 
the preschool children they served have had significantly 
more success in school and in life than the control children. 
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These studies have been extensively 
reported on, but here are some of the 
main findings. 

The Perry Preschool children scored 
significantly higher on standardized 
tests; graduated high school on time 
at higher rates (65 percent versus 
45 percent for the control group); were 
much less likely to have been convicted 
of a crime (28 percent versus 52 percent 
for the controls); and at age 40 had 
expected lifetime earnings that averaged 
about $150,000 higher than the control 
group’s (Schweinhart et al., 2005).

The Abecedarian children, too, 
scored significantly higher than control-
group children on standardized tests 
throughout their schooling. The girls 
in the preschool group became teenage 
parents at almost half the rate of the 
girls in the control group (26 percent 
versus 45 percent), and the pre-
school children attended college at a 
much higher rate (36 percent versus 
13 percent) (Barnett & Masse, 2007; 
Campbell, Ramey, Pungello, Sparling, & 
Miller-Johnson, 2002).

The Chicago study found effects that 
are similar to, but less stellar than, those 
found in the other two studies. The 
Chicago preschoolers scored signifi-
cantly higher on standardized tests. But 
they graduated high school at a rate just 
9 points higher than the control group 
(79 percent versus 70 percent). The 
Chicago preschoolers also got in trouble 
with the law less frequently as teenagers 
(17 percent for the preschool group 
versus 21 percent for the controls), but 
the advantage was much smaller than 
it was for the Perry program (Reynolds, 
Temple, & Ou, 2010). 

Both the Abecedarian and the 
Chicago researchers found that the pre-
school children were retained in grade 
about 40 percent less, and all three of 
the studies reported special education 
placements for the preschool children at 
about half the rate of the control group.

Economic cost-benefit analyses 
that used the findings of each of these 

studies to calculate the social return on 
investment in these programs produced 
eye-opening results. Lifetime returns 
on the dollar for the initial program 
investments range from a healthy 3:1 
for the expensive  Abecedarian program 
to a huge 17:1 for the Perry program. 
The Chicago program produces a 
10:1 return of benefits over costs. 
These returns arise not only from the 
adult earnings increases of the lucky 
individuals who attended these great 
preschool programs, but also from 
increased income tax and sales tax rev-
enues paid to government from those 
earnings, from savings to criminal 
justice systems because of decreased 
crime, and from reduced use of social 
safety net programs. Analysts estimate 
that when high-quality programs reach 
most children in a school district, these 
programs will save about 3 percent 
of the overall school district budget 
each year through decreases in grade 
retention and special education services, 
along with increases in positive peer 
effects that lift overall school efficiency 
(Belfield, 2004).

Compare these findings to those of 
the state studies and Head Start. The 
less intensive state-level programs across 
the United States, striving for high 

quality but often hitting the  mid- to 
high-quality range, seem to be pro-
ducing early benefits of about the same 
strength as the Chicago programs—and 
smaller than the Perry and  Abecedarian 
programs (Frede & Barnett, 2011). The 
quality of Head Start programs, which 
often struggle with partial funding while 
attempting to serve as many children 
in poverty as possible, is known to be 
inconsistent, with many sites of lower 
quality (Currie & Neidell, 2007). The 
Head Start Impact Study 3rd grade 
results confirm that although Head Start 
increases children’s academic readiness, 
the benefit is short-term and becomes 
imperceptible within two years (Puma 
et al., 2012). 

It should be noted that one state 
program implemented with particular 
attention to high quality has been rig-
orously, longitudinally studied: New 
Jersey’s Abbott Preschool program (so 
named for the state Supreme Court case 
that mandated its existence). Results at 
the end of 2nd grade continue to show 
substantially higher test scores and 
decreased grade retention for the pre-
school group of children compared with 
the control group. (Special education 
placements have not yet been studied.) 
Grade retention is cut by one-third for 
children who started preschool at age 
4 and cut in half for those who started 
preschool at age 3 (Frede, Jung, Barnett, 
& Figueras, 2009).

What do the high-quality programs 
have that the lower-quality programs 
don’t have? High-quality programs are 
staffed with well-educated, responsive 
teachers with strong backgrounds in 
child development and early learning 
pedagogy. Administrators tend to be 
knowledgeable about and supportive 
of best practices in early learning, pro-
viding meaningful professional devel-
opment and strong classroom supports. 
Research-backed curriculums support 
high standards for teaching and learning 
through a good mix of teacher-directed 
and child-directed activities (many 

A great preschool 
teaches children 
that they like to learn, 
and that they can be 
good at learning.
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 play-based). Classrooms are chock 
full of attractive, tempting mate-
rials for a wide variety of fun, 
educational experiences. Family 
outreach is vibrant and  tenacious.

Changing Children,  
Families, and Schools
What are the mechanisms by 
which great preschools produce 
these beneficial outcomes well 
into adulthood? Experts con-
tinue to discuss this question, 
forming hypotheses involving 
the relative effects of early cog-
nition, social skills, aspirations 
for success, family support, and 
teacher expectations (Barnett, 
2011; Heckman, Malofeeva, 
Pinto, & Savelyev, 2010). It seems 
reasonable to suggest that, in 
general, three main factors work 
together in some complex, messy 
mix of effects (Lamy, 2012). The 
most obvious is a direct effect 
on children, followed by a direct 
effect on parents. A third avenue is 
the influence of best-practice preschools 
on schools themselves. 

Benefits for Children
A great preschool experience provides 
children with foundational academic 
skills on which they can continue 
to build, as well as social abilities 
for getting along in a classroom. But 
perhaps just as important, attending a 
great preschool teaches children that 
they like to learn and that they can be 
good at learning. Their more developed 
cognitive and social skills, along with 
this positive attitude toward learning, 
hard work, and school, point them 
in the direction of academic success, 
which opens the door for success in life.

This more successful start lowers 
the probabilities of grade retention and 
special education placement. With more 
success in school and a brighter future 
for themselves just around the corner, 
these children grow into teenagers who 

make better choices and have fewer 
early pregnancies and juvenile arrests. 
These avoided derailments translate 
into higher education attainment and 
earnings. 

Benefits for Families
Great preschools also benefit families. 
Teachers and administrators in excellent 
preschools reach out warmly to parents, 
involving them in their children’s 
schooling and providing additional 
resources to families in need. They 
alert parents to the importance of their 
children’s school experiences and share 
techniques parents can use to support 
their children’s learning at home. In 
fact, better parenting is among the few 
Head Start effects that do not fade after 
three years.

Great preschool programs include 
transition activities that guide parents 
toward supportive relationships with 
their children’s kindergarten and 

 elementary school teachers 
(Bohan-Baker & Little, 2002). And 
many great preschools operate 
full-day programs or provide 
high-quality before-school and 
after-school care, which allows 
parents to work more securely, 
in turn increasing the family’s 
financial resources to create an 
educationally supportive home 
environment.

Benefits for the School System
Great preschools benefit school 
systems by (1) delivering to 
kinder garten cohorts of students 
with improved academic and 
social skills, and (2) providing the 
opportunity for preschool profes-
sionals and elementary school 
educators to share best practices in 
early learning.

Schools reap ben-
efits when students 
are less likely to repeat 
a grade, need special 
services, or require dis-

ciplinary interventions. These improve-
ments free teachers to do their best 
teaching. They also save school systems 
money—funds that can be repurposed 
from remedial activities to more exciting 
educational opportunities that can 
confirm students’ love of school.

Moreover, great preschools offer 
new opportunities for school systems 
to integrate the best early childhood 
practices into the primary grades, where 
we know they belong. Some researchers 
have called for explicit preK–3 models 
to accomplish this (Reynolds, Mag-
nuson & Ou, 2009; Sadowski, 2006). 
Research suggests that extending best 
early learning practices into elementary 
school yields rewards; for example, 
analyses of the Abecedarian and 
Chicago study preschool-plus groups 
find even stronger effects for children 
who received continued early learning 
support (Campbell & Ramey, 2010; 
Reynolds, Magnuson, & Ou, 2009).
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Extend the Learning
Great preschools embrace a focus on 
the whole child, respect the unique 
characteristics of individual children 
and families, and are guided by the 
principles of child development and a 
scientific approach toward what works 
in the classroom. Put into practice, 
these premises are providing education 
leaders with the research-based evi-
dence they need to push back against 
the constant pressure to teach young 
children in the early grades with 
methods better suited for older children.

Educators, be aware! Young stu-
dents—from low-income families or 
not—who have had a great preschool 
experience are much more likely to 
enter kindergarten confidently and joy-
fully, ready to learn and expecting to 
play an active part in an engaging edu-
cational conversation. Teachers must 
be ready for these students—ready to 
provide the kinds of classroom experi-
ences that will support and extend that 
joyful learning.
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A majority of public school children in 17 states, one-third of the 50 states across the nation, were low income 

students – eligible for free or reduced lunches – in the school year that ended in 2011. Thirteen of the 17 

states were in the South, and the remaining four were in the West. Since 2005, half or more of the South’s 

children in public schools have been from low income households.1  During the last two school years, 2010 and 

������JSV�XLI�½VWX�XMQI�MR�QSHIVR�LMWXSV]��XLI�;IWX�LEW�LEH�E�QENSVMX]�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW�EXXIRHMRK�4����

public schools.  

TABLE 1
States with a Majority of Low Income Students

in Public Schools: 2011

State Rate (Percent) 

Mississippi 71
New Mexico 68
Louisiana 66
Oklahoma 61
Arkansas 60
Georgia 57
Kentucky 57
Florida 56
Tennessee 55
South Carolina 55
Alabama 55
California 54
West Virginia 51
Oregon 51
Nevada 51
North Carolina 50
Texas 50

 

 

As in past years, Mississippi, New Mexico, and Louisiana had the largest rates of low income students among 

the 50 states.  Based on data collected by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 71 percent of 

all students in Mississippi, 68 percent of New Mexico’s students, and 66 percent of all Louisiana children attend-

ing public schools were from low income households. Oklahoma and Arkansas were the two other states 

where at least 60 percent of public school children were low income during the 2011 school year, the latest 

date for comparable data for all public school districts across the nation. All but two of the 15 states in the 

South had a majority of low income students enrolled in their public schools in 2011. Only Maryland (40 

percent) and Virginia (37 percent), the northern-most states in the South, had rates below 50 percent [see 

Appendix 1 for ranking of all 50 states].

 

1   This update was developed and written by Steve Suitts, Vice President of the Southern Education Foundation (SEF) with 
XLI�EWWMWXERGI�SJ�2EWLIIH�7EFVII��7)*�4VSKVEQ�%WWMWXERX��ERH�/EXLIVMRI�(YRR��7)*�4VSKVEQ�3J½GIV��-X�JSPPS[W�XLI�7)*�VITSVX��
%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW �������7XYHIRXW�EVI�IPMKMFPI�JSV�JVII�SV�VIHYGIH�QIEPW�EX�
TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�MJ�XLI]�PMZI�MR�LSYWILSPHW�[LIVI�XLI�MRGSQI�MW�����TIVGIRX�SV�PIWW�SJ�XLER�XLI�TSZIVX]�XLVIWLSPH��-R�������JSV�
example, a student in a household with a single parent with an annual income of less than $26,956 was eligible for a free or 
VIHYGIH�PYRGL��*60�EX�E�TYFPMG�WGLSSP�
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Four states in the West – New Mexico, California, Oregon, and Nevada – had a majority of low income 

children in public schools, and, combined with a growing number of students qualifying for free or reduced 

lunch in recent years across the region’s other nine states, the West had a majority of public school chil-

dren in 2011.

 

The latest NCES data indicates that 48 percent of all public school children across the nation were eligible 

for free or reduced lunch in 2011. The rate of low income students in the South was 53 percent – the 

LMKLIWX�VEXI�EQSRK�XLI�VIKMSRW�SJ�XLI�REXMSR��*SV�XLI�½VWX�XMQI�MR�VIGIRX�LMWXSV]��EX�PIEWX�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�TYFPMG�

school students in the West were low income. In 2010 the rate was 51 percent. In 2011, it remained 50 

percent of all public school children. The Midwest had the next highest rate, 44 percent, and the Northeast 

had a rate of 40 percent.

 

Across the entire southern sections of the United States – ranging from the west coast across the 

Southwest through the Deep South, only in Arizona (45 percent) were low income students less than half 

of all public school children. In 2011, more than two-thirds of African American and Hispanic students in 

the United States attended public schools where a majority of school children were low income (see 

Appendix 3), but white students also constitute a majority of low income public school children in a large 

number of schools and school districts, especially in the South. The common denominator of education in 

2011 for the states mapped across the western and southern portion of the United States from Oregon 

to North Carolina, with an outcropping into Appalachia, was the presence of a majority of low income 

WXYHIRXW�MR�4����TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�2 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

����*SV�ER�SZIVZMI[�SJ�JEGXSVW�GVIEXMRK�XLI�KVS[XL�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW��WII�T�����SJ�%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XY-
HIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW�� A closely related trend is found in the fact that the South is today the only US region 
[MXL�E�QENSVMX]�SJ�WXYHIRXW�SJ�GSPSV�MR�XLI�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW��7II�%�2I[�(MZIVWI�1ENSVMX]��7XYHIRXW�SJ�'SPSV�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�
4YFPMG�7GLSSPW��

Regional Trends across the States:  
South Leads the Nation and Other Regions 
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The nation’s cities have the highest rates of low income students in public schools. Sixty percent of the public 

school children in America’s cities were in low income households in 2011. In 38 of the 50 states, no less than 

half of all children attending public schools in cities – any urban place with more than 100,000 population – 

were low income (Appendix 2). While known for its rural poverty, Mississippi had the nation’s highest rate for 

low income students in cities: 83 percent of all children in that state’s cities were low income. New Jersey (78 

TIVGIRX��4IRRW]PZERME�����TIVGIRX��ERH�2I[�=SVO�����TIVGIRX�LEH�XLI�RI\X�LMKLIWX�VEXIW�JSV�GMXMIW��+ISVKME��

Louisiana, Illinois, and Oklahoma also had rates of low income students at or above 70 percent in their cities.   

 

Fifty-two percent of all students attending public schools in America’s towns (located outside urban and 

suburban areas) were eligible for free or reduced meals in 2011. Mississippi also had the nation’s highest state 

rate for students in towns: 78 percent. Louisiana (72 percent) and New Mexico (70 percent) ranked next in 

line. South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, California, Oklahoma, and Arkansas followed – each with rates above 60 

percent for students in towns (Appendix 2). 

 

America’s rural and suburban schools had lower rates of low income students. Forty-four percent of rural stu-

dents and 40 percent of suburban students were eligible for free and reduced lunches in 2011.  In New Mexico, 

71 percent of the rural students lived in low income households. In seven other states – all Southern states – 

55 percent or more of all rural students were low income. 

  

 

 

Patterns within the States:  
Cities and Towns Have Highest Rates
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New Mexico also had the highest rate for low income children in suburban public schools: 72 percent.3 

In seven other states, at least half of all students in suburban schools were low income. Five are Southern states 

ERH�X[S�WXEXIW�EVI�MR�XLI�;IWX��-R����WXEXIW��MRGPYHMRK�;]SQMRK��X[S�SYX�SJ�IZIV]�½ZI�WYFYVFER�WXYHIRXW�[IVI�

in low income households. The lowest suburban rate for any state was in New Hampshire (17 percent), where 

only about 11,000 low income students attended public schools in suburban areas. Only four other states, Alas-

OE��-S[E��1EMRI��ERH�2I[�=SVO�LEH�E�TIVGIRXEKI�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�MR�WYFYVFER�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�FIPS[����TIVGIRX� 

 

In each of the nation’s four regions, a majority of students attending public schools in the cities were eligible for 

free or reduced lunch last year. The Northeast had the highest rates for low income school children in cities:  

71 percent. The next highest rate, 62 percent, was found in Midwestern cities. The South had the third highest 

percentage of low income students in the cities – 59 percent.  
 

No region of the country in 2011 had a majority of low income students in suburban schools, although the 

3   The suburban rate in Wyoming, 75 percent, was actually higher, but with only 1,133 suburban children in the state, its rate 
[EW�RSX�MRGPYHIH�MR�XLMW�VEROMRK�

Patterns within the States:  
Cities and Towns Have Highest Rates

Patterns within Regions: Rates Higher in the South  
Except in Northeast Cities

Table 2
States Where Low Income Students Are 55 Percent or More

Among Rural Public School Children
2011

State Rural Low Income Students Rate (Percent)

New Mexico 70,524 71
Mississippi 168,992 66
Louisiana 129,674 63
Oklahoma 142,195 61
Arkansas 123,727 60
Kentucky 167,327 58
Alabama 192,883 55
South Carolina 176,442 55

Table 3
Low Income Students as a Majority of Suburban  

Public School Children: 2011 

State Suburban Low 
Income Students

Rate (Percent)

New Mexico 27,737 72
Louisiana 93,933 59
Mississippi 24,571 57
Nevada 78,154 56
Florida 734,329 56
Georgia 351,886 54
Arkansas 24,881 53
California 1,196,481 51

www.southerneducation.org
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suburban rate in the South (47 percent) was the highest rate among the four regions. The suburban rate of low 

income students in the West was almost as high – 45 percent. The Northeast suburbs had the smallest rate – 

28 percent.  

 

In towns outside urban and suburban area, the South (60 percent) and the West (55 percent) had a majority of 

low income children attending public schools. The South also was the only region in the country where most 

rural public school children were in low income households. In the West, 44 percent of rural school children 

were low income. In the Northeast, the rate was only 29 percent.

 

In suburbs, towns, and rural areas, the South had the highest rates of low income students enrolled in public 

schools among the nation’s four regions.  A majority of all students in all areas of the South, except suburban 

schools, were from low income families in 2011.

The prevalence of school districts with a majority low income enrollment was especially acute in the South, 

where more than three-fourths (76 percent) of all local school districts had a student population in which low 

income students were the majority.4 In Mississippi and Louisiana, at least nine out of every ten school districts 

had a majority of low income students (see Appendix 4). In Oklahoma and Georgia, 87 percent and 84 percent 

of the states’ school districts had a majority of low income students. 

 

In Western states, low income students were a majority of all students in more than half the region’s school 

districts. In New Mexico, virtually eight of ten school districts enrolled a majority of low income students. The 

districts in the Northeast had the smallest rate – only 26 percent. 

 

����-R�EHHMXMSR��QSVI�XLER�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�7SYXL´W�WGLSSP�HMWXVMGXW�LEH�E�QENSVMX]�SJ�WGLSSP�GLMPHVIR�IPMKMFPI�JSV�JVII�PYRGLIW�¯�MR�
LSYWILSPH�[MXL�MRGSQIW�FIPS[�����TIVGIRX�SJ�TSZIVX]��7GLSSP�HMWXVMGXW�JEMPMRK�XS�VITSVX�WXYHIRXW�IPMKMFPI�JSV�JVII�SV�VIHYGI�
PYRGL��*60�MR������[IVI�I\GPYHIH�JVSQ�XLI�GEPGYPEXMSRW�

Table 4
Rates of Low Income Students in Public Schools by Area within Regions: 2010-11

Area City Percent Suburban  
Percent

Town Percent Rural Percent

USA-50 States 60% 40% 52% 44%
SOUTH 59% 47% 60% 51%
NORTHEAST 71% 28% 39% 29%
WEST 54% 45% 55% 44%
MIDWEST 62% 35% 43% 36%

www.southerneducation.org
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By all accounts, the 2008 recession reduced family incomes in the United States and added to growth in the 

number of low income students in public schools, especially in states where both the housing market and the 

local economy collapsed. But, there has been a steady increase in the number and percentage of low income 

students attending America’s public schools for a much longer period of time. 

 

Data from the US Department of Agriculture demonstrates consistent growth in the rates of low income stu-

dents in most states and in each region of the country since at least 1989.5 During the last ten years, accord-

ing to NCES data, this pattern has continued annually. From 2001 through 2011, the numbers of low income 

students in the nation’s public schools grew by 32 percent – an increase of more than 5.7 million children. As 

a result, low income students attending the nation’s public schools moved from 38 percent of all students in 

2001 to 48 percent in 2011. 

 

During the same period, public schools in the Midwest experienced a 40 percent rate of growth in low income 

students, and in the South from 2001 to 2011 the number of low income public school children enlarged by 

almost one-third. The schools in the Northeast had the smallest rate of growth – 21 percent. 

%W�E�VIWYPX�SJ�XLIWI�XVIRHW��XLI�7SYXL�FIGEQI�XLI�½VWX�VIKMSR�SJ�XLI�GSYRXV]�MR�QSHIVR�XMQIW�XS�LEZI�E�QENSV-

ity of low income students in its public schools in 2007, a year before the recent recession. Three years later, 

low income students became a new majority of the public school children in the West, and in 2011 the nation 

stood within only two percentage points of enrolling a majority of low income students in public schools 

across 50 states.

����7II�TT�������%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW�

2001-2011 Trends: Large Growth of Low  
Income Students Over Decade

www.southerneducation.org
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During the last decade, as the number of low income students grew substantially in all regions, public school 

I\TIRHMXYVIW�EPWS�MRGVIEWIH��EPXLSYKL�EX�QEVOIHP]�WPS[IV�VEXIW��%JXIV�EHNYWXQIRXW�JSV�MR¾EXMSR��2')7�HEXE�

show that the nation’s average per pupil expenditure for public education rose by 14 percent from 2001 to 

2011. There were, however, considerable differences between and within the regions in rates of increase. The 

Northeast enlarged per pupil expenditures by 28 percent, twice the national average. The per pupil expenditure 

in the both the South and the Midwest were much smaller – only 12 percent, and the West had the smaller 

gains, half the national rate from 2001 to 2011. 

 

 

8LIWI�VIKMSREP�VEXIW�HS�RSX�EP[E]W�VI¾IGX�

patterns of the states in the region. For 

example, per pupil expenditures in Alaska 

MRGVIEWIH�F]����TIVGIRX�¯�QSVI�XLER�½ZI�

times the rate for Western states as a group. 

Maryland’s growth in per pupil expenditures 

was approximately three times larger than 

the South’s rate of growth. Despite these 

SYXPMIVW��VIKMSREP�VEXIW�KIRIVEPP]�VI¾IGXIH 

the trends of growth for most states of  

each region. 

 

These growth rates in educational expendi-

tures failed to match the region’s rates of 

growth for the number of low income 

students. From 2001 to 2011, the region with 

the lowest growth in the number of low 

income students, the Northeast, had by far 

the largest growth in per pupil expenditures. 

It was the only region where the growth rate 

of school spending exceeded the rate of 

growth in low income students. In the other 

three regions, the opposite occurred: the 

growth rates in the number of low income 

students vastly exceeded the growth in per 

pupil expenditures.  

 

The number of low income students in the 

West, for example, grew from 2001 to 2011 

by 31 percent but per pupil expenditure for 

students in the West grew by only seven 

TIVGIRX��4YFPMG�WGLSSPW�MR�XLI�1MH[IWX�LEH�E�

growth of 40 percent in the number of low 

income students and an increase of 12 

percent in per student spending. In the South, 

2001-2011 Trends: Smaller, Mismatched Growth in School Funding

www.southerneducation.org
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public schools had a one-third increase in the number of low income students during a time when they had 

little more than a one-eighth increase in per pupil spending.  

 

These trends in public schools since 2001 have contributed to a pattern that remains today: schools that have 

the largest proportion of low income students spend the least in support of students. In 2011, a majority of 

school children in both the South and the West were from low income families, and the public school children 

in the both the South and the West received the least educational resources: both less than $9,300 per pupil. In 

contrast, public schools in the Northeast, where 40 percent of all students are low income, spend $16,045 per 

pupil.6 

 

 

This mismatch is nothing new in public education and is found at the regional, state or local levels. As noted in 

TVMSV�7)*�VITSVXW��PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW�EVI�QYGL�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�EXXIRH�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�XLEX�LEZI�WMKRM½GERXP]�

lower academic and student support and per pupil funding.7 In this case, the pattern of inequitable, mismatched 

funding for student learning appears to have persisted at least since 2001 even as public schools in the regions 

I\TIVMIRGIH�WMKRM½GERX�KVS[XL�MR�XLI�RYQFIV�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW� 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
����7SQI�EREP]WXW�EHNYWX�TIV�TYTMP�I\TIRHMXYVIW�EQSRK�XLI�WXEXIW�F]�VIKMSREP�HMJJIVIRGIW�MR�GSWX�SJ�PMZMRK��'30��7II� 
[[[�IHGSYRXW�SVK��8LMW�EHNYWXQIRX�XIRHW�XS�¾EXXIR�WSQI[LEX�VIKMSREP�HMJJIVIRGIW�F]�PS[IVMRK�WTIRHMRK�EQSYRXW�MR�QSVI�
YVFER�WXEXIW�ERH�MRGVIEWMRK�VEXIW�MR�QSVI�VYVEP�WXEXIW��&YX��IZIR�[MXL�'30�EHNYWXQIRXW��XLI�FEWMG�VIKMSREP�XVIRHW�ERH�TEXXIVRW�
VIQEMRW�XLI�WEQI�
����7II�TT��������SJ�2S�8MQI�XS�0SWI�ERH�TT��������MR�Worst of Times: Children in Extreme Poverty in the South and the 
2EXMSR��'LEVXW�SJ�VIKMSREP�2%)4�HEXE�YWI�'IRWYW�7SYXL��[LMGL�MRGPYHIW�(IPE[EVI�ERH�XLI�(MWXVMGX�SJ�'SPYQFME��RSX�MR�7)*´W�
���WXEXI�7SYXL�

www.southerneducation.org
www.edcounts.org
http://www.southerneducation.org/cmspages/getfile.aspx?guid=59b9a230-22c9-43be-ab4b-955b170fec11
http://www.southerneducation.org/cmspages/getfile.aspx?guid=59b9a230-22c9-43be-ab4b-955b170fec11
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Low income students are more likely than students from wealthier families to have lower tests scores, fall 

behind in school, dropout, and fail to acquire a college degree.8 These gaps in learning and achievement have not 

improved in recent years, while the numbers of low income students have escalated in the South and nation. 

8IWX�WGSVIW�JSV�XLI�2EXMSREP�%WWIWWQIRX�JSV�)HYGEXMSREP�4VSKVIWW��2%)4�¯�XLI�QSWX�VIPMEFPI��GSQTEVEXMZI�XIWX�

of academic performance across the states – suggest strongly that there has been little or no change in the 

wide differences in learning between students according to income from 2003 to 2011. 

 

 

There have been some real gains in tests scores by low income students in the South since 2003, but those im-

provements have been matched largely by gains among higher income students. In other words, as low income 

WXYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXLIVR�WXEXIW�KEMRIH�WIZIR�TSMRXW�SR�2%)4�XIWX�WGSVIW�JSV�JSYVXL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK�JVSQ������

to 2011, so did students from higher income households. As a result, the learning gap of 26 score points that 

existed in 2003 between students in the South according to household income remained the same in 2011 for 

fourth grade reading scores. 9 

 

A similar pattern is evident among the regions of the nation. From 2003 through 2011, the learning gap by 

income in fourth grade reading remained wide and constant in the South and the Midwest. It narrowed some-

what in the Northeast, the only region where the growth in the number of low income students was smaller 

than growth in per pupil spending from 2001 to 2011. In the West, the gap by income slightly enlarged during 

XLMW�TIVMSH��8LIWI�LYKI�PIEVRMRK�KETW�F]�MRGSQI�MR�JSYVXL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK�VI¾IGX�VIKMSREP�TEXXIVRW�MR�SXLIV�2%)4�

tests: regardless of subject or grade, gains in the test scores of low income students from 2003 to 2011 have 

generally been matched by similar gains of higher income students. Therefore, while there has been an upward 

trend in test scores for low income students, the learning gap for low income students has remained very wide 

and unyielding.

����7II�TT���������%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW� Also see Table 1 and Table 4 in Chap-
QER��'���0EMVH��.���-½PP��2���ERH�/I[EP�6EQERM��%��8VIRHW�MR�,MKL�7GLSSP�(VSTSYX�ERH�'SQTPIXMSR�6EXIW�MR�XLI�9RMXIH�7XEXIW��
����¯������2')7�����������9�7��(ITEVXQIRX�SJ�)HYGEXMSR��;EWLMRKXSR��('��2EXMSREP�'IRXIV�JSV�)HYGEXMSR�7XEXMWXMGW�������
9   Generally, a similar gap persisted in reading and mathematics scores in NEAP tests administered for 4th and 8th grade 
WXYHIRXW�JVSQ������XS������

Trends 2003-2011: Persistent Gaps in  
Learning by Income

www.southerneducation.org
http://www.southerneducation.org/getattachment/b1995557-faec-42a1-a951-5fad5491b9e4/Publications/A-New-Majority-Low-Income-Students-in-the-South-s.aspx
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8LIWI�XVIRHW�VI¾IGX�MWWYIW�SJ�IHYGEXMSREP�EGLMIZIQIRX�MR�XLI�REXMSR Ẃ�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW��[LMGL�MW�[LIVI�XLI�ZEWX�

QENSVMX]�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW�MR�XLI�9RMXIH�7XEXIW�VIGIMZI�XLIMV�4����IHYGEXMSR��&YX��XLI�PIEVRMRK�KET�MW�E�

national challenge for both public and private schools. The gap for low income students in private schools from 

2003 to 2011 appears nearly as large as or larger than the gaps in public schools.  

 

-R��XL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK�WGSVIW��JSV�I\EQTPI��2%)4�XIWXW�WLS[�XLEX�TYFPMG�ERH�TVMZEXI�WGLSSPW�LEZI�LEH�GSQTEVE-

ble differences in scores according to student income since 2003. The gap has been huge –over 20 score points 

– in all years for both types of schools. The difference in scores was somewhat larger in public schools in 2003, 

but the public school income gap slightly narrowed in more recent years, and private schools evidenced a 

widening gap between low income students and wealthier students since 2003. As a result, from 2007 to 2009 

there was relatively little difference between public and private schools in the average scores for low income 

students in fourth grade reading. By 2011, the learning gap by income was larger in private schools than public 

schools nationwide. 

 

The actual scores for low income students in public and private schools – not simply the gap – have also 

narrowed. In 2009, for instance, low income students in private schools scored at an average of 210. Low 

Trends in 2003-2011: Private Schools Have 
Similar Learning Gaps by Income  

www.southerneducation.org
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income students in public schools scored 

that year an average of 206. In 2011, low 

income students in the fourth grade of 

private schools scored an average of 208, 

while fourth grade students in public 

schools scored an average of 207 points. 10  

 

4YFPMG�WGLSSPW�QE]�TSWWIWW�E�KVIEXIV�

urgency in the need to address the learning 

gap by income because they have a much 

larger, growing percentage of low income 

students. At the same time, private schools 

as a sector have the same problem. The 

fundamental question these trends present 

is how – not really where – to close the 

learning gap for low income students.

The latest data shows that low income students comprise a near-majority of the nation’s public school children 

(48 percent) and are half or more of all students in the South and the West.  Low income students are concen-

XVEXIH�MR�XLI�REXMSR Ẃ�GMXMIW�FYX�EVI�F]�RS�QIEWYVI�GSR½RIH�XS�SRP]�GMXMIW��*SVX]�TIVGIRX�SV�QSVI�SJ�EPP�TYFPMG�

school children in the nation’s suburbs, towns, and rural areas are low income students.  

 

0SRK�XIVQ�XVIRHW�WXVSRKP]�WYKKIWX�XLEX�XLI�REXMSR�LEW�RSX�EHNYWXIH�MXW�WYTTSVX�JSV�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�XS�VI¾IGX�

the educational challenges that these developments bring. Since 2001, the number of low income students 

in public schools has grown roughly by one-third (32 percent) across the states. These are the students who 

need the most assistance. They generally are more likely to score lowest on school tests, fall behind in school, 

fail to graduate, and never receive a college degree. During this same period (2001-2011), the nation’s per 

TYTMP�I\TIRHMXYVI��EHNYWXIH�JSV�MR¾EXMSR�MR�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�MRGVIEWIH�F]�SRP]����TIVGIRX�����PIWW�XLER�LEPJ�XLI�

rate of growth in the numbers of low income students. The growth in the number of low income students far 

out-stripped the growth in per pupil spending in public schools during the last decade in every region of the 

country, except the Northeast. 

 

During virtually the same period (2003-2011), the learning gap for low income students across the nation and 

in every region of the country, except the Northeast, remained stagnant. While there were real learning gains 

for both low income and higher income students during this time, the gap between the student groups in 

national test scores in 2011 was the same as in 2003, except in the Northeast where the learning gap closed by 

three points. 

 

Given the current debate over school choice that has emerged during the last decade, it is also worthy of note 

that the learning gap for low income students has generally been as large or larger in private schools as in 

public schools across the nation. 

 

These trends present a clear, concise picture of what has happened during the last decade and what will 

10   This pattern of comparable differences between low income and higher income students for both public and private 
WGLSSPW�KIRIVEPP]�LSPHW�JSV�2%)4�WYFNIGXW�MR�FSXL�XLI��XL�ERH��XL�KVEHI��-R��XL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK��TVMZEXI�WGLSSP�WGSVIW�ETTIEV�
IVVEXMG�HYVMRK�XLMW�TIVMSH�

Interpretation of Findings

www.southerneducation.org
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continue to happen in the next decade unless the patterns of the past are broken. There was no progress in closing 

the learning gap for the nation’s low income students at a time when the growth in their numbers far outpaced the 

growth in per pupil spending in public schools. If these trends in student enrollment and school spending persist, 

there is no reason to expect that the learning gap will begin to close. And there is no reason to expect that moving 

low income children from public schools to private schools will make any difference in closing this gap. 

 

The future consequences of these trends are likely to severely undercut the American promise of fairness and 

equity for children in low income households. That should be concern enough for policymakers in Washington and 

EPP�½JX]�WXEXIW��&YX��XLI�GSRWIUYIRGIW�[MPP�KS�JEV�FI]SRH�XLEX��;LIR�XLI�TYFPMG�WGLSSP�EGLMIZIQIRX�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�

students constitutes the educational success or failure of a majority of all public school students, our entire nation’s 

future educational capacity is at stake. 

 

No longer can we consider the problems and needs of low income students simply a matter of fairness. These 

students are in two regions half or more of all public school children. They were in 2011 a near majority of the 

nation’s public school children and are continuing to grow in numbers. Their success or failure in the public schools 

will determine the entire body of human capital and educational potential that the nation will possess in the future. 

Without improving the educational support that the nation provides its low income students – students with the 

largest needs and usually with the least support -- the trends of the last decade will be prologue for a nation not at 

risk, but a nation in decline.

Within the next few years, it is likely that low income students will become a majority of all public school children 

in the United States. With huge, stubbornly unchanging gaps in learning, schools in the South and across the nation 

face the real danger of becoming entrenched, inadequately funded educational systems that enlarge the division in 

America between haves and have-nots and endanger the entire nation’s prospects.  

 

There is no real evidence that any scheme or policy of transferring large numbers of low income students from 

public schools to private schools will have a positive impact on this problem. The trends of the last decade strongly 

suggest that little or nothing will change for the better if schools and communities continue to postpone address-

ing the primary question of education in America today: what does it take and what will be done to provide low 

income students with a good chance to succeed in public schools? It is a question of how, not where, to improve 

the education of a new majority of students. 

 

Without fundamental improvements in how the South and the nation educate low income students, the trends 

that this report documents will ricochet across all aspects of American society for generations to come. As a wise 

American leader once reminded a troubled nation: “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

 

Conclusion 

www.southerneducation.org


Appendices 

Appendix 1 
State Rankings by Percentage of Low Income Students in Public Schools (2011) 

State Rate State  Rate 
Mississippi 71% Missouri 45% 
New Mexico 68% Idaho 45% 
Louisiana. 66% Maine 43% 
Oklahoma 60% Rhode Island 43% 
Arkansas 60% Ohio 43% 
Georgia 57% Nebraska 43% 
Kentucky 57% Montana 41% 
Florida 56% Maryland 40% 
Alabama 55% Washington 40% 
Tennessee 55% Colorado 40% 
South Carolina 55% Pennsylvania 39% 
California 54% Wisconsin 39% 
West Virginia 51% Iowa 39% 
Oregon 51% Alaska 38% 
Nevada 50% Utah 38% 
North Carolina 50% Wyoming 37% 
Texas 50% South Dakota 37% 
New York 48% Vermont 37% 
Delaware 48% Virginia 37% 
Kansas 48% Minnesota 37% 
Hawaii 47% Connecticut 34% 
Indiana 47% Massachusetts 34% 
Illinois 47% New Jersey 33% 
Michigan 46% North Dakota 32% 

Arizona 45% New 
Hampshire 25% 

 

Regional Rankings 
Percentage of Low Income Students  

in Public Schools (2011) 
 

Region Rate 
United States 48% 
South  53% 
West 50% 
Midwest 44% 
Northeast 40% 

 

 

 



Appendices 

Appendix 2 
Percentage of Low Income Students by Areas Inside State (2011) 

 

Jurisdiction 
City Suburban  Town Rural 

Percent Percent Percent Percent 
US - 50 States 60 40 52 44 
Alabama 62 47 55 55 
Alaska 44 24 31 50 
Arizona 49 33 55 43 
Arkansas 62 53 62 60 
California 57 51 64 47 
Colorado 53 34 42 29 
Connecticut 62 26 32 13 
Delaware 64 48 48 43 
Florida 59 56 64 51 
Georgia 72 54 65 54 
Hawaii 47 42 52 54 
Idaho 43 39 49 47 
Illinois 70 37 44 31 
Indiana 63 39 48 37 
Iowa 51 23 42 32 
Kansas 63 31 54 38 
Kentucky 60 46 58 58 
Louisiana 70 59 72 63 
Maine 51 23 45 45 
Maryland 62 39 33 25 
Massachusetts 62 27 36 18 
Michigan 64 38 44 42 
Minnesota 50 31 34 33 
Mississippi 83 57 78 66 
Missouri 62 35 47 44 
Montana 38 43 39 45 
Nebraska 50 33 46 36 
Nevada 54 56 42 38 
New Hampshire 43 17 33 22 
New Jersey 78 30 43 19 
New Mexico 61 72 71 71 
New York 74 24 38 33 
North Carolina 54 43 57 49 
North Dakota 29 32 32 34 
Ohio 68 35 45 35 
Oklahoma 72 45 63 61 
Oregon 51 45 57 49 
Pennsylvania 75 28 38 32 
Rhode Island 60 37 30 21 
South Carolina 53 49 66 55 
South Dakota 38 44 32 39 
Tennessee 66 40 59 52 
Texas 56 44 56 44 
Utah 55 33 43 35 
Vermont 38 27 42 36 
Virginia 48 30 46 35 
Washington 48 33 53 40 
West Virginia 50 46 51 54 
Wisconsin 59 27 34 35 
Wyoming 36 75 35 39 
     

 
 

National maps of this data available on SEF website: www.southerneducation.org.  
Definitions of geographic units at NCES First Look – Common Core Data, 2010-11, pp. B-2 & B-3 Revised data version. 2a.  



Appendices 

Appendix 3 
Percent of Students by Race/Ethnicity/Heritage  

Attending Public Schools Where Low Income Students  
Are Half or More of All Students  

2011 
 

All Public Schools  
White  30% 
Black  72% 
Hispanic  68% 
Asian  35% 
Pacific Islander  53% 
American Indian/Alaska Native  65% 
Two or more races  43% 

 
 

Suburban Public Schools 
White  18% 
Black  60% 
Hispanic  62% 
Asian  25% 
Pacific Islander  46% 
American Indian/Alaska Native  41% 
Two or more races  33% 

 
 

City Public Schools 
White  40% 
Black  82% 
Hispanic  76% 
Asian  50% 
Pacific Islander  65% 
American Indian/Alaska Native  63% 
Two or more races  56% 

  



Appendices 

Appendix 4 
Percentage of Public School Districts with a Majority of Low Income Students  

By Region and State: 2011 

State/Region 
Free 
Lunch  

Free / Reduced 
Lunch  State/Region 

Free 
Lunch  

Free / Reduced 
Lunch  

SOUTH 56% 76% MIDWEST 23% 38% 
Alabama 59% 76% Illinois 20% 31% 
Arkansas 55% 82% Indiana 20% 37% 
Florida 49% 75% Iowa 3% 13% 
Georgia 71% 84% Kansas 15% 43% 
Kentucky 59% 80% Michigan 39% 54% 
Louisiana 82% 90% Minnesota 20% 33% 
Maryland 16% 32% Missouri 31% 57% 
Mississippi 88% 95% Nebraska 7% 27% 
North 
Carolina 51% 75% North Dakota 11% 17% 
Oklahoma 66% 87% Ohio 37% 46% 
South 
Carolina 68% 78% South Dakota 12% 19% 
Tennessee 55% 81% Wisconsin 9% 23% 
Texas 47% 67%       
Virginia 27% 47%       

West Virginia 26% 70%       
            
WEST 35% 53% NORTHEAST 18% 26% 
Alaska 40% 50% Connecticut 11% 16% 
Arizona 44% 63% Delaware 37% 39% 
California 43% 57% Maine 20% 42% 
Colorado 21% 44% Massachusetts 12% 18% 
Hawaii 0% 0% New Hampshire 2% 5% 
Idaho 25% 56% New Jersey 14% 19% 
Montana 21% 35% New York 26% 36% 
Nevada 11% 22% Pennsylvania 20% 29% 
New Mexico 60% 79% Rhode Island 30% 32% 
Oregon 44% 69% Vermont 9% 22% 
Utah 10% 22%       
Washington 25% 45%       

Wyoming 4% 8%       
 
“Free Lunch” Column is the percentage of schools districts in the state or region in which a majority of the districts’ 
students are eligible for a free lunch – children in households with an income below 130 percent of the poverty line. 

 
 

State/Region Free Lunch  Free / Reduced Lunch  
50 States 
USA 32% 47% 
South 56% 76% 
Non-South 25% 38% 
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SEF uses research, advocacy, and collaboration to improve outcomes from

early childhood to young adulthood. 

 Our core belief is that education is the vehicle by which all students get fair chances to 

develop their talents and contribute to the common good.
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The Southern Education Foundation
The Southern Education Foundation (SEF), www.southerneducation.org, is a nonprofit organization com-

prised of diverse women and men who work together to improve the quality of life for all of the South’s 

people through better and more accessible education. SEF advances creative solutions to ensure fair-

ness and excellence in education for low income students from preschool through higher education.

SEF develops and implements programs of its own design, serves as an intermediary for donors who 

want a high-quality partner with whom to work on education issues in the South, and participates  

as a public charity in the world of philanthropy. SEF depends upon contributions from foundations, 

corporations, and individuals to support its efforts.

SEF’S ViSion

We seek a South and a nation with a skilled workforce that sustains an expanding economy, where  

civic life embodies diversity and democratic values and practice, and where an excellent education 

system provides all students with fair chances to develop their talents and contribute to the common 

good. We will be known for our commitment to combating poverty and inequality through education.

SEF’S TimElESS miSSion

SEF develops, promotes, and implements policies, practices, and creative solutions that ensure 

 educational excellence, fairness, and high levels of achievement among African Americans and other 

groups and communities that have not yet reached the full measure of their potential. SEF began  

in 1867 as the Peabody Education Fund.

CrEdiTS

High School Dropouts: Alabama’s Number One Education and Economic Problem, as well as other  

SEF reports and publications can be found at www.southerneducation.org.

Steve Suitts, SEF Vice President, with Lauren Veasey, SEF Program Officer, developed and wrote this 

report. Mary Sommers of Typographic Solutions designed the report.
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foreword

This report is primarily about dropouts from Alabama 

public elementary and secondary schools. It reveals  

that at least 40 percent of Alabama students currently 

fail to graduate from high school, and some even drop 

out before entry into high school. Too few of those who 

manage to graduate from high school, especially those 

who are low income, attend and graduate from college. 

Each time I read statistics such as these, my heart 

sinks. They are a warning sign of hard times for the 

people of Alabama now and in the future, as well as  

for our beloved nation.

At every level, the consequences of inadequate educa-

tion are profound and injurious to all. Let me focus  

on dropouts. Here is what the Southern Education 

Foundation (SEF) knows from its study of the literature.

The young person who drops out loses the chance to  

gain skills needed to earn livable wages for a lifetime  

or to provide a family with a good standard of living.  

That person’s town or city faces an increased demand  

for public services but has fewer revenues with which  

to provide them. As the numbers of low income citizens 

proliferate, those with resources are more hard-pressed 

to ante up through taxes or philanthropy.

In addition, the young person without an adequate 

education is less likely than others to vote or participate 

in civic life. Without broad engagement by the governed, 

the quality of civic life and public accountability of govern-

ment are diminished. The complexity of the modern world 

calls for a more highly educated public than ever before 

to understand problems, exercise voting rights on an 

informed basis, and hold public officials accountable. 

Public engagement is a pillar of a healthy democracy.

Finally, a young person who has dropped out of high 

school is more likely to wind up marginalized, forced  

to live as a vagrant or in communities of concentrated 

poverty with a high probability of criminal conduct  

and incarceration at ever greater public expense.  

High dropout rates create a downward spiral in health 

and well-being for all concerned. In a beautiful world  

full of possibilities, it is a tragedy for any young person  

to have few chances to enjoy a decent standard of living 

and the fulfillment of the American Dream.

For the Alabama business community, this SEF report 

brings bad news. Investment capital does not readily flow 

to areas of deep poverty, where inadequately prepared 

workers can’t operate in the modern, technology-driven 

workplace. The days of abundant low-skill jobs are gone 

for the most part in America, except in the service 

sector, and are declining in agriculture, as well. Places 

without accessible, high-quality public education are not 

primary destinations for job-creating industries, investors, 

or entrepreneurs. Thus, the business community has a 

vested, bottom-line interest in reducing the dropout rate 

and improving education more generally and at all levels. 

The economic progress made by the state in recent years 

will be threatened unless measures to effect change are 

undertaken now.

People with a good education and skills are also 

 negatively affected by high dropout rates. Not only  

are they required to shoulder the escalating needs  

of government for sources of revenue, many are also 

compelled to migrate out of state in order to pursue 

promising careers. Few enjoy living on an island of 

affluence in a sea of poverty.

Those who are retired, elderly, or low income are likewise 

impacted by high dropout rates. The revenues necessary 

for Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and other public 

benefits come from taxes. As the number of high-earning 

workers declines in many venues, the possibility of  

cuts in benefits looms large, jeopardizing advances in  

the quality of life for the elderly.

Last, but certainly not least, national security is  

affected by high dropout rates. Like industry, military  

and governmental agencies associated with security  

need sophisticated, well-educated people at all levels. 

Even “foot soldiers” require more training to operate 

complex machinery than ever before.
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Alabama is not alone in having a tragic and serious 

dropout problem. Many other states have similar 

 problems, creating a national dilemma. The United  

States will not remain on the leading edge of quality  

of life for its people or remain globally competitive  

unless each state begins to seriously and aggressively 

devise and implement effective dropout prevention  

and school re-entry strategies.

SEF is a public charity that for 141 years has worked 

across the South to enhance education achievement, 

attainment, quality, and access for all low income 

 students and communities, from pre-school through 

higher education. This report is a call to action for  

all Alabamians who love their home state. It is up to 

citizens of Alabama to do what is necessary to increase 

retention of students in elementary and secondary 

schools, to ensure that students are learning what  

they need to know from pre-kindergarten on, and to 

provide support for expanded pathways to college.

By enumerating factors that contribute to Alabama’s 

dropout problem, SEF targets the problems that need  

to be solved. The solutions become evident in the 

discussion of dropout causation and pilot programs  

that have already achieved measurable success. 

Addressing the problems one by one is the way forward.

Important organizations in Alabama are doing good work 

by pressing for effective measures to reduce the number 

of dropouts. People of diverse stripes in Alabama have 

knowledge, information about what works, and a desire 

to change the dropout picture. SEF stands ready to  

work with them, to share its research and knowledge  

in dropout prevention and recovery, and to participate  

in educational outreach to build consensus for change.

Will Alabama businesses, civic and religious leaders, 

organizations, public officials, educators, and the people 

themselves, out of enlightened self-interest, awareness 

of interdependence, and a desire for a better life, devise 

urgent measures now to reduce the state’s alarmingly 

high dropout rate? Or will the problem be allowed to 

fester and hobble the state’s future?

The answer depends upon what Alabamians are  

prepared to do.

Lynn Huntley 

President 

The Southern Education Foundation
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InTroduCTIon

education: alabama’s  
old Problem and  
new Imperative
In recent years Alabama has successfully attracted and 

expanded major industries such as automobiles, medi-

cine, aeronautics, and other heavy metal operations to 

provide new jobs for the state’s workers. These economic 

development efforts have often involved substantial 

public subsidies and tax forgiveness programs, but they 

have produced thousands of new private jobs and the 

possibility of future jobs contingent on the expansion  

of new industries.

This economic development helps to account for the fact 

that Alabama has maintained a relatively low unemploy-

ment rate and has gradually increased the state’s per 

capita income during the last few years. Yet Alabama will 

jeopardize both its job gains and its long-term economic 

growth within the next 10 to 15 years if the state does 

not do whatever it takes to fix its number one economic 

problem: education.

The dilemmas of Alabama education have existed for 

over 140 years. Since the Civil War, the state has trailed 

the South and the nation in educational attainment. 

During the intervening decades, the state’s educational 

gap with the nation has narrowed, and a handful of 

Alabama communities have made significant advance-

ments. Certainly Alabama’s educational problems do  

not persist from a lack of concern by Alabamians or  

from a failure of effort or endorsement on the part of 

many teachers, primary state officials, and important 

civic leaders.

The state’s fundamental oversight in recent years has 

been a full appreciation of the pivotal role that education 

plays in developing Alabama’s future in the new global 

economy. Alabama fails to recognize the urgent need for 

the implementation of policies, priorities, and programs 

that can effectively address the state’s number one 

obstacle to sustained economic growth, expansion, and 

well-being: Alabama’s exceptionally high dropout rate.

This report outlines the new, critical role of education  

in today’s global economy. It identifies and analyzes  

the state’s largest educational problem—that too many 

Alabama students are dropping out of education before 

acquiring the skills and knowledge necessary to become 

successful adults. The report also demonstrates that 

dramatic changes in Alabama’s dropout rates will greatly 

advance the Alabama economy, personal income, and 

quality of life. It quantifies how even modest, yearly gains 

in educational attainment, if sustained consistently over 

time, can create dramatic changes and enormous gains. 

In short, this report puts into focus Alabama’s unique 

opportunity to adopt realistic measures in order to 

transform a long-standing problem into a new imperative 

for a better life for all Alabamians.
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eConomIC Trends

education: alabama’s 
number one  
economic Problem
Education has never been more important to Alabama. 

While the state’s adults have always valued education  

for their children, Alabama’s current quality of life and 

future prosperity are shaped more by education than  

ever before. The emergence of a global economy and 

technological advances, especially during the last three 

decades, has vastly expanded the role of education in 

determining the well-being of Alabama and its people.

Two generations ago, Alabamians who did not graduate 

from high school could find decent jobs and enjoy a good 

life. On average, they earned an annual income of more 

than $20,000—respectable money during the 1950s  

and early 1960s—representing approximately 50 cents 

for every dollar of income earned by the average college 

graduate. Those days are gone. The income of high 

school dropouts has fallen in recent decades, while the 

income of college-educated adults has risen. In 2002, 

workers who failed to graduate from high school earned 

only 29 cents for every dollar that the average college-

educated worker received.

When adjusted for inflation, the average family income  

for high school dropouts declined by approximately  

25 percent from 1973 to 2004 while the average income 

increased by 17 percent for families headed by an adult 

with a four-year college degree. Adults who earned  

an advanced degree increased their families’ average 

income by 34 percent over the same period.

Alabama children whose parents have no high school 

education today are virtually destined to grow up in low 

income families. In 2006, 93 percent of all Alabama 

children with a parent who has less than a high school 

degree were low income.1 Even for those Alabama 

children who have wage-earning parents with high  

school diplomas, almost two out of three, belonged  

to low income families.

These data illuminate an unmistakable, modern trend 

that differs radically from the past: students who fail to 

graduate from high school today will fail to earn a decent 

living tomorrow. In turn, improving and expanding educa-

High school Is no longer enough
Change in Average Family Income by Education Attainment, 
1973–2004
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High school Is no longer enough
Change in Economic Value of High School Education, 1956–2002
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1 “Low income” in this case is defined as a family earning 200 percent 
or less of poverty. This would amount to $26,400 or less for a single 
mother with a teenage child in Alabama in 2006.
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tion today is the surest way for Alabama to increase 

income, job security, and well-being for a lifetime.

This trend is particularly significant in a state that has 

lagged behind the nation in per capita income for over  

a hundred years. While Alabama made some progress  

in reducing this income gap during the last century, the 

gains slowed and began to flatten during the 1980s as 

the economy turned increasingly global. In the last few 

years, Alabama’s per capita income has inched upward, 

although Alabama continues to rank 42nd among the 

states in per capita income.

In 2006, the average Alabamian earned $5,788 less 

income than the average American, a difference that 

significantly affects the quality of life for all citizens.  

In other words, on average, every man, woman, and child 

in Alabama had nearly $6,000 less in income than the 

average American to spend on life’s necessities and 

pleasures. For low income 

Alabamians, the income gap 

was much greater. According 

to a SEF-commissioned 

econometric study, at least 

59 percent of this difference 

in per capita income is due  

to the state’s lower levels  

of education.

Additional factors help to 

explain the state’s economic 

problems: a lower rate of 

available jobs per person  

and a higher rate of rural 

Parents’ low levels of education means 
low Income Children
Percent of Low Income Children by Parent Education, 2006
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alabama’s Per Capita Income Growth Has slowed
Per Capita Income as a Percent of the National Average
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Per Capita Gains flattened since 1980

Per Capita Income:  
The best Indicator of a  
state’s economic well-being

Per capita income is perhaps the best, single indicator 
of the status of both a state’s economy and its residents’ 
economic well-being. As a statistic, it captures key 
elements of a state’s economic growth and of individ-
ual income. For this reason, economists, government 
economic reporting agencies, and others often use this 
measure as a prime indicator of the economic status  
of both states and nations.
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population. Rural areas 

correlate with lower per 

capita incomes because  

they usually have under-

employment on farms, a 

larger portion of the popula-

tion that is too young or too 

old for the work force, and  

a lower cost-of-living. But  

by far the largest factor 

explaining the current gap 

between Alabama and the 

nation in per capita income 

remains the state’s lower 

level of education.

These data make clear that 

Alabama’s problems in education constitute its major 

economic threat today. More than ever before, education 

has become Alabama’s primary obstacle for advancing 

income and economic growth. At the same time, educa-

tion can become the state’s most effective tool for 

furthering economic development. While Alabama has 

successfully used state subsidies and tax breaks to 

attract new jobs into the state, those gains will expand 

only if the state improves education. For the long  

term, improving education is Alabama’s most important 

income-creating investment and its surest means  

to enhance and sustain economic growth over time.

A few states in the South and nation have been fortunate 

enough to enlarge their human capital in recent decades 

by attracting an in-migration of college graduates who 

help supply an educated work force to meet growing 

alabama economic Gap: state is now 42nd in the nation
Gap Between U.S. and Alabama Per Capita Income

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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alabama economic Gap
The Education Gap Explains Most of the Difference  
in Per Capita Income
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economic needs and to spur economic growth. Regretta-

bly, Alabama is not among those states.

The persistent trend in Alabama has been a net loss of 

educated adults through out-migration and a net increase 

in the numbers of under-educated adults. From 1990 to 

2000 (the latest data available), Alabama suffered a net 

loss of nearly 4,500 college-educated adults between  

the working ages of 22 and 64. Most who left were young 

workers. During the same period, the state saw a net 

increase of more than 15,000 adults of working age  

who had no high school diploma.2

In 2000, 25 percent—one in four—of all adults in 

Alabama had no high school diploma. Most Alabama 

counties actually had higher rates of adults without a 

high school diploma. No section of the state was exempt 

from having extraordinarily high rates of adults without  

a high school education.

Those Alabama adults in 2000 with only a high school 

diploma numbered 30 percent. Thus, according to the 

last federal census, 55 percent of all adults in Alabama 

had no high school diploma or only a high school diploma. 

These population groups, a majority of Alabama adults  

in 2000, have experienced large declines in both real  

and relative income during the last few decades.

In summary, increasing high school graduation and 

college attendance rates—enlarging the state’s educa-

tional attainment from the bottom up—is Alabama’s 

most important challenge for increasing income and 

building a better quality of life.

Source: U.S. Census

alabama education: where we stand
Educational Attainment of the Population  
25 Years & Older, 2000

24.7%

No High School Diploma
High School Graduate (includes equivalency)

Some College, No Degree
Bachelor or Graduate Degree

30.4%

19.1%

25.9%

2 Alabama also had a net increase in the number of adults who had 
some college education but no degree. For additional details, visit SEF 
web site, www.southerneducation.org, in the program section relating 
to the Alabama report.

alabama education –  
statewide Problems and Patterns
Rate of Adults Without High School Diploma, 2000

Source: U.S. Census
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eduCaTIon Problems

alabama education’s  
number one Problem:  
Too many High school 
students drop out of school
Despite the economic importance of increasing educa-

tional attainment, Alabama has a huge number of 

students failing to graduate from high school and college. 

Alabama has had and 

continues to have one  

of the nation’s worst  

high school dropout rates. 

National studies have  

used varying methods  

and numbers, but every 

independent analysis of  

high school graduation  

rates among the states  

in recent years has shown 

that  Alabama remains  

near the bottom, ranking 

somewhere between 42nd 

and 47th in the nation.  

Pell Institute scholar Tom 

 Mortenson measured state 

graduation rates and found 

no less than 43 percent  

of Alabama’s 9th grade 

students who were  

scheduled to receive  

a high school diploma  

in recent years failed  

to graduate.

This is not a recent problem. Alabama has failed to 

graduate around 40 percent or more of its public high 

school students throughout most of the last 25 years.  

In 1981, for example, Alabama’s high school dropout 

rate was 43 percent. In 1991, it was 44 percent, about 

the same rate reported after 2000. Despite the growing 

economic significance of improving educational attain-

ment during the last few decades, Alabama’s high  

school dropout rate has remained unacceptably high.

alabama education: failure to Graduate from High school
State Graduation Rate Rankings Over Time, 1981–2005

Source: Tom Mortenson, Post Secondary Opportunity; SEF Calculations
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In 2005-06, using U.S. Department of Education data, 

Mortenson calculated the Alabama dropout rate at  

43 percent. Using the Alabama Department of Education’s 

own latest published data and graduation standards,3 

SEF determined that Alabama’s public high schools  

had a dropout rate of 39 percent in 2006. This means 

that roughly 4 out of every 10 of Alabama’s 9th grade 

students who should have received regular high school 

diplomas in 2006 did not graduate.

Severe problems with high school graduation rates exist 

across Alabama. With the possible exception of the upper 

crest of the Tennessee Valley, school districts in every 

section of the state record exceptionally high dropout 

rates. In some counties, school districts struggle with  

a combined dropout rate that is twice the state average.

The highest dropout rates—where a majority of  

students in a district’s secondary schools quit before 

graduation—exist throughout the state in both rural  

and urban areas. (See Appendix 1 for the 2006 listing  

of Alabama public high school dropout rates by county.)  

In Calhoun County, the Anniston district had a high  

school dropout rate of 52 percent. Nearby, the Talladega 

city school district’s dropout rate was 53 percent,  

while Bessemer’s schools hit 56 percent. In Marshall 

County the dropout rate was 56 percent, and in Wilcox 

County schools, the high school dropout rate exceeded 

80 percent.

Profile of alabama  
K-12 education, 2006-2007

A majority of Alabama’s students in K-12 public 
schools are from low income families. Fifty-four percent 
of the state’s public school children are eligible for  
free or reduced lunches. Over half—59 percent—of 
the state’s students are white, while 41 percent are 
children of color: African American, Hispanic, Asian,  
and Native American. According to the latest educa-
tion surveys by the U.S. Department of Education,  
86 percent of Alabama’s school-age children in 2003 
attended public schools; 12 percent attended private 
schools; and 2 percent were home-schooled.

alabama education –  
failure to Graduate from High school
Public High School Dropout Rates, 2006

Source: Alabama Department of Education; SEF Calculations
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3 The SEF methods of calculations are explained at its web site,  
www.southerneducation.org, in the section relating to the  
Alabama report.
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eduCaTIon PIPelIne

dropouts in alabama’s  
education Pipeline:  
from High school  
to Higher education
The failure of Alabama schools to graduate a larger 

percentage of students from high school is Alabama’s 

number one education problem, but it represents only  

the largest part of the state’s overall dropout problem. 

Students need to pursue education beyond a high school 

diploma to acquire the requisite knowledge and skill  

sets to find good jobs and to help build an economy  

that continually expands the state’s income, productivity, 

and tax base. Alabama can no longer afford to have  

an educational system that ends before or even at high 

school for the majority of students.

The latest available data confirm that while high school 

dropouts constitute the largest drain of human capital  

in Alabama, problems in education follow even those  

who do graduate. Optimally, students who were in the  

9th grade in Alabama in 1994 should have graduated 

from high school in the spring of 1998 and entered  

a two- or four-year college in the fall of the same year. 

These 9th graders should have become college sopho-

mores in 1999 and graduated from a two- or four-year 

college by 2004. Regrettably, too few Alabama students 

do so well.

For every one hundred 9th grade students in Alabama 

public schools in 1994, 40 failed to graduate from high 

school in 1998. Of the 60 who did graduate in 1998,  

24 failed to go on to college that year. Of the 36 students 

who entered college, 13 failed to continue for a second 

year of college in 1999. And five years later, only 14 of 

every one hundred 9th grade students of 1994 graduated 

10 years later with a college degree.4

Alabama’s biggest educational problem, its high  

school dropout rate of 40 percent, is compounded by  

the 40 percent of high school graduates who do not  

enter college. The net effect is that roughly two-thirds  

of Alabama’s 9th grade students fall out of the education 

pipeline before college, where individuals and the state 

will realize the largest economic gains of education.  

Of those 9th graders in 1994 who did enter college in 

1998, over 60 percent failed to graduate within 6 years.

In a state with a long history with low levels of educa-

tional attainment, this snapshot of Alabama’s graduation 

rates indicates profound educational and economic 

problems for the future. Without a meaningful increase  

in graduation rates and adequate development of human 

capital, the state will face extreme limits in how much 

and how far other strategies for economic development 

will succeed in the years ahead.
4 This “education pipeline” analysis can understate the students  
who come in and out of school over time and who may eventually 
complete a GED or a college degree after several additional years.  
This analysis also only captures students who progress on time  
within a 10-year period.

alabama education Pipeline
9th Grade to Bachelors Degrees

Source: Higher Ed Info
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ConTrIbuTInG faCTors

Contributing factors to  
alabama’s dropout Problems
As teachers and educators know, Alabama students drop 

out of school for a variety of reasons. Sometimes the 

problems stem from how the student is doing in school 

or how much support and encouragement they receive  

at school and at home. Financial reasons also often  

play a part. The factors contributing to the dropout rate  

in K-12 schools can differ from school to school within  

a district or county, as well as across the state.

In this regard, school dropouts represent not just one 

concern but a constellation of educational problems  

and issues. As a result, the dilemma of school dropouts 

requires more than one program or approach. At the 

same time, its multi-faceted nature reaffirms its impor-

tance as the single most important issue to address.

To resolve the problem of school dropouts, Alabama 

needs to tackle a set of issues that define the needs  

of the entire education system: academic preparation  

for achievement, positive school environments, targeting 

effective programs, successful recovery and prevention 

measures, and adequate financing. By addressing these 

shortcomings, Alabama can identify how to improve its 

entire education system for all students.

Each school and school district may have its own set  

of problems and opportunities, but the following are 

common factors throughout Alabama that explain a large 

part of the statewide dropout problem.

low lEvElS oF STuDEnT AcHiEvEmEnT  
by THE 8TH grADE

Both national and state test scores reveal that the 

average Alabama student is far behind the national 

average in academic achievement when they enter high 

school. Test scores from the National Assessment for 

Educational Progress (NAEP), the “nation’s report card,” 

undertaken in conjunction with the U.S. Department  

of Education, demonstrate that the average Alabama 

student is behind the average American student in a 
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mastery of skills and knowledge by about 10 percentage 

points in reading and other subjects. This difference 

represents roughly a disparity of one year of knowledge 

and learning. These national tests also indicate that  

8th grade reading scores in Alabama have steadily 

declined since 2003 while national scores have risen 

since 2005, only widening Alabama’s learning gap with 

the nation. In 2007, Alabama ranked near the bottom  

in national test scores in reading and in most other  

basic subjects for 8th grade students.

There are also considerable differences in test scores 

along the lines of income, race, and ethnicity among 

Alabama’s 8th grade students. For example, in 2007 only 

61 percent of low income students in the 8th grade met 

or exceeded state standards in reading compared to  

84 percent of wealthier students. There are similarly large 

gaps in Alabama test scores between White students and 

Hispanic and African American students, who are more 

likely to be low income. Disparities in test scores also 

exist in other subjects and have persisted since Alabama 

began its current statewide testing program.

In short, too many Alabama students are already too  

far behind in knowledge, skills, and learning habits when 

they enter high school.

alabama education Performance over Time
State Results, Reading Gap – Grade 8
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State Results, Reading Gap – Grade 8
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alabama education Performance over Time
National Reading Results – Grade 8
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Too FEw STuDEnTS  
in HigH-QuAliTy  
prE-kinDErgArTEn

Too many students  

in Alabama also enter  

school inadequately 

prepared, never catch up, 

and fall further behind 

each year. Studies show 

that access to high-quality 

pre-kindergarten (Pre-K) 

prepares four-year-olds  

for school and, over time, 

has an important, bene-

ficial effect on reducing 

high school dropout rates.

Unfortunately, while 

Alabama has a high-quality 

Pre-K program, it is a pilot 

program that reaches only 

a few thousand children. 

Increasing access to high 

quality Pre-K in Alabama 

can be an important 

long-term strategy for 

reducing high school 

dropout rates. It will help 

all students, especially 

low income and minority 

students, to perform at 

higher levels in earlier grades by assuring that they are 

school-ready from the start.

ScHool DiSciplinE THAT rEmovES  
STuDEnTS From lEArning

It appears that on average approximately one in ten 

Alabama students were suspended from school during 

the 2004-2005 year. According to the U.S. Department  

of Education’s surveys, the rate was considerably 

higher—17 percent—for African American students.

In Alabama high schools, the overall rate of out- 

of-school suspensions is close to 15 percent: one 

suspension from school for every 7 high school students. 

A significant number of high schools across Alabama 

reported very high rates of out-of-school suspensions.  

In some places, such as Jess Lanier High School  

in Bessemer and SS Murphy High School in Mobile,  

the schools suspended one out of every two or three 

students in 2004.

alabama’s early Grades  
reading Initiative shows the way

Alabama’s special reading program for kindergarten through the 3rd grade has shown that 
schools can increase academic achievement and test scores with special, focused strategies 
and adequate resources. After Alabama’s 4th grade NAEP reading scores began to fall 
dramatically after 1998, the Alabama Department of Education began to develop a special 
early grades reading program to bring achievement and test scores up. After 2004, the 
reading program moved beyond the pilot stages, and by 2007 Alabama’s 4th grade NAEP 
scores evidence the results. Alabama had the nation’s largest gains in 4th grade reading 
and considerably narrowed its learning gap.

alabama education Performance over Time
National Reading Results – Grade 4
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These numbers may often include repeat suspensions of 

a smaller percentage of the schools’ students, but by any 

measure they indicate that a sizeable number of students 

are routinely removed from school. Since out-of-school 

suspensions usually involve students who are struggling 

academically, high suspension rates remove students 

from the tasks of learning and contribute to increased 

dropout rates.

Schools must be safe and orderly in order for learning  

to take place in the classrooms, but it is no less true 

that suspensions from school take students away  

from the learning environment they need and often 

increase estrangement and poor performance. Alabama 

schools need to find new ways to maintain discipline  

and to keep all students in a learning environment.

inADEQuATE k-12 FunDing

Alabama fails to provide sufficient funds to educate all  

of its children. The vast majority of Alabama students 

attend public schools that spend less than the national 

average for their education. In 2002, the latest year  

for comparable data, only 11 percent of the students  

in Alabama’s K-12 public schools were in districts where 

per pupil expenditure was at or above the national 

alabama students at-risk of dropping out
Suspensions as a Percentage of Student Enrollment, 2004–05
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alabama Inadequate K–12 funding
Large Disparities Between Counties, 2004–05
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average. Eighty-nine percent of Alabama’s students 

received fewer school resources than the average 

American student. Alabama ranked 37th in the nation  

in per pupil expenditure.

Large disparities also exist in education funding between 

Alabama school districts. In 2005, the cities of Home-

wood and Florence invested an average of $4,000— 

69 percent—more per child than Autauga County and  

the city of Oneonta. A large number of counties in every 

part of Alabama have school districts that spend less  

on educating children than the state average.

lAck oF incEnTivES AnD AccounTAbiliTy

Alabama K-12 schools operate each day amid a patch-

work of federal- and state-mandated tests, regulations, 

and standards that establish the state’s system of 

accountability. Above and beyond the usual array of 

home work, “pop quizzes,” course tests, and report cards, 

students and schools in Alabama are held accountable 

for academic performance based on student scores  

from a battery of annual tests, including 12th grade 

graduation exams and the calculated ratings of annual 

yearly progress (AYP) for meeting the federal No Child  

Left Behind Act (NCLB).

In contrast, there are virtually no standards or incentives 

by which schools in Alabama 

are held accountable for 

student dropouts. NCLB has 

failed to address the problem 

and, despite the state’s 

compulsory attendance law, 

Alabama law and regulations 

likewise provide no incentives 

or practical accountability for 

keeping students in school. 

In a heavily regulated environ-

ment, Alabama’s number  

one educational and eco-

nomic problem appears to  

be no one’s responsibility.

alabama Inadequate K–12 funding
Students in Districts Above & Below National Average  
in K–12 Per Student Expenditure, 2002
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To make matters worse, the current system of K-12 

accountability provides schools with incentives to permit 

or even encourage many students to drop out. Students 

who are struggling in high school present formidable 

challenges for classroom teachers, especially inexperi-

enced ones. As every good student and teacher knows, 

classrooms usually function most effectively without 

estranged or struggling students. Moreover, if such 

students remain in school, they inevitably make it  

more difficult, if not impossible, for schools and school 

 districts to meet state and federal standards for man-

dated tests. If an average Alabama high school with  

the state’s 2006 dropout rate of 39 percent retained 

most of its student dropouts, the school’s tests scores 

would plummet, probably endangering the school’s 

compliance with both state standards and federal AYP.

The Alabama Department of Education’s annual school 

dropout report, which vastly understates the extent of the 

problem, does nothing to encourage schools to address 

the state’s low graduation rates. By calculating retention 

rates by grade by year rather than over the span of a 

child’s secondary school education, the Department 

arrived at a dropout rate of less than 12 percent in its 

2006-2007 “Alabama Education Facts.”

In summary, Alabama has no current incentives or 

system of accountability to address the state’s number 

one educational problem, while its current reports 

strikingly understate the problem.

lAck oF FinAnciAl AiD For  
low incomE HigH ScHool grADuATES

The second largest drain on the state’s human capital is 

among high school graduates. Forty percent of Alabama’s 

students who successfully complete high school do not 

go on to college in the fall. In effect, these students  

are dropouts of another sort, in that they fail to continue 

their education or to acquire the skills and knowledge 

that will allow them to become productive adults. In this 

Inadequate support for  
low Income College-eligible students
Alabama Students Eligible for Federal Aid  
Who Received State Financial Aid, 2005–06
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Inadequate support for College-eligible 
students with Very low Income
Alabama Four-Year Public College Costs  
After Federal & State Financial Aid,  
as a Percentage of Family Income Under $10,000, 2007
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sense, these students are only somewhat more success-

ful than those who complete the 11th grade but fail to 

enter the 12th grade or to graduate.

The primary obstacle to higher education for many  

high school graduates is a lack of financial resources.  

In Alabama and elsewhere in the United States, K-12 

education is free, while college is relatively expensive.

The average cost of a college education in Alabama  

is very competitive with costs in several other states,  

but it remains beyond the reach of many low income  

high school graduates. In order to attend a four-year 

college in Alabama, even after receiving all available 

financial aid from state and federal sources, a high 

school graduate from a family with less than $10,000  

in annual income would have to spend 79 percent of  

the family’s entire income for college costs. Almost  

one in five African American families in Alabama had 

incomes below $10,000.

In fact, most low income students in Alabama receive  

no financial aid from the state to attend college. Of over 

100,000 Alabama students who qualified for federal 

financial aid on the basis of income in 2005-06, fewer 

than 4,000 received any amount of state assistance. 

This means that Alabama helped less than 4 percent  

of students with a demonstrated financial need to  

attend college.

Alabama’s most recently reported state appropriation  

for need-based financial aid for higher education was 

barely more than $2 million. It is a grossly inadequate 

amount in the face of current demand and the urgent 

need to increase the number of Alabama’s college- 

educated adults. This under-funding reflects a system  

of neglected or misplaced priorities within the state’s 

higher education system. In comparison, the head 

football coaches at two Alabama universities make  

a combined annual salary more than triple the total 

amount that the State of Alabama appropriates to  

assist over 100,000 high school graduates who have  

a proven need for college assistance each year.

additional Charts and  
data at sef web site

Visit SEF’s website, www.southerneducation.org,  
for additional charts and data on Alabama dropouts 
and Alabama education.

need-based financial aid  
low Priority in alabama
Two Head Football Coaches Salaries More Than Triple  
State’s Need-Based Financial Aid, Annual Salaries vs. Annual Funds
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CosTs & benefITs

Costs and benefits of  
reducing the dropout rate
Alabama needs a candid re-examination of its priorities  

in addition to targeting new resources for education in 

order to successfully tackle its number one educational 

and economic problem: excessively high dropout rates. 

While positive changes can be made without additional 

funding, many effective strategies and policies to reduce 

the student dropout rate will cost money. Increasing 

need-based financial aid, replicating innovative learning 

strategies (such as the state’s early grades reading 

program), expanding high-quality Pre-K, developing 

effective dropout recovery and retention programs—

these and other necessary initiatives and interventions 

will require Alabama to make possibly tough budget 

choices and to develop new funding for education.

In assessing various options, Alabama and its public 

leaders should consider the current costs of school 

dropouts—the real, ongoing costs of doing nothing— 

as well as the economic and social benefits for the  

state of achieving realistic, long-term improvements  

in the dropout rate.

Based on recent cost-benefit studies, it is now possible 

to estimate the cost of high school dropouts to Ala-

bama’s state and local governments (primarily public 

expenses in the fields of health, crime, and welfare)  

and to calculate the additional government revenues  

that would flow from increased earnings of high school 

graduates. In these analyses, the benefits compare very 

favorably to the added costs of measures to decrease 

high school dropout rates and to return dropout students 

to the educational system.
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If Alabama were to decrease its statewide dropout rate 

annually by two percent and to sustain that modest, 

achievable rate of improvement over two decades, the 

state would realize a net increase of more than $190 

million in government savings and revenues. If the state 

also increased by only two percent annually the number 

of high school dropouts who return to get a diploma,  

the net gains in government revenues over time would 

approach $400 million. Clearly, the public benefits  

for Alabama of preventing and recovering high school 

dropouts far exceed the government costs.

At times the problems of Alabama education may  

appear overwhelming, but even achievable steady  

gains in educational attainment over time throughout  

the state can have remarkable results. If Alabama were  

to adopt and achieve a “two percent” strategy in edu-

cation that graduated more high school students and  

more college students annually, the results would  

prove phenomenal within only one or two generations.

Alabama has the capacity to transform its economy  

by implementing an education plan over 20 years that 

achieves an average annual gain of only two percent in 

each of the following four areas of education: 1) increas-

ing the number of high school graduates; 2) increasing 

the number of student dropouts who return to school  

and graduate; 3) increasing the number of high school 

graduates who go on to college each year; and 4) increas-

ing the number of college students who graduate within  

6 years. If the state met and 

sustained these modest 

annual goals, SEF’s econo-

metric projections show that 

Alabama’s economy would 

increase its current size and 

rate of growth almost by 50 

percent by the year 2030 and 

almost double its economic 

growth by 2045. Additional 

progress would advance the 

state even more. These gains 

in Alabama’s gross domestic 

product (GDP) per person 

long-Term economic Payoffs – Hugh Gains in alabama’s economy
Increasing Per Capita GDP by Reducing Dropout Rates
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would provide similar 

increases in Alabamians’  

per capita income, as well  

as added tax revenues  

or lower taxes.

The state would also realize 

non-economic benefits by 

successfully tackling its 

dropout problems. Based  

on the same econometric 

model, Alabama’s steady 

educational gains would 

translate into an average gain 

of almost 2 years in the life 

expectancy of Alabamians,  

as well as a significant 

decline in the state’s infant 

mortality rates by 2030.  

In addition, Alabama would 

enjoy a decline in crime  

rates and increased political 

participation and community 

and civic involvement.

Sooner rather than later, 

Alabama needs to make 

 dramatic improvements  

in school dropout rates. 

Whenever it does so,  

the benefits for the entire  

state will be enormous  

if it sustains those 

 improvements over time.

long-Term Health Gains
Reducing Alabama’s Infant Mortality Rate by Reducing Dropout Rates
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ConClusIon

In the last few years, Alabama has begun to try to adapt 

to the new global economy. It has attracted a range of 

new plants and industries from the Gulf Coast to the 

Tennessee River that have spurred some recent growth  

in the state’s per capita income. But these gains for 

Alabama will be short-lived if the state does not improve 

education and consistently increase educational attain-

ment throughout the state.

Alabama can attract and grow new industries with good 

paying jobs in the decades ahead only if it systematically 

keeps more students in school, provides them with 

affordable higher education, and helps them graduate 

from high school and college on time. Gone are the days 

when Alabama could realize progress without steadily 

broadening and increasing educational attainment.

The public benefits of improving education in Alabama  

will be far greater than the costs. Alabama can advance 

its economy and income even if it only makes yearly, 

incremental improvements in reducing the school dropout 

rate. The benefits of consistent, steady improvements 

will not occur overnight, but they are achievable for the 

state as a whole in the course of a generation or two.  

By sustaining improvements in educational attainment, 

starting with the high school dropout problem, Alabama 

can significantly improve the quality of life for its citizens.

It is time for Alabama to develop a new consensus and  

a new mandate for improving education that continues  

for decades—beyond one election, one governor, or one 

legislature. It is time to make the hard choices and the 

necessary investments that can successfully improve 

Alabama’s school dropout rate year after year. It is time 

to provide a new generation of Alabamians with the 

education and the opportunities that will permit them  

to build for themselves and their children a new, more 

prosperous Alabama. Now is the time to begin this 

change for good.
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Appendix

School 2007 2007
SyStem Graduation dropout
 rate rate

STATE RATE 58.6% 41.4%

AUTAUGA  60.0% 40.0%

BALDWIN 55.4% 44.6%

BARBOUR  49.1% 50.9%
Barbour County 36.4% 63.6%
Eufaula City 56.6% 43.4%

BIBB 44.7% 55.3%

BLOUNT 63.6% 36.4%
Blount County 62.3% 37.7%
Oneonta City 70.1% 29.9%

BULLOCK 61.2% 38.8%

BUTLER 61.4% 38.6%

CALHOUN 61.1% 38.9%
Calhoun County 61.8% 38.2%
Anniston City 41.4% 58.6%
Jacksonville City 69.8% 30.2%
Oxford City 64.3% 35.7%
Piedmont City 69.0% 31.0%

CHAMBERS 58.4% 41.6%
Chambers County 59.2% 40.8%
Lanett City 55.0% 45.0%

CHEROKEE 58.6% 41.4%

CHILTON 63.6% 36.4%

CHOCTAW 68.7% 31.3%

CLARKE 54.9% 45.1%
Clarke County 51.5% 48.5%
Thomasville City 62.4% 37.6%

CLAY 63.0% 37.0%

CLEBURNE 64.3% 35.7%

COFFEE 70.4% 29.6%
Coffee County 68.6% 31.4%
Elba City 76.6% 23.4%
Enterprise City 69.8% 30.2%

COLBERT 61.2% 38.8%
Colbert County 54.2% 45.8%
Muscle Shoals City 73.7% 26.3%
Sheffield City 50.3% 49.7%
Tuscumbia City 63.9% 36.1%

CONECUH 56.6% 43.4%

COOSA 48.8% 51.2%

COVINGTON 56.6% 43.4%
Covington County 58.3% 41.7%
Andalusia City 60.6% 39.4%
Opp City 48.3% 51.7%

School 2007 2007
SyStem Graduation dropout
 rate rate

CRENSHAW 66.9% 33.1%

CULLMAN 61.2% 38.8%
Cullman County 57.1% 42.9%
Cullman City 75.7% 24.3%

DALE 61.9% 38.1%
Dale County 68.2% 31.8%
Daleville City 50.8% 49.2%
Ozark City 63.8% 36.2%

DALLAS 50.2% 49.8%
Dallas County 56.6% 43.4%
Selma City 43.2% 56.8%

DEKALB 55.8% 44.2%
DeKalb County 57.6% 42.4%
Fort Payne City 51.2% 48.8%

ELMORE 55.3% 44.7%
Elmore County 54.3% 45.7%
Tallassee City 61.6% 38.4%

ESCAMBIA 71.7% 28.3%
Escambia County 68.9% 31.1%
Brewton City 80.2% 19.8%

ETOWAH 61.9% 38.1%
Etowah County 73.7% 26.3%
Attalla City 50.3% 49.7%
Gadsden City 50.9% 49.1%

FAYETTE 66.5% 33.5%

FRANKLIN 67.9% 32.1%
Franklin County 66.4% 33.6%
Russellville City 69.9% 30.1%

GENEVA 55.7% 44.3%
Geneva County 60.7% 39.3%
Geneva City 60.0% 40.0%

GREENE 43.4% 56.6%

HALE 57.2% 42.8%

HENRY 47.8% 52.2%

HOUSTON 55.2% 44.8%
Houston County 54.0% 46.0%
Dothan City 56.3% 43.7%

JACKSON 62.9% 37.1%
Jackson County 63.3% 36.7%
Scottsboro City 62.0% 38.0%

School 2007 2007
SyStem Graduation dropout
 rate rate

JEFFERSON 60.0% 40.0%
Jefferson County 56.6% 43.4%
Bessemer City 37.7% 62.3%
Birmingham City 52.3% 47.7%
Fairfield City 39.2% 60.8%
Homewood City 79.9% 20.1%
Hoover City 80.2% 19.8%
Leeds City 57.3% 42.7%
Midfield City 49.1% 50.9%
Mt Brook City 95.3% 4.7%
Tarrant City 55.3% 44.7%
Vestavia Hills City 90.3% 9.7%
Trussville City N/A N/A

LAMAR 75.6% 24.4%

LAUDERDALE 61.5% 38.5%
Lauderdale County 67.8% 32.2%
Florence City 51.2% 48.8%

LAWRENCE 68.4% 31.6%

LEE 57.6% 42.4%
Lee County 50.3% 49.7%
Auburn City 75.8% 24.2%
Opelika City 54.7% 45.3%

LIMESTONE 62.8% 37.2%
Limestone County 63.6% 36.4%
Athens City 60.4% 39.6%

LOWNDES 59.0% 41.0%

MACON 48.5% 51.5%

MADISON 60.9% 39.1%
Madison County 61.4% 38.6%
Huntsville City 54.0% 46.0%
Madison City 82.6% 17.4%

MARENGO 67.3% 32.7%
Marengo County 67.4% 32.6%
Demopolis City 68.7% 31.3%
Linden City 63.7% 36.3%

MARION 68.1% 31.9%
Marion County 73.2% 26.8%
Winfield City 56.0% 44.0%

MARSHALL 53.5% 46.5%
Marshall County 38.8% 61.2%
Albertville City 63.0% 37.0%
Arab City 64.4% 35.6%
Boaz City N/A N/A
Guntersville City 59.0% 41.0%

School 2007 2007
SyStem Graduation dropout
 rate rate

MOBILE 50.0% 50.0%

MONROE 66.1% 33.9%

MONTGOMERY 45.3% 54.7%

MORGAN 58.3% 41.7%
Morgan County 59.6% 40.4%
Decatur City 56.1% 43.9%
Hartselle City 60.8% 39.2%

PERRY 70.2% 29.8%

PICKENS 65.8% 34.2%

PIKE 51.6% 48.4%
Pike County 51.0% 49.0%
Troy City 52.3% 47.7%

RANDOLPH 65.5% 34.5%
Randolph County 58.7% 41.3%
Roanoke City 76.9% 23.1%

RUSSELL 39.6% 60.4%
Russell County 43.4% 56.6%
Phenix City 35.9% 64.1%

SHELBY 66.5% 33.5%

ST. CLAIR 51.9% 48.1%
St Clair County 54.0% 46.0%
Pell City 47.8% 52.2%

SUMTER 65.4% 34.6%

TALLADEGA 51.5% 48.5%
Talladega County 50.7% 49.3%
Sylacauga City 61.6% 38.4%
Talladega City 43.8% 56.2%

TALLAPOOSA 57.8% 42.2%
Tallapoosa County 51.6% 48.4%
Alexander City 63.5% 36.5%

TUSCLOOSA 57.1% 42.9%
Tuscaloosa County 62.0% 38.0%
Tuscaloosa City 49.6% 50.4%

WALKER 64.6% 35.4%
Walker County 63.8% 36.2%
Jasper City 66.9% 33.1%

WASHINGTON 65.8% 34.2%

WILCOX 61.4% 38.6%

WINSTON 73.4% 26.6%
Winston County 74.3% 25.7%
Haleyville City 71.8% 28.2%

Alabama public High School Graduation and dropout Rates
Estimated County and School District Averages, 2007

Averages for county graduation and dropout rates shown in bold. Where multiple school districts exist within a county the individual district graduation 
and dropout rates are also listed. SEF methods of calculation were revised from the 2006 rate to more closely reflect NCLB standards for calculating 
high school graduation rates and are explained in the “What’s New” section of www.southerneducation.org.
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The Challenge of High and Rising
 Food Prices

Homi Kharas
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The Brookings Institution

Global food prices stand at levels not seen for almost 35 years. Do these 
prices foretell a world food crisis? When prices first peaked in mid-2008 there 
was a surge of news articles asking this question. Food riots erupted in every 
developing region of the world, including in Haiti, Cameroon, Egypt, Bangla-
desh, and Indonesia. The World Bank warned that 100 million people were at 
risk of being thrust back into poverty.1 UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon 
set up a High-Level Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis to provide 
a comprehensive long-term push to empower communities to become food 
secure. The leaders of the most important economies in the world put the issue 
on their agenda in G-8 (and later G-20) summit meetings.

Despite food prices near 2008 levels and in some cases exceeding them, 
the big issue in 2011 is food price volatility. After collapsing during the global 
financial crisis, maize, wheat, and sugar prices have doubled or tripled over the 
last year, continuing a roller coaster of fluctuation that has unnerved farmers, 
consumers, and governments all over the world. To take one example, maize 
prices started rising rapidly from late 2006 through the beginning of 2008, 
collapsed by half or more between July and December 2008, and stayed flat 
through the recovery of 2009 and early 2010, before recording another spike in 
the spring of 2011. The price of maize has since fallen by about 10 percent.2

It seems clear that the debate has shifted away from the effects of high 
prices on hunger and food access toward problems associated with commodity 
price volatility and market imperfections. According to Google Trends, there has 
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been no noticeable uptick in news stories about a food crisis in 2010 or 2011, 
unlike in 2008. True, there have been some claims that the Arab Spring upris-
ings were partly instigated by unhappiness over food prices, but the banners in 
Tahrir Square demanded dignity, fairness, and social justice—not cheap food. 
It is telling that the report prepared by the major international food agencies 
on behalf of the G-20 in mid-2011 focused on price volatility and not price 
levels.3 

The level of food prices and the degree of price volatility are both impor-
tant issues that should receive attention from policy makers, but they are quite 

distinct. Food prices are different from other prices 
because food is a basic necessity of life. For poor 
households, food represents a sizeable fraction of 
their total consumption, often two-thirds or more, 
so high prices are felt acutely. High food prices 
can increase poverty for groups that are net food 

consumers, but they have broader effects as well. When people spend more on 
food, they have less discretionary income to spend on other items, leading to 
contractionary demand pressure elsewhere in the economy. If governments use 
subsidies to try to mitigate the impact of high food prices, the fiscal costs can 
become exorbitant.

The big difference between 2008 and 2011, however, is that developing 
countries are richer and better able to afford high food prices. The same economic 
forces that have boosted demand for food appear to have also improved incomes 
in poor countries. Strong growth in China, India, and other developing coun-
tries has contributed to a rise in the prices of many commodities, not just food. 
This has shifted global economic conditions in their favor, as most developing 
countries are net exporters of commodities, including food, and net importers of 
manufactures. Coupled with better domestic economic policies and leadership, 
the impact has been a large surge in incomes across the developing world.

This line of thinking is supported by data compiled by the International 
Food Policy Research Institute. In their recent report, “The Global Hunger 
Index of 2011,” they show a strong negative correlation between the degree of 
hunger and a developing country’s level of per capita income. Most developing 
countries have seen a surge in income growth over the last ten years despite the 
global recession. In 2011, the average purchasing power of an African is one-
third higher than it was in 2005, when food prices started to rise. Even more 
rapid growth was observed in South Asia, the other region of the world where 
hunger is particularly prevalent. Of course, there are major exceptions: the 

If governments use subsidies 
to try to mitigate the impact 
of high food prices, the fiscal 
costs can be exorbitant.
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tragedy unfolding in the Horn of Africa is a clear reminder of the continuing 
severity of hunger and the risk of famine in several countries, but the consensus 
is that the causes of this catastrophe can be traced as much to conflict as to high 
global food prices. Among the countries that are at most risk of food shortages 
today are Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, and North 
Korea—countries mired in conflict-induced poverty.

Other indicators also suggest that access to food is actually improving, not 
worsening. The United States Department of Agriculture analyzed food avail-
ability in 70 developing countries and estimated that 882 million people should 
be classified as food insecure in 2010. This number, defined as those unable to 
afford roughly 2,100 calories per day, decreased by 7.5 percent compared to 
2009. Largely, this is because grain production in 2010 in sub-Saharan Africa 
is estimated to be over 15 percent higher than in 2005. Notwithstanding these 
improvements, fully half of the region’s population still does not have access to 
enough food.4

These trends suggest that the calamitous impact of high food price levels 
on poverty that many had feared simply did not come to pass, except in specific 
locations. There remains a large agenda to encourage producers and consumers 
to adapt to high prices, but the parameters of that agenda are reasonably well 
known. What is left is to implement the agenda on a large-enough scale to 
substantially decrease the prevalence of hunger.

Even more puzzling and of equal concern to policy makers is why food 
prices have become so volatile. Even short-term food price spikes and slumps 
can have severe long-term consequences. For example, food price spikes can 
compromise the nutritional status of poor people, making them vulnerable 
to disease. This is especially problematic for pregnant women and very young 
children. Early childhood malnutrition reduces the returns of schooling because 
severe undernourishment hinders motor, sensory, and cognitive development, 
leading to lower educational attainment and lifetime earnings.5 

Conversely, the possibility of food price slumps is reducing investment in 
agriculture and making smallholder farmers reluctant to apply fertilizer, irrigate, 
or otherwise improve their land to raise yields.6 In extreme cases, as in India, 
farmers have been driven to commit suicide when low prices for their crops have 
left them indebted and unable to support their families.

Although price volatility is an inherent characteristic of the market for 
food, it seems to have become worse in recent years. Neither food demand nor 
supply responds much to changes in prices, so large price changes are needed to 
restore equilibrium in food markets after a shock to either supply or demand. 
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Recently, extreme weather conditions in major food-producing countries, in-
cluding droughts in Russia and China, and floods in Australia and South Africa, 
have affected global food supply. In addition, the increase in input costs—of, 
for example, fertilizers and pesticides—linked to higher oil prices also leads 
to supply shocks. On the demand side, policy decisions such as regulations to 
increase the biofuel content in gasoline have suddenly increased the demand 
for maize, sugar, and vegetable oils in unexpected ways. 

Government policy has also played a role in exacerbating price volatility. 
Some food-importing countries panicked when prices started to rise in 2008 
and increased their purchases to build domestic stocks and guard against even 
higher future prices. Other food-surplus countries tried to protect domestic 
markets by banning food exports. These actions simply exaggerated the global 
price cycles in the short term. 

Food price volatility in the short term can also be explained by factors 
other than real supply and demand. The depreciation of the U.S. dollar and 
speculative investment in commodity index funds are financial mechanisms that 
can affect food spot and futures prices. Careful empirical analysis suggests that 
the most important determinants of volatility have been financial speculation 
and ethanol conversion.7

POLICY ISSUES AND RESPONSES 

Governments are faced with three important policy issues concerning food. First, 
they need to make food markets work better so that production can continue 
to grow to meet the demands of world population growth and high-protein 
diets. Second, they should try to limit the damage being done to food markets 
by domestic politics. Third, they should promote mechanisms to strengthen 
social stability by giving households and farmers more ways to insure themselves 
against future price shocks. 

MARKETS

Food markets stand as an exception in a world that is rapidly globalizing. They 
are still compartmentalized and segmented into national and local markets. This 
is partly because of high storage costs and the considerable waste incurred when 
food markets become global. To some extent, it is also because local foods are 
fresher and more nutritious. But largely it is because of policy-induced barriers to 
trade. Average tariffs on agricultural trade are over 20 percent. Non-tariff barriers 
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like safety standards, government procurement policies, subsidy policies, and 
export restrictions further segment food markets and limit their integration. 

The evidence suggests that globalized markets actually have less volatility 
than local markets. For example, the Food and Agriculture Organization looked 
at food prices in 20 African countries and found that price volatility was low-
est for the major internationally traded grains (rice and wheat) compared to 
domestic, traditional staples like cassava, sorghum, and millet. One reason is 
that there is little correlation between international food prices and domestic 
prices. The World Bank estimates that although international food prices rose 
by 40 percent between June 2010 and January 2011, food prices in developing 
countries rose by only 7.9 percent and that in most cases the pass-through from 
international to domestic food prices in Africa (the degree to which domestic 
traders mark-up their prices when international prices rise) is less than 20 per-
cent. In Kenya and Nigeria, for example, local food prices fell from the start 
of 2009 to the end of 2010 even while global food prices rose. At other times, 
local food prices in these countries have risen and fallen while international 
prices have stagnated.

Markets work best when there is good information about the underlying 
fundamentals of supply and demand. But in many developing countries, and 
indeed globally, this information is poor. There are no protocols for reporting on 
stock levels; many countries do not even collect this information in a rigorous 
way as most stocks are in the hands of private traders. Nor is there a global early 
warning system to estimate the risk of large price swings. Although the G-20 
countries have agreed to an agricultural market information system to improve 
the flow of information, it does not seem likely that this will be sufficiently 
comprehensive and credible to make a large difference in volatility. 

Many countries have instead resorted to trade policies to try to stabilize 
domestic food prices. Typically, this would be an appropriate response: import-
ing more when international prices fall below domestic prices and exporting 
more when international prices rise above domestic prices. Unfortunately, the 
actual practice is often the reverse. When international prices rose in 2008, 
food-surplus countries like Argentina, 
Russia, and India (in the case of rice) used 
quantitative trade restrictions to ban exports 
in order to divert supplies to domestic markets, driving domestic prices further 
below international prices. Conversely, many food-importing countries chose to 
lower import tariffs when international prices rose, aggravating the pressure on 
global supplies. Although there have been many proposals for more coordinated 

A “beggar-thy-neighbor attitude 
still prevails when it comes to food.
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trade policy responses to improve the functioning of global food markets, it is 
unclear if countries would abide by international agreements if their citizenries 
objected to local price swings. A “beggar-thy-neighbor” attitude still prevails 
when it comes to food. 

POLITICS

Most efforts to develop more coordinated international approaches to global food 
issues have foundered because of a lack of political will. The Doha Development 
Round of trade liberalization is perhaps the most obvious example. Although 
billed as a global effort to make international trade rules more favorable for de-
veloping countries, the negotiations have broken down with agricultural issues 
as a major sticking point. 

Indian Commerce Minister Kamal Nath is famously said to have remarked 
“I can negotiate commerce but not farmers’ livelihood” in explaining his insis-
tence on protecting a large group of special agricultural products and keeping a 
low threshold trigger, which could be activated to protect Indian farmers from 
import surges. His concern was that without such protections, global food prices 
could fall too low to allow for the development of rural India.8

The same concern over low prices affected the U.S. negotiating position, 
which sought to preserve a high level of domestic subsidies for food crops despite 
their trade-distorting effects. It seems ironic at a time of global concern over 
high food prices that it should be worries about prices falling too low that have 
derailed international trade negotiations. Perhaps the real explanation is that 
negotiators were not so concerned with technical arguments, but were reacting 
to the political strength of the rural vote—a constituency that prioritizes policies 
that sustain high domestic food prices.

These same political pressures can be seen in the emerging programs for 
biofuel that have been identified as major contributors to higher food prices. 
Biofuels now account for around 6.5 percent of the world’s grain output and 
8 percent of its vegetable oil. These subsidies may be domestically justified on 
the grounds of reducing energy dependence on imported oil, but the impact 
is similar to that of other agricultural programs that strive to reward farmers 
without increasing output, thereby ensuring high crop prices. 

In almost every country, rural incomes are considerably lower than urban 
incomes, and governments look for ways to address this inequality. Supporting 
farm-gate crop prices is one of the easiest programs to narrow the rural–urban 
gap. In developing countries, such measures are politically appealing because 
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they affect the large numbers of voters that continue to live in rural areas. In 
advanced countries, the appeal comes from the fact that the benefits to farmers 
are considerable while the costs to urban consumers are small, as food is a small 
share of household budgets. It is no wonder that the G-20 agriculture ministers 
could not reach agreement on any politically important topics when discussing 
what to do about the global food crisis. No action on biofuels, on trade, or on 
resources for increasing agricultural productivity was agreed upon.

SOCIAL STABILITY

Governments are now recognizing that the best way to address food security 
and hunger is not just through interventions in food markets, but also through 
long-term development. Hunger has more to do with conflict, lack of income, 
intrahousehold inequality, and lack of nutritional education than with food 
availability. 

As countries develop, food security improves. That much is clear from self-
reported data on food security collected by the Gallup World Poll. Gallup asked 
representative samples of over 1,000 people in each of 70 developing countries 
whether they have been unable to afford enough food or gone hungry in the 
past 12 months. It finds a large decrease in the number of people reporting 
themselves to be food insecure between 2005 and 2008, mostly in large countries 
like China and India. The reason seems to be that average income levels have 
risen substantially in these countries.9

In countries where growth has stagnated, governments have turned to other 
interventions. Cheap food has long been a central policy in Arab economies 
where subsidies have been institutionalized, but the cost of these has become 
unsustainable. Arab countries import over half their caloric intake, partly because 
of the waste induced by generalized food subsidies. In Egypt, it is estimated that 
28 percent of food subsidies never reach their intended beneficiaries; the food 
is either resold on the black market or used as animal or fish feed. Untargeted 
subsidies like this benefit the rich far more than the poor.

Some developing countries have targeted safety nets that can be expanded 
when food prices rise. The most efficient way is to use cash transfers to affected 
households. But there are few such programs in the lowest-income countries or 
in rural areas. To be useful, the programs must be administered well enough to 
handle an increased scale, often with adjustments to the target population. They 
also should have good-enough financial accounts to manage cash transfers with-
out corruption. And of course, households must be able to purchase food with 
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the money they get; sometimes there is simply no food for sale in the market.
Where these conditions are not met, free food distribution along with 

other social services may make for a better safety net. The Vulnerable Group 
Development Program in Bangladesh is one such example, operating on a large 
scale where impoverished women can receive an allocation of wheat as long as 
they participate in training courses to improve their literacy, mathematical, and 
financial skills. Food-for-work and food-for-education (school meals) programs 
are other options that can be scaled easily. Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net 
workfare program reaches over 8 million rural residents and has been credited 
with avoiding the famine and deaths seen in neighboring Somalia as a result 
of drought.10

The issue with safety nets always comes down to money and organization, 
which many developing countries lack. Effectively targeting beneficiaries de-
mands a good understanding of who is poor. Corruption can only be avoided 
with functioning payment systems. Administrative delays are inevitable without 
clear leadership and lines of accountability. Short-term safety nets can be pro-
vided to compensate for food price spikes, but in practice they are hard to put 
in place in many low-income countries.

International financial institutions can help, but there is only so much 
they can do. The Global Food Crisis Response Program was established in May 
2008 with $1.2 billion from the World Bank Group, but those funds are now 
exhausted. Half the projects were small, totaling $10 million or less.11

A FORWARD-LOOKING ACTION AGENDA 

What more can be done? Global cooperation on food is likely to remain limited 
and modest in scope for the near future, partly because food policy tends to 
be determined by domestic rather than international interests in rich and poor 
countries alike. Equally, safety nets can and should be expanded in develop-
ing countries, but the challenges of implementation are daunting. That leaves 
improving the market as the most promising path to pursue.

First and foremost, investments are needed to increase agricultural pro-
ductivity, especially for smallholder farmers who serve local markets. Eighty-six 
percent of rural people worldwide depend on agriculture as a source of liveli-
hood.12 Estimates from the Food and Agriculture Organization reveal that in 
the developing world, agricultural production needs to grow by 100 percent 
to feed the growing population. Around $83 billion is needed in developing 
countries to increase agricultural production, not including investments in roads 
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or electrification needed to increase production and get food to markets.13

Recognizing the importance of increasing productivity, a U.S.-led interna-
tional fund, the Global Agriculture and Food Security Program, was launched 
in April 2010 to promote investments in agriculture. Unfortunately, few donor 
countries have lived up to their commitments. The fund is now struggling to 
find a few hundred million dollars after starting with a goal of mobilizing $20 
billion.14 It should be fully funded.

In too many developing countries, investment in agriculture is inadequate, 
market infrastructure is deteriorating, and little or no money is allocated for 
research and development. African agricultural productivity is only half that of 
India, a quarter that of China, and a fifth that of the United States. Ninety per-
cent of African agricultural land is rain-fed rather than irrigated, so optimizing 
water intake cannot raise crop yields. Investments in mechanized power to till 
the soil would do wonders to raise yields, as would the application of fertilizer 
and better seed. Malawi is an example of a country that has achieved dramatic 
results by adopting such policies.15

Second, the link between food prices and oil prices needs to be broken. 
While oil prices were low and stable, food production became concentrated in 
a few major locations with yields boosted by petroleum-based fertilizers and 
pesticides. Crops could be easily transported to meet demand anywhere in the 
world. But with oil prices as high as they are now, transport, spoilage, and waste 
have become far more costly at the same time as production costs have risen. The 
food system needs to adapt to the new economics of energy by becoming more 
diversified and more localized. This would be efficient and potentially have sig-
nificant nutritional benefits as well. Surprisingly, the organic, slow-food, go-local 
cooperative movement may find that market forces are its new best friend.

Third, international financial institutions must think about interventions 
that can be scaled up. There are still 3.1 billion people living in rural areas 
in developing countries—these are the most food inse-
cure people. They are vulnerable to shocks from climate 
change, degraded natural resources, depleting common 
resources, land grabbing, and ill health. Their strategies 
revolve around diversifying what they grow and where 
family members work, and, to the extent possible, saving for a proverbial rainy 
day. Project-sized interventions cannot be expected to reach them all; systemic 
change is necessary.

To achieve this, smallholder farmers should be treated and supported 
like small businesses. They need to be integrated into producer supply chains 

The link between food 
prices and oil prices 
needs to be broken.
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to take full advantage of market opportunities and get the highest price for 
their products. They need new risk products such as weather index insurance 
and up-to-date information on local market prices transmitted through local 
and regional commodity exchanges. Farmer organizations can participate in 
research, innovate, understand modern scientific advances, educate members 
on best-practice growing techniques, and push for formal land rights and better 
local infrastructure. 

The common thread through all these interventions is that, while food price 
volatility may be inevitable, food insecurity is not. There is a clear action plan 
to integrate more farmers into food markets and equip them with the resources 
and capacity to respond to price signals. It now needs to be implemented at 
a much larger scale. If markets instead of governments are allowed to smooth 
shocks across countries and over time, food price volatility does not have to be 
a concern for most people. The danger is that populist governments will take 
the opposite approach and try to regulate and restrict food markets. We would 
then continue to suffer both food price volatility and food insecurity, as we do 
today.
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Figure 1

USDA outlays, FY 2013
Food and nutrition assistance accounts for almost three-quarters of USDA outlays

Note: Total USDA outlays for FY 2013 were estimated at $155 billion.  

Source: USDA, Office of Budget and Program Analysis, FY 2013 Budget Summary and Annual Performance Plan.
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Overview

About 1 in 4 Americans participates in at least 1 of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) 
15 domestic food and nutrition assistance programs at some point during the year. Together these 
programs, which vary by size, type of benefi ts provided, and target population, form a nutritional 
safety net for millions of children and low-income adults. These programs account for over 70 percent 
of USDA’s annual budget. USDA’s Economic Research Service (ERS) conducts studies and evalua-
tions of these programs.

This report uses preliminary administrative data from USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS), the 
agency responsible for managing the programs, to examine trends in the food and nutrition assistance 
programs through fi scal 2013 (October 1, 2012 to September 30, 2013). The report uses ERS data 
to examine trends in the prevalence and severity of household food insecurity in the United States 
through 2012 and summarizes two recent ERS reports that examine the food security of two subpopu-
lations of particular concern: (1) adults with disabilities and (2) households with children. The report 
also looks at trends in some of the indicators of economic and social conditions that affect participa-
tion in and spending on food and nutrition assistance programs. 
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Figure 2

USDA expenditures for food assistance, FY 1970-2013
SNAP has driven most of the increase in expenditures over time 

SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. 
Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service.
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Food Assistance Expenditures Increased Slightly

Federal expenditures for USDA’s domestic food and nutrition assistance programs totaled $108.9 
billion in fi scal 2013 or 2 percent more than the previous fi scal year. This increase—the smallest in 
percentage terms since 2000—marked the 13th consecutive year in which food and nutrition assis-
tance expenditures exceeded the previous historical record. (Note: all references to expenditures refer 
to nominal expenditures—i.e., not adjusted for infl ation—except where specifi cally noted.) 

The fi ve largest programs in fi scal 2013—the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP); 
the National School Lunch Program; the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, 
and Children (WIC); the School Breakfast Program; and the Child and Adult Care Food Program—
accounted for 96 percent of USDA’s expenditures for food and nutrition assistance. In fi scal 2013, 
participation increased in some of these programs but decreased in others. 

Rate of Growth in SNAP Participation Slowed 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)—formerly the Food Stamp Program—is 
the cornerstone of USDA’s food and nutrition assistance programs, accounting for almost three-quar-
ters (73 percent) of all Federal food and nutrition assistance spending in fi scal 2013. The program 
provides monthly benefi ts for eligible participants to purchase food items at authorized food stores. 
Unlike other food and nutrition assistance programs that target specifi c groups, SNAP is available 
to most needy households with limited income and assets (subject to certain work and immigration 
status requirements). During fi scal 2013:
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Table 1

USDA nutrition assistance at a glance

Program FY 2012 FY 2013 Change

SNAP Average monthly participation (millions) 46.6 47.6 2.2%

Average benefi t per person (dollars/month) 133.41 133.08 -0.3%

Total annual expenditures ($ billions) 78.4 79.8 1.8%

WIC Average monthly participation (millions) 8.9 8.7 -2.8%

• Women 2.1 2.0 -2.3%

• Infants 2.1 2.0 -1.6%

• Children 4.7 4.6 -3.5%

Food cost per person (dollars/month) 44.98 43.45 -3.4%

Total expenditures ($ billions) 6.8 6.4 -5.6%

National School
Lunch Program

Average daily participation (millions) 31.6 30.6 -3.2%

• Free 18.7 18.9 1.0%

• Reduced price 2.7 2.6 -6.2%

• Full price 10.2 9.1 -10.1%

Total expenditures ($ billions) 11.6 12.2 5.1%

School Breakfast 
Program

Average daily participation (millions) 12.9 13.1 2.2%

• Free 9.8 10.1 3.6%

• Reduced price 1.0 1.0 -2.6%

• Full price 2.0 2.0 -1.8%

Total expenditures ($ billions) 3.3 3.5 6.7%

Child and 
Adult Care
Food Program

Meals served in:    

• childcare centers (millions) 1,305.8 1,336.7 2.4%

• family daycare homes (millions) 568.8 551.8 -3.0%

• adult daycare centers (millions) 70.5 69.8 -0.9%

Total expenditures ($ billions) 2.9 3.0 4.4%

All programs Total expenditures ($ billions) 106.7 108.9 2.0%

SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.

WIC = Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children. 

Note: Figures are based on preliminary data provided by the Food and Nutrition Service as of December 2013 and are 
subject to change. Total program expenditures include fi gures from other programs not shown in the table.



4
The Food Assistance Landscape: FY 2013 Annual Report, EIB-120

Economic Research Service/USDA

• An average 47.6 million persons per month participated in the program, the largest number to ever 
participate in the program and over 2.5 times the number participating in FY 2000. 

• The number of participants increased by 2 percent over the previous year’s participation numbers. 
This was the smallest percentage increase since fi scal 2007. 

• About 15 percent of the Nation’s population participated in the program each month. 

• Benefi ts per person averaged $133.08 per month, about the same as the previous year. 

• Federal spending for the program totaled $79.8 billion or 2 percent more than the previous record 
high of $78.4 billion set the previous year. 

SNAP benefi ts to fall in fi scal 2014

To help people affected by the Great Recession between December 2007 and June 2009, the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), also known as the Stimulus Act, 
temporarily increased benefi t levels in SNAP beginning in April 2009 (maximum SNAP bene-
fi ts increased by 13.6 percent). Benefi ts were to remain at the new higher level until SNAP’s 
regular adjustments for infl ation to the maximum benefi ts caught up to the maximum benefi ts 
set by ARRA. However, subsequent legislation pushed up the sunset of the ARRA benefi t to 
November 1, 2013 (i.e., the beginning of fi scal 2014). At that time, SNAP benefi ts decreased by 
5.4 percent for a family of four receiving a maximum allotment. 

Figure 3

Average monthly SNAP participation, FY 2000-13
Participation slows after increasing sharply around the time of the Great Recession 

Note: The Great Recession occurred from December 2007 to June 2009.  

SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service. 
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WIC Participation Shrank

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) helps safe-
guard the health of low-income pregnant, breastfeeding, and postpartum women as well as infants and 
children up to age 5 who are at nutritional risk, by providing a package of supplemental foods, nutri-
tion education, and health care referrals at no cost. To be eligible on the basis of income, applicants’ 
income must be at or below 185 percent of poverty (a person who participates or who has certain 
family members who participate in other benefi ts programs such as SNAP, Medicaid, or Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) automatically meet the income eligibility requirement). 
During fi scal 2013: 

• An average 8.7 million people per month participated in the program, or 3 percent less than the 
previous year—the largest 1-year decrease since the program began in 1974. 

• Over half (53 percent) of all participants were children, 24 percent were women, and 23 percent 
were infants. 

• Refl ecting the continued decrease in U.S. births that began in 2008, the number of infants and 
women in the program each fell by 2 percent, and the number of children fell by 4 percent. This 
marked the third consecutive year—and only the third time in the program’s 40-year history—that 
participation for all three groups fell. 

• Food costs per person totaled $43.45 per month, or about 3 percent less than in the previous fi scal 
year.

• Spending on the program totaled $6.4 billion, a 6-percent decrease from the previous fi scal year. 

Figure 4

Average monthly WIC participation, FY 1974-2013
The number of women, infants, and children participating in WIC each fell 
for the third consecutive year in FY 2013 

WIC = Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children. 

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service.
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Average monthly real SNAP and WIC per-person food costs have 
diverged over time 

When WIC was initiated in 1974, the average monthly WIC food cost per person was similar to 
the average monthly SNAP benefi t per person. However, real (i.e., after adjusting for infl ation) 
food costs per person for SNAP and WIC have diverged signifi cantly since then. In general, real 
per-person benefi ts for SNAP have trended upward while real per-person food costs for WIC 
have trended downward. WIC State agencies have reduced food costs through a variety of cost-
containment measures, the most effective of which has been the use of infant formula rebates. 
Starting in the late 1980s, WIC State agencies have obtained signifi cant discounts in the form 
of rebates from infant formula manufacturers for formula purchased through the program. In 
exchange for the rebates, a manufacturer is given the exclusive right to provide its product to 
WIC participants in that State. Rebates totaled $1.7 billion in fi scal 2012. 

Since the mid-1990s, real monthly food costs for WIC have remained relatively stable at about 
$43-$48 per person (2013 dollars). However, real per-person food benefi ts for SNAP continues 
to fl uctuate, due in large part to legislative changes that either increased or decreased benefi t 
levels. For example, the ARRA temporarily raised SNAP benefi ts starting in April 2009. In 
recent years real food costs for SNAP have decreased as infl ation eroded the temporary increase 
from ARRA.

Average real monthly food costs per person
Differences in per-person food costs for WIC and SNAP have widened over time 

SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; WIC = Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children. 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, based on USDA, Food and Nutrition Service data adjusted by U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics' Consumer Price Index for food at home.
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Participation in National School Lunch Program Fell While 
Expenditures Increased

The National School Lunch Program provides nutritious lunches at low or no cost to students during 
lunch periods at school and snacks to children participating in after-school care programs. Schools 
that participate in the program receive cash and some commodities from USDA to offset the cost of 
providing food. In return, the schools must serve lunches that meet Federal nutrition requirements and 
offer free or reduced-price lunches to needy children. Any child at a participating school may enroll 
in the program. Children from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the Federal poverty 
guidelines are eligible for free meals, and those from families with incomes between 130 percent and 
185 percent of the poverty guidelines are eligible for reduced-price meals. Children from families 
with incomes over 185 percent of the poverty guidelines pay full price, although their meals are still 
subsidized to a small extent. During fi scal 2013:  

• An average 30.6 million children participated in the program each school day or 3 percent fewer 
than in the previous fi scal year. This marked the second consecutive annual decrease in average 
participation and the largest 1-year decrease since fi scal 1982. 

• The percentage of participants that received free meals increased from 59 percent in fi scal 2012 
to 62 percent in fi scal 2013. The percentage of participants that received reduced-price meals 
decreased from 9 to 8 percent, and the percentage of participants that paid full price fell from 32 
percent to 30 percent. 

• Despite the decrease in the number of participating children, spending for the program totaled 
$12.2 billion or 5 percent more than in the previous fi scal year. This increase in expenditures 
refl ected, at least in part, the percentage increase in free meals (which are more heavily subsidized) 

Figure 5

Share of school lunches served by type of reimbursement, FY 2013

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service.
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served in the program as well as the implementation of the Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act of 2010 
whereby, starting in October 1, 2012, schools serving meals that met updated nutrition require-
ments received an additional reimbursement of 6 cents per lunch. This was the fi rst noninfl ationary 
increase in reimbursement rates in over 30 years. 

Participation in School Breakfast Program Increased Slightly 

The School Breakfast Program provides low-cost breakfasts to schoolchildren, and students from low-
income families receive free or reduced-price meals (eligibility requirements are the same as those for 
the National School Lunch Program). Schools that participate in the program receive cash from USDA 
to offset the cost of providing food. Participating schools receive higher “severe need” reimbursements 
when 40 percent or more of their lunches were served free or at a reduced price during the second 
preceding school year. During fi scal 2013:

• An average of 13.1 million children participated in the program each school day, or 2 percent more 
than the previous fi scal year. This was the smallest percentage increase since 2000. 

• The percentage of participants that received free meals increased from 76 percent in fi scal 2012 to 
77 percent in fi scal 2013, while the percentage of participants that paid full price decreased from 
16 percent in fi scal 2012 to 15 percent in fi scal 2013. The percentage of participants that received 
reduced-price meals remained at 8 percent in fi scal 2013. 

• Spending totaled $3.5 billion or 7 percent more than in the previous year, making the School 
Breakfast Program the fastest growing of all the major food assistance programs in terms of 
expenditures. 

Figure 6

Share of school breakfasts served by type of reimbursement, FY 2013

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service.
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Availability gap in the school meals programs narrows

The National School Lunch Program was established in 1946 and has been widely available in nearly all public 
schools and many private schools since the 1970s. The School Breakfast Program is a much newer program—it 
wasn’t granted permanent authorization until 1975—and it was at fi rst targeted to schools in low-income areas 
that had a greater need for subsidized breakfasts. Throughout its history, the number of children participating in 
the School Breakfast Program has been much smaller than the number of children participating in the National 
School Lunch Program. For example, in fi scal 2013, the average daily number of children participating in 
the School Breakfast Program was only 43 percent of the number of children participating in the National 
School Lunch Program. The number of participants in the two programs is determined by the availability of the 
program—that is, the number of students enrolled in schools that offer the school meals—and by the percentage 
of students in those schools who choose to participate. The School Breakfast Program started out with much 
lower numbers of participants than the National School Lunch Program had. As the breakfast program funding 
increased—and grants to schools to help start up the program became more available—the number of schools 
participating in the breakfast program steadily grew and the number of students with access to the program 
began approaching that of the National School Lunch Program. By FY 2013, the School Breakfast Program was 
available to about 94 percent of the students who had access to the National School Lunch Program.  

Although program availability rates have converged, student participation rates—the percentage of students in 
schools that offer the National School Lunch Program or the School Breakfast Program who receive school 
meals—remain far apart. For example, in FY 2013, about 59 percent of all children enrolled in schools offering 
the National School Lunch Program participated in the program while only 27 percent of all children enrolled in 
schools offering the School Breakfast Program participated in that program. That is, the participation rate among 
students in the School Breakfast Program is less than half that of students in the National School Lunch Program. 

Availability of the School Meals Programs, FY 1969-2013
The gap in the availability of the National School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast 
Program is narrowing

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service.
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Child and Adult Care Food Program Expanded Slightly

The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) subsidizes healthy meals and snacks in partici-
pating childcare centers, daycare homes, and adult daycare facilities. Care providers are reimbursed 
for each type of qualifying meal (breakfast, lunch/supper, or snack) they serve. In addition to cash 
reimbursement, USDA makes donated agricultural foods or cash (in lieu of donated foods) available 
to institutions participating in CACFP. During fi scal 2013:

• A total of almost 2 billion meals were served, or 1 percent more than in the previous year. 

• The number of meals served increased by 2 percent in childcare centers while the number of meals 
served in family daycare homes decreased by 3 percent and the number of meals served in adult 
daycare centers fell by 1 percent. The decline in the number of meals served in family daycare 
homes continues a trend that began in FY 1997. The decrease in the number of meals served in 
adult daycare centers was the fi rst since the program started to include adult daycare centers in 
fi scal 1988. 

• Program expenditures totaled $3 billion or 4 percent more than in the previous year. This marked 
the 15th consecutive year that program expenditures increased. 

Figure 7

Meals served in the CACFP by type of provider, FY 1980-2013
Number of meals served in family daycare centers and adult daycare centers decreased 
in FY 2013

CACFP = Child and Adult Care Food Program.

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service.
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Prevalence of Food Insecurity Unchanged

Food security—access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life—is one of 
several conditions necessary for a population to be healthy and well nourished. Food-insecure house-
holds are those that at times lack adequate food for one or more household members because they have 
insuffi cient money or other resources for food. In the more severe range of food insecurity, described 
as very low food security, the food intake of one or more household members was reduced and their 
eating patterns were disrupted at times during the year because the household lacked money and other 
resources for food. 

USDA monitors household food security in the United States through an annual survey sponsored 
by ERS. Household food security status is based on responses to a questionnaire about food-insecure 
conditions experienced by household members in the last 12 months. The most recent available data 
are from the December 2012 survey. During 2012: 

• An estimated 14.5 percent of U.S. households (or 17.6 million households) were food-insecure at 
least some time during the year, essentially unchanged from the previous year. 

Table 2

U.S. food security at a glance

Food security status 2011 2012

Thousands

All households 119,484 121,546

• Food-secure households 101,631 103,914

• Food-insecure households 17,853 17,632

— With low food security 11,014 10,679

— With very low food security 6,839 6,953

All households with children 38,803 39,201

• Households with food-insecure children 3,862 3,910

— Households with very low food security among children 374 463

All households Percent

• Food-secure households 85.1 85.5

• Food-insecure households 14.9 14.5

— With low food security 9.2 8.8

— With very low food security 5.7 5.7

All households with children 

• Households with food-insecure children 10.0 10.0

— Households with very low food security among children 1.0 1.2

Source: Household Food Security in the United States in 2012, ERR-155, USDA, Economic Research
Service, September 2013.
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• A total of 5.7 percent of all households (7.0 million households) had very low food security—the 
the most severe food-insecure condition monitored by USDA. Typically, households classifi ed as 
having very low food security experienced the condition in 7 months of the year, for a few days in 
each of those months.

• Children were food-insecure at times during the year in 10 percent (3.9 million households) of all 
households with children. In about 1.2 percent of households with children (463,000 households), 
one or more children experienced very low food security. In households with very low food secu-
rity among children, caregivers reported that children were hungry, skipped a meal, or did not eat 
for a whole day because there was not enough money for food.

• The typical food-secure household spent 26 percent more for food than the typical food-insecure 
household of the same size and composition. 

• Fifty-nine percent of food-insecure households in the month prior to the survey participated in one 
or more of the three largest food and nutrition assistance programs (i.e., SNAP, National School 
Lunch Program, or WIC). 

Figure 8

U.S. households by food security status, 2012

Source: Household Food Security in the United States, ERR-155, USDA, Economic Research Service, September 2013.  
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An estimated 14.5 percent of Americans were food-insecure at least some time
during the year in 2012
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Economic and Social Indicators Related to Participation in 
Food Assistance Programs

Economic and social conditions affect participation in and spending on food assistance programs by 
infl uencing (1) the size of the eligible population, (2) the rate of participation among eligible people, 
and (3) benefi t levels. The extent to which the programs respond to changing economic and social 
conditions affects the lives of millions of Americans and has Federal budgetary implications.  

As means-tested programs, the number of persons eligible for USDA’s food and nutrition assistance 
programs is inherently linked to the economy. In particular, there is a strong association between 
economic conditions and SNAP caseloads. SNAP is one of the Nation’s primary countercyclical 
programs, expanding during economic downturns and contracting during periods of economic growth. 
In general, the percentage of the population in SNAP closely tracks the poverty rate. This important 
relationship emerges because to be eligible for the program, monthly gross income (i.e., a household’s 
total income before deductions) generally must be at or below 130 percent of poverty, and monthly net 
income (after allowable deductions) must be at or below 100 percent of poverty. The percentage of the 
population in SNAP also generally tracks the unemployment rate. 

The percentage of the population in SNAP increased in both fi scal 2012 and 2013, even as the unem-
ployment rate fell for the third consecutive calendar year—a result inconsistent with the historic rela-
tionship between the two variables. The improvement of economic conditions during the early stage 
of recovery, when the unemployment rate starts to fall, takes longer to be felt by lower educated, low-
wage workers who are receiving SNAP benefi ts. For example, the poverty rate in 2012 (the latest year 

Figure 9

Percentage of population in SNAP and selected economic indicators, 1980-2013
Several economic indicators track the percentage of population in SNAP 

Note: Gray vertical bars indicate recession. SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. Recessions: January 
1980 to July 1980, July 1981 to November 1982, July 1990 to March 1991, March 2001 to November 2001, December 
2007 to Jun3 2009.

Source: USDA, Food and Nutrition Service; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics; and U.S. Census Bureau.
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Table 3 

Selected economic and social indicators, 2010-2013

Indicator 2010 2011 2012 2013

Population in July (millions) 309.3 311.6 313.9 316.1

Births (thousands) 3,999 3,954 3,958 (PR) NA

School enrollment (thousands) 54,876 54,956 (PJ) 55,091 (PJ) 55,288 (PJ)

    Prekindergarten-grade 8 (thousands) 38,716 38,909 (PJ) 39,115 (PJ) 39,334 (PJ)

    Grades 9-12 (thousands) 16,160 16,047 (PJ) 15,976 (PJ) 15,954 (PJ)

Unemployed persons (thousands) 14,825 13,747 12,506 11,460

Unemployment rate (percent) 9.6 8.9 8.1 7.4

Persons in poverty (millions) 46.3 46.2 46.5 NA

Poverty rate (percent) 15.1 15.0 15.0 NA

Children in poverty (millions) 16.3         16.1 16.1 NA

Poverty rate for children (under 18) 22.0 21.9 21.8 NA

People without health insurance (percent) 16.3 15.7 15.4 NA

Median household income (2012 dollars) 51,892 51,100 51,017 NA

CPI for all items (percent change) 1.6 3.2 2.1 1.5

CPI for food (percent change) 0.8 3.7 2.6 1.4

    CPI for food at home 0.3 4.8 2.5 0.9

    CPI for food away from home 1.3 2.3 2.8 2.1

Real GDP (percent change) 2.5 1.8 2.8 1.9

TANF recipients in June (thousands) 4,346 4,389 4,002 3,684

CPI = Consumer Price Index; GDP = Gross Domestic Product; TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.
NA = Data not available; (PJ) = Projected; (PR) = Provisional.
U.S. Census Bureau: Population, poverty, household income, and health insurance data.
National Center for Education Statistics: School enrollment data. 
National Center for Health Statistics: Birth data. 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics: CPI, and unemployment data.
U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis: GDP data.
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: TANF data.
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available) was about the same as during the 2 previous years, suggesting that while unemployment 
was falling, many low-income households did not share in the economic growth. During previous 
economic recessions, the unemployment rate fell before SNAP participation decreased (a lagged 
response). It is possible that as the economy continues to recover, SNAP participation will follow but 
with a longer lag than following previous recessions. 

Changing demographics, like changing economic conditions, can affect participation in USDA’s food 
assistance programs. While the U.S. population continues to increase, the number of births has fallen 
each year since 2007. Participation in WIC is heavily infl uenced by the number of births. The partici-
pation of pregnant women (up to 9 months before birth), infants and breastfeeding women (up to 1 
year following birth) and nonbreastfeeding postpartum women (6 months following birth) in WIC 
all occur within a short window surrounding a birth event. In total, these groups comprised almost 
half of all WIC participants in fi scal 2013. As children age, the group of potential WIC participants 
is less dependent on the number of recent births, and more infl uenced by births in earlier periods. 
Participation in the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs is infl uenced by school 
enrollment, which, in turn, is impacted by the number of births in the more distant past.  

ERS Research Update 

ERS is one of the premier sources of economic research on food and nutrition assis-
tance programs in the United States. This research is conducted internally by ERS staff as 
well as through a portfolio of ERS-funded extramural research projects and partnerships. 
ERS has compiled an electronic database of over 900 peer-reviewed reports, available at:
www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-and-nutrition-assistance-research-database/research-reports-
articles-database.aspx

Each year, ERS releases summary national statistics on household food security, food spending, and 
use of Federal food and nutrition assistance programs by food-insecure households. In 2013, two ERS 
reports provided additional detailed information on the food security of adults with disabilities and 
households with children. 

Food Insecurity Among Households With Working-Age Adults With Disabilities, ERR-144, January 
2013. This study used 2009 and 2010 data to examine the prevalence and severity of household food 
inse curity by the presence of adults age 18-64 with disabilities. The study focused on two groups 
of households that include adults with disabilities: (1) households with a working-age adult with 
a disability that prevented work (referred to as not in labor force-disabled); and (2) those with a 
working-age adult with a speci fi ed disability (hearing, vision, mental, physical, self-care, or going-
outside-home disability) that are not necessarily work-limiting (referred to as other reported disabili-
ties). Persons with disabili ties who are unable to work due to their disability may be more severely 
disabled or have poorer health than persons with disabilities who are not reported to be unable to work 
due to disability.

Food insecurity was most prevalent among households with an adult who was not in labor force-
disabled (34 percent), followed by those with a working-age adult with other reported disabilities (25 
percent). Households with no working-age adult with a disability had a much lower prevalence of food 
insecurity (12 percent). 

Very low food security, the more severe range of food insecurity character ized by disrupted eating 
patterns and reduced food intake, was also more common among households with adults with disabili-
ties than among other households: 17 percent of households with a member who was not in labor 
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force-disabled had very low food security and 12 percent of house holds with a working-age adult with 
other reported disabilities had very low food security. Among households with no working-age adults 
with disabilities, 5 percent had very low food security.

Households that include working-age adults with disabilities comprise a large share of food-inse-
cure households. While about 16 percent of all U.S. households with working-age adults included 
a working-age adult with a disability, an estimated 32 percent of households with food insecurity 
included a working-age adult with a disability and nearly 38 percent of households with very low food 
security included a working-age adult with a disability.

Whether disabilities prevented employment was an important factor related to food insecurity among 
households that included adults with disabilities. Vision, mental, and physical disabilities were related 
to higher odds of food insecurity than were hearing, self-care, and going-outside-home disabilities.

The infl uence of disability on earnings and income appears to have especially detrimental effects on 
food security. Lower capacity for employment and lower income are large parts of the reason that 
households with adults who have disabilities are more likely to experience food insecurity. Disabilities 

Figure 10

Prevalence of food insecurity by disability status
Food insecurity most prevalent among households with an adult with disability that prevented work

Notes: Working-age  adults with other reported disabilities are those reported to have one or more or the following 
disabilities: hearing, vision, mental, physical, self-care, or going-outside-home disability, but no indication that their 
disability prevented them from working.  

Food insecurity includes households with low and very low food security.

Source: Food Insecurity Among Households With Working-Age Adults With Disabilities, ERR-144,  USDA, Economic 
Research Service, January 2013.
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affect the earning potential of persons with disabilities and also affect the employment of other house-
hold adults who may need to provide care for the member with a disability. 

However, even with annual income accounted for, disability was associated with a substantially higher 
likelihood of food insecurity. The fi ndings suggest that costs associated with disability are an impor-
tant factor affecting food insecurity. The prevalence of food insecurity among households with a 
member not in the labor force-disabled, and income more than three times the poverty line was 
equivalent to the prevalence of food insecurity in households with no adults with disabilities and 
with incomes twice the poverty line. These statistics suggest that households with adults who have 
disabilities face high expenses that reduce resources avail able for the household food budget. Thus, 
even households with moderate incomes face a high likelihood of food insecurity due to costs associ-
ated with disability.

Food Insecurity in Households With Children: Prevalence, Severity, and Household Characteristics, 
2010-11, EIB-113, May 2013. This report averaged 2 years of data (2010-11) to examine the preva-
lence and severity of food insecurity in households with children age 0-17 by selected household char-
acteristics. Food security is especially important for children because their nutrition affects not only 
their current health, but also their physical, mental, and social development—and thus their future 
health and well-being.

Results from the study suggest that employment is a key determinant of food insecurity in house-
holds with children. The prevalence of food insecurity among children in households headed by an 
unemployed adult (26 percent) was 3 ½ times as high as in households headed by one or more adult 
employed full time (7 percent). However, three-quarters of households with food-insecure children 
had one or more adult in the labor force, either full time (60 percent) or part time (15 percent).

Educational attainment is also strongly associated with food insecurity in households with children. 
For households headed by an adult with less than a high school diploma, the prevalence of food inse-
curity among children (24 percent) was over six times as high as for households headed by an adult 
with at least a 4-year college degree (4 percent).

Disabilities are also an important risk factor for food insecurity in households with children. Food 
insecurity among children was more than twice as prevalent in households with an adult who was 
unable to work due to disability (21 percent) and in households with a working-age adult with other 
reported disabilities (18 percent) as in households with no working-age adult with a disability (9 
percent). 

Food insecurity among children was three times as prevalent in households headed by single women 
(19 percent) as in households headed by married couples (6 percent). Food insecurity among children 
was more than 2.5 times as prevalent for households headed by non-Hispanic Blacks (16 percent) and 
Hispanics (17 percent) as for those headed by non-Hispanic Whites (6 percent).

Federal food and nutrition assistance programs provided benefi ts to 84 percent of low-income house-
holds with food-insecure children (low-income households are those with incomes below 185 percent 
of the Federal poverty line). Children in about 70 percent of low-income households with food-inse-
cure children received free or reduced-price school meals in 2010-11, about 42 percent of low-income 
households with food-insecure children received SNAP benefi ts, and about 25 percent received WIC 
benefi ts. Many households received assistance from multiple programs, although about 31 percent 
reported receiving only free or reduced-price school meals.
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Low-income households not receiving assistance from any of the programs were less likely to be food 
insecure (12 percent) than those that did receive assistance (approximately 23-30 percent, depending 
on the mix of programs). This difference suggests that low-income households with greater food secu-
rity are less likely to choose to participate in food assistance programs.

Figure 11

Prevalence of food insecurity among children, by educational attainment of most educated 
adult in the household, 2010-11 average
Educational attainment of adults is strongly associated with food insecurity among children

Source: Food Insecurity in Households With Children, EIB-113, USDA, Economic Research Service, May 2013.
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Information on food assistance research can be found on the ERS website at www.ers.usda.
gov/briefi ng/foodnutritionassistance and on the FNS Offi ce of Research and Analysis website 
at www.fns. usda.gov/ora/. Information on USDA’s food assistance programs can be found at 
www.fns.usda.gov/fns/. For more information on this report, contact Victor Oliveira at victoro@
ers.usda.gov.



 

 

 

 

 

Section 5 

Community & Civic Engagement 

 

 



Buy this issue
Share on Twitter

Share on Facebook
Share on LinkedIn
Share on Google+

• Read Abstract

April 2008 | Volume 65 | Number 7
Poverty and Learning Pages 32-36 

The Myth of the Culture of Poverty
Paul Gorski

As the students file out of Janet's classroom, I sit in the back corner, scribbling a few final notes. Defeat in her eyes, 
Janet drops into a seat next to me with a sigh.

"I love these kids," she declares, as if trying to convince me. "I adore them. But my hope is fading."

"Why's that?" I ask, stuffing my notes into a folder.

"They're smart. I know they're smart, but . . ."

And then the deficit floodgates open: "They don't care about school. They're unmotivated. And their parents—I'm 
lucky if two or three of them show up for conferences. No wonder the kids are unprepared to learn."

At Janet's invitation, I spent dozens of hours in her classroom, meeting her students, observing her teaching, helping 
her navigate the complexities of an urban midwestern elementary classroom with a growing percentage of students 
in poverty. I observed powerful moments of teaching and learning, caring and support. And I witnessed moments of 
internal conflict in Janet, when what she wanted to believe about her students collided with her prejudices.

Like most educators, Janet is determined to create an environment in which each student reaches his or her full 
potential. And like many of us, despite overflowing with good intentions, Janet has bought into the most common and 
dangerous myths about poverty.

Chief among these is the "culture of poverty" myth—the idea that poor people share more or less monolithic and 
predictable beliefs, values, and behaviors. For educators like Janet to be the best teachers they can be for all 
students, they need to challenge this myth and reach a deeper understanding of class and poverty.

Roots of the Culture of Poverty Concept
Oscar Lewis coined the term culture of poverty in his 1961 book The Children of Sanchez. Lewis based his thesis on 
his ethnographic studies of small Mexican communities. His studies uncovered approximately 50 attributes shared 
within these communities: frequent violence, a lack of a sense of history, a neglect of planning for the future, and so 
on. Despite studying very small communities, Lewis extrapolated his findings to suggest a universal culture of 
poverty. More than 45 years later, the premise of the culture of poverty paradigm remains the same: that people in 
poverty share a consistent and observable "culture."

Lewis ignited a debate about the nature of poverty that continues today. But just as important—especially in the age 
of data-driven decision making—he inspired a flood of research. Researchers around the world tested the culture of 
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poverty concept empirically (see Billings, 1974; Carmon, 1985; Jones & Luo, 1999). Others analyzed the overall body 
of evidence regarding the culture of poverty paradigm (see Abell & Lyon, 1979; Ortiz & Briggs, 2003; Rodman, 1977).
These studies raise a variety of questions and come to a variety of conclusions about poverty. But on this they all 
agree: There is no such thing as a culture of poverty. Differences in values and behaviors among poor people are 
just as great as those between poor and wealthy people.

In actuality, the culture of poverty concept is constructed from a collection of smaller stereotypes which, however 
false, seem to have crept into mainstream thinking as unquestioned fact. Let's look at some examples.

MYTH: Poor people are unmotivated and have weak work ethics.

The Reality: Poor people do not have weaker work ethics or lower levels of motivation than wealthier people 
(Iversen & Farber, 1996; Wilson, 1997). Although poor people are often stereotyped as lazy, 83 percent of children 
from low-income families have at least one employed parent; close to 60 percent have at least one parent who works 
full-time and year-round (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2004). In fact, the severe shortage of living-wage 
jobs means that many poor adults must work two, three, or four jobs. According to the Economic Policy Institute 
(2002), poor working adults spend more hours working each week than their wealthier counterparts.

MYTH: Poor parents are uninvolved in their children's learning, largely because they do not value education.

The Reality: Low-income parents hold the same attitudes about education that wealthy parents do (Compton-Lilly, 
2003; Lareau & Horvat, 1999; Leichter, 1978). Low-income parents are less likely to attend school functions or 
volunteer in their children's classrooms (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005)—not because they care less 
about education, but because they have less access to school involvement than their wealthier peers. They are more 
likely to work multiple jobs, to work evenings, to have jobs without paid leave, and to be unable to afford child care 
and public transportation. It might be said more accurately that schools that fail to take these considerations into 
account do not value the involvement of poor families as much as they value the involvement of other families.

MYTH: Poor people are linguistically deficient.

The Reality: All people, regardless of the languages and language varieties they speak, use a full continuum of 
language registers (Bomer, Dworin, May, & Semingson, 2008). What's more, linguists have known for decades that 
all language varieties are highly structured with complex grammatical rules (Gee, 2004; Hess, 1974; Miller, Cho, & 
Bracey, 2005). What often are assumed to be deficient varieties of English—Appalachian varieties, perhaps, or what 
some refer to as Black English Vernacular—are no less sophisticated than so-called "standard English."

MYTH: Poor people tend to abuse drugs and alcohol.

The Reality: Poor people are no more likely than their wealthier counterparts to abuse alcohol or drugs. Although 
drug sales are more visible in poor neighborhoods, drug use is equally distributed across poor, middle class, and 
wealthy communities (Saxe, Kadushin, Tighe, Rindskopf, & Beveridge, 2001). Chen, Sheth, Krejci, and Wallace 
(2003) found that alcohol consumption is significantly higher among upper middle class white high school students 
than among poor black high school students. Their finding supports a history of research showing that alcohol abuse 
is far more prevalent among wealthy people than among poor people (Diala, Muntaner, & Walrath, 2004; Galea, 
Ahern, Tracy, & Vlahov, 2007). In other words, considering alcohol and illicit drugs together, wealthy people are more 
likely than poor people to be substance abusers.

The Culture of Classism
The myth of a "culture of poverty" distracts us from a dangerous culture that does exist—the culture of classism. This 
culture continues to harden in our schools today. It leads the most well intentioned of us, like my friend Janet, into 
low expectations for low-income students. It makes teachers fear their most powerless pupils. And, worst of all, it 
diverts attention from what people in poverty do have in common: inequitable access to basic human rights.

The most destructive tool of the culture of classism is deficit theory. In education, we often talk about the deficit 
perspective—defining students by their weaknesses rather than their strengths. Deficit theory takes this attitude a 
step further, suggesting that poor people are poor because of their own moral and intellectual deficiencies (Collins, 
1988). Deficit theorists use two strategies for propagating this world view: (1) drawing on well-established 
stereotypes, and (2) ignoring systemic conditions, such as inequitable access to high-quality schooling, that support 
the cycle of poverty.

The implications of deficit theory reach far beyond individual bias. If we convince ourselves that poverty results not 
from gross inequities (in which we might be complicit) but from poor people's own deficiencies, we are much less 
likely to support authentic antipoverty policy and programs. Further, if we believe, however wrongly, that poor people 
don't value education, then we dodge any responsibility to redress the gross education inequities with which they 
contend. This application of deficit theory establishes the idea of what Gans (1995) calls the undeserving poor—a 
segment of our society that simply does not deserve a fair shake.

If the goal of deficit theory is to justify a system that privileges economically advantaged students at the expense of 
working-class and poor students, then it appears to be working marvelously. In our determination to "fix" the mythical 
culture of poor students, we ignore the ways in which our society cheats them out of opportunities that their wealthier 
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peers take for granted. We ignore the fact that poor people suffer disproportionately the effects of nearly every major 
social ill. They lack access to health care, living-wage jobs, safe and affordable housing, clean air and water, and so 
on (Books, 2004)—conditions that limit their abilities to achieve to their full potential.

Perhaps most of us, as educators, feel powerless to address these bigger issues. But the question is this: Are we 
willing, at the very least, to tackle the classism in our own schools and classrooms?

This classism is plentiful and well documented (Kozol, 1992). For example, compared with their wealthier peers, poor 
students are more likely to attend schools that have less funding (Carey, 2005); lower teacher salaries (Karoly, 
2001); more limited computer and Internet access (Gorski, 2003); larger class sizes; higher student-to-teacher ratios; 
a less-rigorous curriculum; and fewer experienced teachers (Barton, 2004). The National Commission on Teaching 
and America's Future (2004) also found that low-income schools were more likely to suffer from cockroach or rat 
infestation, dirty or inoperative student bathrooms, large numbers of teacher vacancies and substitute teachers, more 
teachers who are not licensed in their subject areas, insufficient or outdated classroom materials, and inadequate or 
nonexistent learning facilities, such as science labs.

Here in Minnesota, several school districts offer universal half-day kindergarten but allow those families that can 
afford to do so to pay for full-day services. Our poor students scarcely make it out of early childhood without paying 
the price for our culture of classism. Deficit theory requires us to ignore these inequities—or worse, to see them as 
normal and justified.

What does this mean? Regardless of how much students in poverty value education, they must overcome 
tremendous inequities to learn. Perhaps the greatest myth of all is the one that dubs education the "great equalizer." 
Without considerable change, it cannot be anything of the sort.

What Can We Do?
The socioeconomic opportunity gap can be eliminated only when we stop trying to "fix" poor students and start 
addressing the ways in which our schools perpetuate classism. This includes destroying the inequities listed above 
as well as abolishing such practices as tracking and ability grouping, segregational redistricting, and the privatization 
of public schools. We must demand the best possible education for all students—higher-order pedagogies, 
innovative learning materials, and holistic teaching and learning. But first, we must demand basic human rights for all 
people: adequate housing and health care, living-wage jobs, and so on.

Of course, we ought not tell students who suffer today that, if they can wait for this education revolution, everything 
will fall into place. So as we prepare ourselves for bigger changes, we must 

• Educate ourselves about class and poverty.
• Reject deficit theory and help students and colleagues unlearn misperceptions about poverty.
• Make school involvement accessible to all families.
• Follow Janet's lead, inviting colleagues to observe our teaching for signs of class bias.
• Continue reaching out to low-income families even when they appear unresponsive (and without assuming, if 

they are unresponsive, that we know why).
• Respond when colleagues stereotype poor students or parents.
• Never assume that all students have equitable access to such learning resources as computers and the Internet, 

and never assign work requiring this access without providing in-school time to complete it.
• Ensure that learning materials do not stereotype poor people.
• Fight to keep low-income students from being assigned unjustly to special education or low academic tracks.
• Make curriculum relevant to poor students, drawing on and validating their experiences and intelligences.
• Teach about issues related to class and poverty—including consumer culture, the dissolution of labor unions, 

and environmental injustice—and about movements for class equity.
• Teach about the antipoverty work of Martin Luther King Jr., Helen Keller, the Black Panthers, César Chávez, 

and other U.S. icons—and about why this dimension of their legacies has been erased from our national 
consciousness.

• Fight to ensure that school meal programs offer healthy options.
• Examine proposed corporate-school partnerships, rejecting those that require the adoption of specific 

curriculums or pedagogies.

Most important, we must consider how our own class biases affect our interactions with and expectations of our 
students. And then we must ask ourselves, Where, in reality, does the deficit lie? Does it lie in poor people, the most 
disenfranchised people among us? Does it lie in the education system itself—in, as Jonathan Kozol says, the savage 
inequalities of our schools? Or does it lie in us—educators with unquestionably good intentions who too often fall to 
the temptation of the quick fix, the easily digestible framework that never requires us to consider how we comply with 
the culture of classism.
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washington viewpoint
By Ron Smith Ron Smith is APHSA’s director 

of legislative affairs.

How do you break the cycle of 
poverty and create economic 

opportunities for people, particularly 
young people, to overcome obstacles to 
achieving a better standard of living? 
This question has been at the forefront 
of American policymaking for years. 

It has never been easy for people 
living in abject poverty to escape, 
regardless of how motivated they 
might be. In recent years stagnant 
wages; the decline of unionization of 
the private work force; insuffi  cient 
subsidies for child care, housing, 
transportation, and food; skyrocketing 
college tuition; changing family com-
position; and a lack of employment 
opportunities have made it increas-
ingly more diffi  cult to fi nd upward 
mobility and escape from poverty.  

The federal government—along 
with its state counterparts—spends 
billions of dollars every year trying to 
assist people in poverty to meet their 
day-to-day needs. Virtually all of that 
money is focused on addressing the 
consequences of poverty, not avoiding 
poverty in the fi rst place, or fi nding 
a viable path to gainful, sustain-
able employment, a key pathway out 
of poverty. Policymakers trying to 
develop programs to “end poverty” 
cannot possibly be successful 
without fi rst having an understanding 
of the causes of poverty. The under-
lying causes of poverty and the 
consequences of poverty are often dif-
fi cult to distinguish.  

Government programs designed 
to address some of the underlying 
symptoms of poverty (drug abuse, 
violence, lack of employment opportu-
nities, poorly performing educational 
institutions, homelessness, and 
hunger, to name only a few) have been 
enacted for years and yet the rate of 
those living in poverty continues to 
grow. During the 2007 to 2011 period, 
42.7 million people or 14.3 percent of 
the U.S. population had incomes below 

the poverty level.1 In 2011, more than 
100 million people lived in households 
that received some kind of low-income 
government assistance; spending on 
these programs at the federal, state, 
and local levels combined now exceeds 
$1 trillion annually.2

Exactly what role government 
should play in assisting people in need 
is an issue for which very diff erent 
views of government collide. Many 
believe that one of the most funda-
mental responsibilities of government 
is to provide assistance to those in need 
while others take the viewpoint that 
such assistance discourages personal 
eff ort and responsibility.

However, there does seem to be one 
issue that most policymakers agree 

upon. While education is not a panacea 
to eliminating poverty, it is a critical 
factor in helping people obtain gainful 
employment and earn a living wage. 
The history of our national policies 
seems to indicate that policymakers 
feel that having access to education is a 
suffi  cient governmental response. Yet 
experience should tell us that having 
access to education, absent other life 
supports, is not enough. Children who 
go to school hungry, live in substan-
dard housing, lack proper medical 
care, and are abused or neglected, 
particularly in their fi rst two years 
of life, are not capable of reaping the 
full benefi ts of an education. Dropout 
rates of 16- to 24-year-old students 
who come from low-income families 

Preventing Poverty
Proper funding for early childhood education is but one prong of an attack on poverty.
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are seven times more likely to drop 
out than those from families with 
higher incomes. However, the problem 
starts earlier than that. Forty percent 
of children living in poverty are not 
prepared for primary schooling.3 

Investment in early childhood can 
have immense benefits. During this 
year’s State of the Union address, 
President Obama said:

Study after study shows that the 
earlier a child begins learning, the better 
he or she does down the road. But here’s 
the thing: We are not doing enough to 
give all of our kids that chance. 

Most middle-class parents can’t afford 
a few hundred bucks a week for private 
preschool. And for the poor children 
who need it the most, the lack of access 
to a great preschool education can have 
an impact on their entire lives. And 
we all pay a price for that. This is not 
speculation.

Study after study shows the achieve-
ment gap starts off very young. Kids 
who, when they go into kindergarten, 
their first day, if they already have a 
lot fewer vocabulary words, they don’t 
know their numbers and their shapes 
and have the capacity for focus, they’re 
going to be behind that first day. And it’s 
very hard for them to catch up over time.

Logic would argue that if educa-
tion is the key to avoiding poverty, 
and that early pre-school learning is 
a major factor in determining how 
well students do in school years later, 
dedicating more resources to early edu-
cation should be highly desirable.

As a society, however, we have been 
reluctant to invest in early educa-
tion even knowing that there is clear 
evidence it plays a major role in helping 
individuals escape poverty as adults. 
There are a number of reasons for 
this. Americans like to think that this 
country is the land of opportunity and 
that any individual who really wants to 
escape poverty can do so if they “just 
try hard enough” (pull themselves up 
by their bootstraps, as it were).  

It is my experience that when people 
resolutely believe that something 
core to their beliefs is true, the more 
evidence there is that it is not true. We 
want to believe that people living in 
the worst communities of our inner 

cities can get the education and/or 
training necessary to make a living 
wage—if they would only dedicate 
themselves and show some personal 
responsibility. We want to believe that 
the American Dream is alive and well 
and that anyone can succeed regard-
less of the fact that the vast majority 
of children born in poverty will never 
experience anything else.  We believe 
that America is the land of plenty while 
one in six people suffers from hunger.4

A classic example of the belief that 
poverty is caused by an individual’s 
behavior is Charles Murray’s book, 
Losing Ground.5 Murray sees success 
as something everyone has an oppor-
tunity to achieve. He reviews 30 years 
of federal antipoverty programs and 
notes that they’ve generally failed. He 
concludes from this that since gov-
ernment programs haven’t worked, 
poverty must not be caused by social 
factors. Instead, Murray argues, 
poverty is caused by failures of indi-
vidual initiative and effort.  What 
Murray fails to understand is that a 
set of policies designed to mitigate 
the effects of poverty cannot prevent 
poverty. Consequently, just because we 
have not eliminated poverty does not 
mean that these programs have failed 
or that they are not worth funding.

In March 1964, President Lyndon 
Johnson famously declared war on 
poverty. That war resulted in the 
creation of numerous programs that 
still exist today in the form of food 
stamps or the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP); Head 
Start; Medicaid; the Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, 
and Children; school breakfast 
programs; federal aid for poor schools 
and students; housing assistance; 
and the former Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children, now Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). 
These programs have been highly suc-
cessful in helping people cope with 
their poverty, but they are not designed 
to prevent people from going into 
poverty, or to even to help them find a 
way out.

Successfully addressing the issue of 
poverty involves more than addressing 
the accumulation of individuals’ 
needs. Any strategy designed to help 
people out of poverty must include a 

broader scope of solutions that take 
into account how economic factors and 
other social systems really work. Just 
like Murray’s viewpoint that the lack of 
individual responsibility is a core cause 
of poverty is overly simplistic; so, too, 
is the viewpoint that if we invest more 
resources in current human services 
we could make enormous strides in 
reducing poverty. Simplistic answers 
to complex questions are generally 
wrong.

What policymakers from President 
Johnson to those in power today 
seem never to realize is that a series 
of individual programs, regardless of 
how well-intended, cannot provide a 
solution. We have tried that approach 
and it did not work.

A holistic approach that addresses 
a much broader range of issues is 
required. We need a strategy that 
recognizes and embraces the fact 
that poverty exists because entire 
communities lack the economic 
infrastructure to provide adequate 
employment opportunities, access to 
public transportation, safe housing, 
crime protection, access to good 
food supplies, and available medical 
facilities. A holistic approach also 
recognizes that social infrastructures 
contribute to poverty. Young children 
need to be able to attend early learning 
centers to prepare them for elementary 
school. They need adequate nutrition. 
Their schools need the equipment and 
materials to support a modern cur-
riculum. They need to be able to get 
to school safely and have after-school 
programs where they can be safe until 
there is a responsible adult at home to 
take care of them. Our justice system 
that places a higher priority on punish-
ment over rehabilitation needs to be 
reformed. People with drug addictions 
need psychological and medical assis-
tance to get sober.  

The relationship between family 
composition and poverty cannot 
be ignored. A holistic anti-poverty 
strategy needs to address the issue of 
children being raised in families that 
lack at least one parent, if not two. 
Children need to have role models to 
guide them toward a better life and 
to instill in them the self-confidence 
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to expect success. Families with 
female heads of household are four 
or five times more likely to live in 
poverty than conventional households 
with both parents living at home.6 
According to The Economic Policy 
Institute, half of the jobs in the United 
States pay less than $34,000. Poverty 
among families with children headed 
by single mothers exceeds 40 percent.7 
Families that have two parents 
working have a much better chance of 
living above the poverty line.  

Conventional efforts to fight poverty 
in America are not working and have 
not worked. Despite billions of dollars 
invested in human service programs, 
poverty remains intractable. The 
Pathways strategy adopted by APHSA 
calls for designing new, prevention-
focused systems that address not 
just the immediate problems facing 
individuals, but the long-term, core 
contributing factors of poverty. The aim 
of Pathways is to convince policymakers 
to design sustainable, new approaches 
that not only address individual needs, 
but solutions that involve a broader 
range of community-based institutions. 

Poverty has always been a difficult 
issue for policymakers. The chal-
lenges that poverty presents are well 
understood. Being able to reverse the 
trend of people living in poverty is 
going to take more than the President’s 

universal pre-K initiative, more than 
extending the current TANF and SNAP 
programs, more than simply reautho-
rizing the Child Care and Development 
Block Grant, and more than extending 
the Workforce Investment Act, all 
initiatives currently before Congress. 
Reversing the trend of people living in 
poverty is going to require new policies 
that are integrated and outcome 
based, that focus on prevention, and 
that encompass the totality of forces 
working to keep people impoverished.    

At a recent hearing on welfare 
reform, David Reichert (R-WA), chair 
of the U.S. House of Representatives 
Ways and Means Committee 
Subcommittee on Human Resources, 
said, “The status quo is simply not good 
enough. Spending more money on 
current programs is not good enough. 
Reforming programs so they spend 
smarter to achieve better outcomes is 
what we should always seek.”8 Amen to 
that.  
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the identification and promulgation 
of Evidence Based Practice Models. 
Cloud-computing solutions allow these 
models to be deployed quickly and 
seamlessly across multiple systems, 
affording users the ability to track 
and manage through dashboards 
with simple drag and drop capabili-
ties. When delivered with fidelity and 
monitored for deviation (positive or 
negative), managers can benchmark 
partner performance and identify and 
replicate effective service delivery 
while simultaneously uncovering and 
fixing what is not working. Beyond 

the management level, interoper-
ability through cloud-based tools 
also contributes to cross-functional, 
team-based approaches to solving 
problems for individuals and families. 
Interoperability allows agencies and 
practitioners to work in collabora-
tion to efficiently obtain a 360-degree 
view of the client and his/her family, 
ensuring there are no gaps between 
referrals or duplication of services and 
providing an early-warning system 
for timely and effective deployment of 
prevention and intervention services. 
This intelligence moves agencies from 

a counting mentality to measuring 
outcomes, allowing us to move from 
anecdote to evidence.  

While transactional efficiency was a 
critical first step, I am encouraged even 
more by the transformational initia-
tives that are starting to take hold. I 
believe this will truly move the needle 
by revealing correlations between 
effective service delivery (cost) and 
meaningful, measurable impact in our 
communities (benefit).  

Adrian Bordone is the co-founder of 
Social Solutions Global.
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While those who engage in service‐learning and its associated forms of higher education civic 
engagement are surely concerned that their students make needed contributions to the communities in 

which they are involved, the primary interest of higher education has been, not surprisingly, on what 
students learn and not on what communities gain. Lately, concern has been increasing both inside and 
outside of the academy that our efforts at civic engagement should do a better job of serving our 

communities (Sandy & Holland, 2006; Blouin & Perry, 2009; Stoecker & Tryon 2009). Those who stress 
mutuality with community partners, and who want to place more emphasis on what students 
accomplish with them, struggle to figure out just how to make such aims reality. Herein we make 

suggestions for moving in this direction. 

What is needed, first, is a fundamental shift in how community is viewed. 

The term “community” is invoked by nearly everyone involved with civic engagement. However, the 

trend of pointing service‐learning projects at individuals rather than communities often lessens impacts 
on the larger societal structures. The history of most higher education civic engagement, particularly 
service‐learning, has been largely a history of individual students providing individual services to 

individual clients of service organizations. The bread and butter of service‐learning—tutoring programs, 
after‐school programs, literacy programs, and the like—all tend to favor individuals and rarely turn their 
focus on the community as a whole. 

To participate in improving our communities, this individualistic understanding of “community 

engagement” must be transformed. Community needs to be viewed as the collective and complex set of 
systems that it is. However, this is just the beginning if we want our higher education civic engagement 
to result in deeper improvments in our communities. There are practical changes that also must take 

place in what we do. These have to do with design and part ic ipation 

The Community  Impact Pyramid 

Pyramids are  structures that have been 
associated with the beginning of recorded 
history. Their endurance over time rests on 

the stability of their design. The peak of the 
pyramid—the ultimate achievement, is only 
possible because of the strength of the base.  

And the “taller” the achievement we want, the 
broader and more stable the base must be. 
This is a fitting structure from which to 

reconsider higher education civic engagement. 



2 
 

From a broad and strong base of community development principles and practices, to the participatory 
relationships that must be in place to implement those principles, grow strategic designs that achieve 

crucial changes in communities. This may be an unusual way to think about our civic engagement 
practices, so it deserves some explanation.   

  Community Development as Base 

What is community development and why does it provide the base of the pyramid? Community 
development is a set of principles and practices for changing communities. Any issue you can imagine in 

a typical community—safety, education, poverty, justice, and many others—provides the basis for the 
community development approach. Community development workers help people solve collective 
problems, from getting clean water to building new housing to starting new businesses.   

What is most important about the work of community development, however, is that it treats the 

community as a  social  system. Community development workers do not build houses for people. 
They do not dole out individual services to individuals. They instead engage the members of the 
community in determining what issues they want to take on, collectively developing plans and strategies 

for tackling those issues, and then even doing the actual work (Rubin & Rubin, 2007). We want to make 
clear that we are emphasing a form of community development that builds the leadership and power of 
those who have been most excluded and are the most vulnerable, not the form led by government and 

corporate officials. This is most similar to various community organizing approaches that grow from the 
work of Saul Alinsky (1969; 1971).  

Within such a framework, two challenges face higher education service‐learning models that emphasize 
individuals serving individuals. The first is that giving services to individuals risks breaking their existing 

network bonds by changing the power and skill levels of community members randomly. As some 
members of the community receive services, and maybe then better jobs, they may leave the 
community. While the individual got help, the community as a whole was harmed. The second challenge 

is that simply providing services to individuals risks disempowering them. Effective civic engagement will 
support community members in harnessing their collective capacity to solve their own problems with 
minimual outsider assistance. 

A community development approach to service‐learning starts with a collective focus on an issue or 

problem, and an assumption that inequalities of power, not just deployment of assets, is at the root of 
the problem. Thus, any intervention must take those realities into account, moving us beyond an 
individual client service orientation of civic engagement.    

Working in the community, then, means working with the community as a system. And that means 

understanding the community. We begin by asking who is in the community—is it an urban 
neighborhood, a rural  area, an identity group, people who share a problem? Who has more power and 
less power in that community? What are the factions in the community? What is the community 

culture? We could send students out to test the water in the creek, but if they find it’s full of pollutants, 
will the homeowners who live along the creek be thankful to learn they are being poisoned or will they 
be worried that our civic engagement will wreck their property values? Will the residents who fish the 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creek, partly because they are too poor to pay for food, be able to find another option for sustenance? 
We could send students into another community of Hmong and Mexican immigrants to do ESL training, 

but only work with the Mexican residents because the course sponsoring those students is from the 
Spanish department. What happens to the power structure in the community as one group of residents 
develop English‐speaking skills while another group is excluded from such services? Does the chance for 

inter‐ethnic conflict in the community 
increase? 

Whether we might be an educational 
specialist, a biologist, a political scientist, 

or a recreation studies professor, we must 
attend to these community development 
issues. When we send our students “into 

the community” what they do will 
reverberate through that community 

system, and we are responsible for 

those consequences. So we must 
understand the community and its power 
dynamics before we act.   

It is important to understand that, except 

in rare cases, the teachers who want the 
kids to read better, or the social workers 
who want the poor people to eat better, or 

the city official who wants people to shoot at each other less, are not the community in the sense that 
they are usually not directly experiencing the issue. The kids, the undernourished, and the people 
shooting and being shot at, are the communities in these cases. The social workers might be a 

community if they are trying to solve their own problems, but not when they are trying to solve 
someone else’s problem. The community consists of the people whose lives are directly affected by the 
issues at hand, and the community organizations that they control. Interacting with these people are 

outsider organizations—educational organizations, service organizations, funders, and others controlled 
by those outside of that very specific community. Some of those outsider organizations may have bridge 
people—those who come from the community and work for that outsider organization but do not 

control the organization (Stoecker, 2005). All of these outsiders are certainly worth engaging, along with 
all the other people from the outside who want to help, but the perspective of community development 
requires that the people who are actually experiencing the problem play a leadership role in resolving 

the problem. This goes against our cultural resistance to recognizing power divisions in society, and 
small rural communities are especially reluctant to seei such divisions, so such an approach must be 
built carefully and sensitively.   

All good civic engagement, then, starts with the principles of good community development, such as 

those espoused by the Community Development Society (2009): 

Outsider 
organization 

 

The people 

with the  issue 

Outsider 
organization 

Community 
organization 

Community 
organization 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 Promote active and representative participation toward enabling all community members to 
meaningfully influence the decisions that affect their lives. 

 Engage community members in learning about and understanding community issues, and the 

economic, social, environmental, political, psychological, and other impacts associated with 
alternative courses of action. 

 Incorporate the diverse interests and cultures of the community in the community development 
process; and disengage from support of any effort that is likely to adversely affect the 

disadvantaged members of a community. 

 Work actively to enhance the leadership capacity of community members, leaders, and groups 
within the community. 

 Be open to using the full range of action strategies from education to political mobilization to 
work toward the long‐term sustainability and well‐being of the community. 

As we can see, this approach completely shifts the locus of higher education civic engagement. Now, 

instead of asking what volunteer experience I can find for the students in my Introduction to Sociology 
course to help them better learn the course content, I start by asking what issues exist in this 
community that my students and I can contribute our efforts to tackling.   

But that question cannot be answered for a specific class, and often not even for a specific professor. 

When we start from a community development perspective, before we send our students out to do 
things, we first have to build the community relationships on which we can design a community‐based 
strategy to fit those students. 

  Participatory Relationships 

Community development, as with most things,  is fundamentally about relationships. Once we 

understand that, the rest falls into place. If we start with treating the community as a community—and 
remember that can be a small group of people with a shared issue, but is not a group of people doing 
something for someone else—our very first task is building relationships. It might be useful to start 

developing these relationships with a few 
trial projects, keeping in mind that these 
should be developed with community 

members so that the focus on community 
goals is not lost.  .   

A little bit of homework will help us find 

groups—ideally community‐controlled 
groups—with which we think we may have 
some compatibility. For those who are 

trained in community development, or the 
more specific skill of community organizing, 

Community 

Relationship

s 

Communit

y Action 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it may be possible to identify a group of people who are not yet a community, but have a common issue, 
and work with them to build  their own relationships as well.   

Those academics who really like a challenge begin from scratch—looking for issues in communities 

that have been neglected or ignored. Often, in such a case,  the process of participatory relationship 

building  begins with an interview—finding out what an organized group in a community is trying to 

accomplish.  Some community organizers call this a one‐to‐one or a relat ional  meeting (Chambers 

and Cowan, 2004).  A one‐to‐one conversation is about getting to know people in the community 

context—what do they like about their community, what do they dislike about it, what do they do in the 
community, what would they like to change about their community. For those of us in higher education, 
as we engage in the conversation, we start listening for places where our skills may be of value. If I’m an 

education profession and someone says “we really need better schools here” my ears start to perk up. If 
I’m a political scientist and someone says “if we only had a better council member…” my wheels start 
turning.  And I start focusing my questions—finding out more about that issue.   

One such interview usually isn’t enough. While one person may really care about the schools, maybe  no 

one else does. Finding a good issue to work on can be a long and arduous process. 

The easier path is to look for groups already working on an issue. But this has its own challenges 
associated with it. Regrettably, social service agencies are often no better than academic institutions at 

engaging with communities in  ways that empower community members as a col lect ive . 
Coalitions often hold the greatest promise, because they frequently include at least one group actually 
controlled by the constituency being targeted. Here the one‐to‐one interview can be with an entire 
group. 

Beware, however, that most of these groups are not looking for the academics’ advice. Too many 

academics enter such meetings thinking they are going to tell people what they should eat, or who they 
should vote for, or otherwise unload their book expertise on them. Such an approach is a non‐starter.  
What people want is our walk, not our talk. They want to know how good our listening skills are, and 

whether we can deliver on what they say they want, rather than on what we say they should want. The 
kinds of questions that best elicit such things are questions asking people about what they are doing, 
what is working for them, what is not working for them, where they think they are heading, what 

capacity gaps they are experiencing. Questions are always better than answers at  

relat ionship‐bui lding.    

Those participatory relationships then form the basis for trial projects. These will be small and focused 
actions. They will not be about sending students out to fill volunteer hours, but will focus on 
accomplishing an actual goal that the community has defined. Such projects, do‐able in a single term, 

allow everyone to test the developing relationship without risking too many of their own resources.  
This model is now being called project‐based service‐learning  (Chamberlain, 2003; Coyle et al., 2005; 
Draper 2004) 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It is worth pointing out here that we are not talking about the students maintaining these relationships.  

This   is  about the relat ionship work that the faculty need to do.  Among the complaints that 

our community partners are most vocal about is the absence of relationships with faculty (Sandy & 

Holland, 2006; Blouin & Perry, 2009; Stoecker & Tryon 2009). If the most we can muster is to send some 
anonymous students out to ask for volunteer work without ever showing up ourselves, many 

community groups migh prefer that we keep our students in the classroom. 

The intractible challenges facing the communities that we should be working with will not be solved in a 
single term. A single term project can be a value to the community, but the true potential of an effective 

project can only be realized when it is part  of  a   longer term strategy.   It is one thing to pull away if 

the initial project fails. But if it succeeds, then the principles of community development say that you 

should be prepared to commit for the  long haul .  A long‐term commitment is not always 

required, especially if the community development project is being fully managed and led by others and 
they just need some short‐term research or technical assistance support. But if the academic starts off 
being central to the project, then they will probably remain so and need to follow‐through on that 

commitment. This is where it is important to understand and engage in strategic design. 

  Strategic Design 

The concept of strategic planning has started creeping into higher education in recent years, but too 
many of those planning processes have been controlled by administrators rather than by the people 
who would have to actually implement the resulting plans. In the case of communities trying to 

overcome the external causes and internal effects of oppression and exploitation, and in a community 
development context, the ideal process takes on an entirely different and much more participatory 
character. 
 
You may have heard of things like logic models (W. K. Kellogg Foundation, 2004), too. While we agree 
with some of the logic of logic models, their imposition on communities has usually resulted in 

community members seeing them as a bunch of boxes to be filled in, rather than a plan to be 

developed. Not to mention the fact that those complex logic models get ignored as soon as the first 

unpredicted program even occurs. A good strategic design process is  much s impler,  much more 

f lexible, and much more al ive (University of Wisconsin Extension 2008).    

Here again it is important to point out how different this is from the frequently occurring process of 
higher education civic engagement where a faceless faculty member sends out anonymous students to 
descend on unsuspecting community organizations that haven’t been consulted before the students 

shows up.   

In the strategic design process, the professor’s course takes a back seat for the moment and the focus is 
on the community issue. What does the community want to change? What do they need to accomplish 
the change? What help is needed from outsiders? What help can the higher education institution 

provide? What help can other outsiders provide? 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To some extent it is in the strategic design process where academics can help the most. Most 
communities, even when they have the skills, lack the capacity to do all the research necessary to make 

effective strategic design decisions. Skilled 
researchers, in contrast, make up a good 
number of higher education faculty and staff. 

And there are at least three crucial places 
where research is needed in a community 
design process (Stoecker, 2005). The first place 

is in diagnosing a community issue. The 
community says it has a youth crime problem. 
How much crime is there? Of what kinds? Who 

is being affected? At what times? With what 
consequences? Answering such questions—
providing an effective diagnosis—is crucial for 

the next research step. That next step is coming 
up with a prescription. If the crime is after 
school, then that involves a different potential 

set of interventions than if it is late at night.  In 
either case, the community needs to gather 

information on possible strategies for addressing the situation, and have criteria for choosing a strategy 

to try. 

Once the group has designed its prescription, it needs to find the resources to put it into play.   Ideally, 
the design of the prescription should take into account the resource environment, but even when it 

does, those resources still have to be mobilized. It is in this part of the strategic design process where 

the difference between an academic‐driven process and a community‐driven process  is  

most apparent.  An academic‐driven process asks only what I can do with my course. A community‐

driven process asks what parts  of   inst itutions are needed to accomplish the community 

goals. It is likely that the community will need multiple parts of the institution through the life‐cycle of 

the project. Some groups of students can help with the diagnostic research, others with the prescription 
research. Other students may contribute their labor to the actual intervention. And yet others can assist 
with the third crucial research need—the evaluation.   

The most important part of strategic design is building in a feedback process to know quickly and 

frequently whether the project is moving toward or from its goals. To learn whether the project is 
moving toward or away from its goals, evaluation is essential. Note, though, that while evaluation is 
important in this sense, it is not important as an end in itself. If the goal is community change, then the 

evaluation should help achieve the change, not just find out whether any has occurred. This means that 
the evaluation starts when the action starts, to help it adjust along the way. 

Community Impacts 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The top of the pyramid is community impact—stronger,  safer,  more powerful ,  happier 

col lect iv it ies of  people,  not simply having 500 students put in 20 hours each of required volunteer 

time without being directed towards a larger goal. For those who have done their reading on evaluation 

methodology (Patton, 1997), sending students to do volunteer work is an output—not an impact; it is  a 
strategy that can be directed toward an impact. As such, the strategy is most meaningful if those 
students are being deployed consistent with a strategic design that knows what they are supposed to be 

accomplishing.  Those accomplishments we call outcomes—specific documentable changes in the 

community. Impacts are the accumulated consequences of  the outcomes.  Getting 20 

students to coordinate a restorative justice program is an output. Getting those students to successfully 
carry out a strategic design of organizing youth into community development teams that reduces their 

own crime rate is an outcome.  Reducing the overall crime rate as a result of various crime‐diminishing 
strategies and activities, and ending up with stronger relationships and a happier community, are 
impacts.   

Achieving such impacts is an ongoing,  coordinated, year‐round,  long‐term team effort.  It 

can’t be done by one class over one term except in rare cases. It may seem entirely impractical to ask 
higher education faculty to become part of such a process. And yet, many of us have done exactly that—
worked with a community year‐round, plugging students into specific parts of the project through 

courses, independent studies, and even the occasional paid position.  

All this may sound daunting, and it is clearly a challenging process. But the point is not about doing it 
perfectly. It is about thinking differently, thinking about a community‐driven, system‐oriented approach 
versus a campus‐driven individual oriented one; thinking of larger, longer term action, done in a highly 

participatory manner that involves ongoing evaluation and redirection. So next we provide a couple 
examples of how we can move toward putting this model into practice. Neither example attempts to 
show a perfect implementation of the model, and thus each illustrates both potential strategies and 

challenges to implementing this new approach. 

Case Studies 

1.  Developing an information service program for Madison 

Randy Stoecker, Katherine Loving, Nicole Gilbertson, and Molly Reddy 

This project began with a University of Wisconsin‐Madison academic staff member—Katherine Loving—
and a professor—Randy Stoecker, partnering with Eric Howland of the nonprofit information technology 
support provider DANEnet. DANEnet did not have the capacity to meet all the needs for computer 

support for the many nonprofits in Madison. Our partnership hoped to create a sustainable system for 
engaging skilled students in the process of meeting some of those needs.   

We began in the fall of 2007 with a small group of about a half dozen organizations, identified through 
our professional networks, interested in nonprofits and computer technology. They helped us design a 

study of nonprofit information technology needs, beginning with a survey of 500 nonprofit organizations 
asking them about their information technology needs and their interest in a student‐based program 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trying to help meet those needs. Sixty‐five organizations responded. Randy, Katherine, and Eric, 
supported by a small sub‐grant, then co‐taught a student seminar that did more in‐depth research with 

the 65 groups and options for meeting their information technology needs. Fifteen students—a mix of 
graduate and undergraduate students, enrolled in the course. Most students then conducted in‐depth 
interviews with the 65 organizations, completing interviews with 30 of the groups. A smaller group 

studied a student‐based computer support program serving students, faculty, and staff at the university, 
along with DANEnet itself. At the end of the semester we had a written report and organized a 
community event to which we recruited the organizations that had been involved in the study. Students 

presented their findings, and then we engaged the organizations in a planning process to design the 
actual program. Essentially, then, we completed both the diagnostic research—understanding the 
organizations’ needs—and the prescriptive research—analyzing two methods for meeting those needs—

in the same semester. 

The organizations were interested in obtaining personal face‐to‐face service and having the same 
person working with them long‐term. So we decided to create a system of pairing students and 
organizations. The organizations also accepted the reality that we could not guarantee a student for 

longer than a single semester.  We focused on accomplishing specific technology projects rather than 
providing on‐call trouble‐shooting, and emphasized capacity building of the organization staff rather 
than simply supplying them with finished products. An organization that wanted to update its website, 

for example, would get a student to help with the updating in a way that also involved educating one or 
more staff on the process of maintaining the site after the student left.   

We began implementing and evaluating the program in the fall of 2008, surveying area nonprofits to 
learn of specific possible information technology projects. We settled on website development as a 

prime need. We also attempted to recruit students skilled in website design, offering them each 1 credit 
for an approximately 40‐hour commitment that included 10 hours of training and 20 hours of actual 

project work. In the end we had four students each partnering with one organization. We required 
students to blog regularly on their progress and meet with student program coordinators in order to 
catch challenges as quickly as possible. We had a fifth organization and student, but realized that neither 

the student nor the organization was prepared for the commitment required to complete the project.   

Even though Randy, Katherine, Eric, and three part‐time student coordinators spent more than 800 
hours attempting to coordinate four 20‐hour projects, we had only one project that was a clear success 
by the end of the semester. To date, two of the projects have not succeeded because of technical issues.  

Clearly, we had chosen projects that were too complex. Based on these evaluation results, the next 
semester we focused on Web 2.0 projects—helping organizations develop a Facebook presence, or a 
YouTube video, or a blog, that did not require original coding and intense design work. We were able to 

increase our capacity to 11 organizations and 11 students, but still put in over 800 hours of program 
management time. We also intensified our evaluation efforts—tracking students’ progress even more 
carefully and frequently than before—to greater success.   

Our community development goal in this project was to increase the capacity of Madison area 

nonprofits to more effectively use information technology. We believed that, in doing so, we would 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increase their capacity to do their work and thus improve the community in general. In this case, our 
target community was the nonprofits themselves, since they were the ones experiencing the technology 

problems. Our diagnostic research focused on the technology challenges they faced and our prescriptive 
research focused on strategies for engaging students in meeting those challenges. Neither of these 
research processes prevented us from making mistakes, but our evaluation research prevented us from 

repeating mistakes.    

2.  Addressing Obesity in South Bend 

  Mary Beckman & Bethany Cockburn 

In 2004, two individuals from the local American Heart Association board, a staff member of the 
University of Notre Dame’s Office of Human Resources, and a member of the University’s Center for 
Social Concerns who is also a faculty member in Notre Dame’s Economics and Policy Studies department 

called together local organizations that had an interest in addressing the growing incidence of obesity 
locally, particularly in low‐income areas of the city. The initial gathering resulted in what has come to be 
known as the Reducing Obesity Coalition, or ROC. ROC grew to 30 local organizations, including 

universities, businesses, and health and other nonprofits. Its original mission was to “promote healthy 
lifestyles…through the prevention and reduction of overweight and obesity….”. 

In what can be identified as the group’s effort to diagnose the problem, ROC applied for and obtained a 
community‐based research grant from Notre Dame’s Center for Social Concerns soon after it formed. 

The research focused on the level of access to healthy food options that low‐income families residing on 
the predominantly low‐income and minority west side of South Bend experienced. The study also aimed 
to assess the willingness of these consumers to purchase healthier food if they had better choices. The 

grant required a team approach to the research that drew expertise from the academy and from 
community partners, and involved undergraduates and graduate students.  

The results of the study led to new activities toward meeting ROC’s goals. Several different groups, 

including local health coalitions, requested to learn more about the study. As a result, the primary 
academic investigator and undergraduates working with the project gave presentations to local health 
experts and community members. The presentations inspired a new west side farmer’s market, several 

healthy cooking demonstrations by a culinary group and the Health Department at a local health fair and 
at other venues, and community gardens. Furthermore, data from the study have been requested and 
used by a number of organizations, and continue to be requested to assist related projects. For example, 

both the YMCA and the Health Department sought and made use of the results of ROC’s study, and ROC 
data has been requested for inclusion in program evaluations of a health project at a local homeless 
shelter and a summer youth sports program.  

In the fall of 2008, ROC revised its mission statement, created goals and objectives, and wrote operating 

principles. ROC created an advisory board, and crafted its membership to better reflect ethnic, gender, 
and occupational diversity. 

The work of ROC provides an important comparison to the community impact pyramid. ROC attempted 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to see the bigger community development picture from the start, though it did not define its work as 
community development per se. Though there was not a single over‐riding strategic plan that brought 

together disparate activities, considered how they might fit together, and evaluated them as a single 
strategy from a community development standpoint, ROC did take opportunities to evaluate its efforts 
and rethink its direction, as exemplified in the revision of its mission statement. It also attempted to 

develop a diverse membership, even though those who were likely to be most impacted by obesity were 
not specifically sought out for participation.  

More to do…. 

As university and college educators, we engage in service in our local communities. We do research that 
assists area non‐profits. We ask our students to contribute to community organizations in ways that are 

respectful of off‐campus partners and make positive contributions.  

Generally, our efforts are individually meaningful. They enable children to read better, those with 
physical disabilities to reach health clinics, and individuals in jail to get their GEDs.  

Yet our efforts along these lines are disparate. They do not necessarily lead to changes that get at root 
causes, such as the problems with the school system or the lack of decent jobs for parents that results in 

children needing extra help with school work.    

What we are attempting to describe here is an evolving framework for getting at those deeper causes.  
Doing so does not mean that our students won’t tutor children in reading or prisoners in high school 
math. But if they do, it will be as part of an integrated broader strategy to address the deeper issues in 

our schools and communities. Teachers and students alike would be able to have confidence that the 
service they are doing is not only helping one individual but is assisting a larger enterprise that is aimed 
to improve the situation for all those affected by the issue. And that may mean doing tutoring in a very 

different way. 

We believe this work can be successful, however slow it is and however foggy the path toward it may 
be—because many voices will be in the process—determining the goals, evaluating, redirecting, and 
addressing the large and small pieces along the way. The many voices support a solidarity among those 

at all levels of privilege, and provide the variety of skills and sensibilities needed to sustain the vision.   

The examples provided above shift the orientation of higher education civic engagement from one that 
is driven by the campus, its needs and its self‐understanding, toward one that sees university 

participation as one element in a broad‐based effort for the benefit of the entire community. The 
involvement of faculty and students follows a community‐led direction, of which the university 
community is only one participant. Student and faculty involvement occur in response to the large 

agenda identified by a diverse coalition, rather than by a faculty member’s class or scholarship interests.     

We believe others are engaged in similar efforts and experiments. We look forward to joining with them 
in helping this framework evolve. 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k(no)w poverty? Week of Service Participants' Contact
                 Information

Students
First Name Last Name Email
Haven Barnes hab0020@tigermail.auburn.edu
Sarah Bignault seb0050@tigermail.auburn.edu
Steven Breaux smb0073@tigermail.auburn.edu
Tristan Brown tjb0038@tigermail.auburn.edu
Tate Butler tdb0022@auburn.edu
Ricky Campbell rlc0033@tigermail.auburn.edu
Briana Carter brc0018@auburn.edu
Trevor Cofer tlc0019@tigermail.auburn.edu
Grant Copeland gzc0012@tigermail.auburn.edu
Jake Dennis jyd0001@auburn.edu
Jonathan Dismukes jed0027@tigermail.auburn.edu
Ruth Dismukes rbd0009@auburn.edu
Peyton Domning mpd0007@auburn.edu
Alexander Ellison aje0014@tigermail.auburn.edu
Ben Fowler bsf0006@tigermail.auburn.edu
Jonathan Funk jmf0034@auburn.edu
Katherine Gamble kmg0040@auburn.edu
Joshua Gardner jtg0028@auburn.edu
Timothy Guice twg0007@tigermail.auburn.edu
Jack Hadley jjh0030@tigermail.auburn.edu
Emily Hale ebh0005@tigermail.auburn.edu
David Hall dah0024@tigermail.auburn.edu
Steven Hough smh0047@auburn.edu
Avery Jones atj0009@auburn.edu
Kenny Keever kjk0024@tigermail.auburn.edu
Davis Kelly dgk0006@tigermail.auburn.edu
Auburn Kelton alk0022@auburn.edu
Jessica Knezha Jrk0016@tigermail.auburn.edu
William Mack wsm0011@auburn.edu
Robert Medlin rpm0015@tigermail.auburn.edu
Kelly Merrell kmm0075@tigermail.auburn.edu
Christopher Moody cmm0080@tigermail.auburn.edu
Kacie Moran knm0021@tigermail.auburn.edu
Brandon Morris blm0026@tigermail.auburn.edu
Justin Nail jmn0020@tigermail.auburn.edu
Sara Odom seo0004@tigermail.auburn.edu
John Parrish jmp0064@tigermail.auburn.edu
Nicholas Pate ntp0003@tigermail.auburn.edu
Margaret Powell map0041@tigermail.auburn.edu
Cheyenne Redus cnr0009@tigermail.auburn.edu
Chase Richburg csr0014@auburn.edu
Hunter Russell har0010@tigermail.auburn.edu



Claire Schortmann ces0054@tigermail.auburn.edu
Jon Simmons jms0098@auburn.edu
Victoria Sims vgs0005@tigermail.auburn.edu
Shelby Smith sas0054@tigermail.auburn.edu
Carly Stagg ces0063@tigermail.auburn.edu
Evan Stegner ems0029@auburn.edu
Emily Strobaugh ees0026@tigermail.auburn.edu
Pierce Thompson pat0007@tigermail.auburn.edu
Wesley Walker wnw0003@tigermail.auburn.edu
Hailee Walls hmw0020@auburn.edu
Micah Waters mpw0013@tigermail.auburn.edu



Community Partners & Speakers
First Name Last Name Email Phone Organization

Azeem Ahmed aza0026@tigermail.auburn.edu -
AU Honors College 
(student)

Melissa Baumann mjb0041@auburn.edu (334) 844-5860 AU Honors College   

Tim King tak0003@auburn.edu (334) 844-4978
AU Center for 
Community Service

Jennifer Lolley jrl0006 @ auburn.edu (334) 707-6512 Ecology Preserve

Renée Maurer rmaurer@foodbankofeastalabama.com (334) 821-9006
Food Bank of East 
Alabama

T.C. McLemore tmclemore@alabamapossible.org (205) 939-1408 Alabama Possible

Lisa Pierce lisa@arm-al.org (334) 501-4276 Alabama Rural Ministry
Kristina Scott kscott@alabamapossible.org (205) 939-1408 Alabama Possible

Mark Wilson wilsom3@auburn.edu (334) 844-6198
Civic Learning 
Initiatives, AU College 
of Liberal Arts

Carole Zugazaga zugazcb@auburn.edu (334) 844-2879
Alabama ARISE, 
Alabama Possible
& AU College of Liberal 
Arts
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