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Despite being touted as the land of opportunity, social mobility in the United States has become increasingly elusive:

where you start out in life strongly determines where you end up.  This social reproduction—essentially staying in the

same social class as one’s parents—is made worse by the legacy of racial segregation. Two-thirds of African-American

families will start off in the nation’s poorest neighborhoods and still be in this same set of neighborhoods a generation

later, compared to only 40 percent of white families.  As one consequence of these trends, poor African-American

children in Baltimore have lower odds of escaping poverty than in any other city in America.

Sandtown-Winchester, a predominantly black neighborhood in West Baltimore, sits firmly among the poorest of

neighborhoods.  Eight years before Freddie Gray was killed in Sandtown-Winchester, we launched a study of Baltimore

parents and youth who had all hailed from public housing in the mid-1990s. Some of these families lived in Sandtown,

and many of the youth we interviewed over the course of the next several years shared similar experiences with Gray.

They all started off in high-poverty neighborhoods in Baltimore—most exposed to community violence and some

poisoned by lead paint—and they spent almost all of their school years in Baltimore’s distressed public education system.

But in 2015, as we watched the news coverage and listened to the public’s reaction to the uprising that followed Gray’s

death, we saw a narrow and skewed image drawn of African-American youth in low-income neighborhoods—one that

differed sharply from what we found in our fieldwork. Most of the 150 youth we interviewed were never involved in

illegal activities. Most who were 18 or older had graduated from high school or received their GED, and most of these

youth attempted postsecondary education—despite the long odds against them.

When these youth were zero to ten years old, each of their parents had signed up for a program called Moving to

Opportunity (MTO) that would enable them to move out of the projects via a housing voucher with a special stipulation

—they had to find an apartment in a low-poverty neighborhood and remain there for at least a year. Because the

program was part of a federal experiment, some of these parents won the coin flip and got the voucher, while others—

who landed in the control group—did not. Of the voucher winners, roughly 60 percent managed to move with the

program. We followed families from both of these groups to explore how the lives of young people from deeply

disadvantaged origins unfold as they approach adulthood.
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Their stories show us how social reproduction—in which children
are “stuck” in the same social class as their parents—happens.
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Their stories show us how social reproduction—in which children are “stuck” in the same social class as their parents—

happens. While most of the youth in our sample held mainstream aspirations of obtaining stable employment to be

financially independent, nearly one in five who were not in high school anymore were “disconnected”—not in college and

not working. Yet perhaps just as importantly, their stories point out how we can interrupt the intergenerational

disadvantage that runs counter to the American myth of upward mobility. We, as a society, can do better by them. In

fact, it is costly not to. A Social Science Research Center study estimates that the cost to society of disconnected youth

reached $27 billion in 2013.

In what follows, we describe three sets of policy recommendations that emerge from our research, published in a new

book, Coming of Age in the Other America (with Kathryn Edin). Taken together, these policies have the potential to

disrupt the cycle of intergenerational inequality and support youth as they try to become the adults they want to be, if

not more.

Policy Recommendations

How do we keep young people out of harm’s way, and help them grow up in safe, opportunity-rich neighborhoods? How

do we support adolescents’ quest for meaning by helping more of them grasp onto an identity project, ideally one rooted

in a web of peer and institutional supports? How can we better scaffold these youth through the postsecondary

education landscape, particularly those who feel a sense of urgency to take an expedited path to adulthood?

Expanding Neighborhood Opportunities for Disadvantaged Youth

In a country as wealthy as the United States, it should be shocking that something as simple as where a person is born—

which neighborhood, which town—can have such a dramatic impact on life. Our poorest urban families typically live in

neighborhoods with high unemployment rates, deteriorating and vacant housing, schools where few students meet basic

achievement standards, and disturbingly high rates of violent crime. African-American families are even more likely to

live in these disadvantaged neighborhoods, due to this country’s ongoing legacy of racially segregated housing policies

and practices. The neighborhood itself becomes a legacy as the next generation often finds itself in a similarly poor

neighborhood.

However, we found that a set of social policies—in our case, a housing mobility program, plus the large-scale demolition

of highly distressed public housing in Baltimore—managed to disrupt the intergenerational transmission of

neighborhood disadvantage. Beginning in the mid-1990s, most of Baltimore’s largest public housing developments were
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demolished through the HOPE VI program funded by the Department of Housing and Urban Development. While most

were rebuilt into new developments with mixed income housing, this transformation reduced the amount of affordable

housing and severed some social networks. Yet it also dispersed pockets of concentrated poverty, resulting in a nearly 30

percent reduction of high-poverty tracts in Baltimore City.

What this meant for our youth was two-fold. First, no matter what MTO group their parents had been randomly

assigned to, most moved out of the high-poverty tracts (where, on average, half of their neighbors were poor) either with

the MTO voucher or because of HOPE VI demolition. Second, their new neighborhoods, while hardly affluent, were

substantially less poor, with, on average, a poverty rate of about 25 percent. Three-quarters of the youth saw their

neighborhood poverty drop by over 30 percent. The chances that youth and their family members would be victimized

in these new neighborhoods dropped too—from almost half of the experimental group reporting that a household

member was victimized in the last six months at baseline, to about 20 percent by the final evaluation study.

This change in neighborhood can dramatically affect a youth’s life chances. Here’s how Christopher, a twenty-one-year-

old who moved from the troubled Murphy Homes high-rise project, described the transformation:
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Every day [at Murphy] you would hear a gunshot, or every day you would see somebody fighting, and you

never know, like, when is that going to happen to you, or when, you know, it was gonna be your family

member, or when you was gonna have to bear it all, just go out there and just fight a war or whatever… I think

if I wouldn’t’ve left Murphy Homes, I probably woulda been a disruptive kid… out running with people who

had a record, or maybe selling drugs, because that’s the lifestyle I was around. So I think it was a better purpose

for me to move… So I believe that my move, or my schools actually helped my life.

In the mid-1990s, the youth in our study were tightly concentrated in two main pockets of the city containing most of the

high-poverty neighborhoods. But fifteen years later, they were dispersed throughout the city, and even somewhat around

the metropolitan area. Maps 1 and 2 illustrate this neighborhood difference that Christopher reflected on. Each dot

represents where a youth lived at the time—in the census tract, not the exact address. The maps show clearly that in

2010, they are living in a much wider range of neighborhoods than where they started out from. There is still clustering

in poor neighborhoods, since this is frequently where subsidized housing is located, but some youth have landed in

neighborhoods that are working-class to middle-class.
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While the youth in our study experienced a large drop in neighborhood poverty, few ended up in the most opportunity-

rich neighborhoods and schools in the region, and many still live in areas where poverty rates and violent crime are too

high. We must do better than this. So what are evidence-based strategies that increase the chances that low-income

children can grow up in high-opportunity neighborhoods? Unfortunately, we have little empirical evidence that place-

based interventions generate significant gains for residents, and few examples of successful community development

strategies that lower poverty, decrease violence, and improve school quality without significant displacement of the

community’s original families. This does not mean that community development can’t work; rather, it means that it may

be difficult to measure the impacts of some community-based programs, while others may be hampered by the

persistence of violent crime and the absence of significant labor market investment.  However, we do have evidence

from other housing programs that have provided low-income families with the chance to live in low-poverty

neighborhoods with high-performing schools.

One strategy is to better leverage housing choice vouchers to help families reach opportunity neighborhoods.

Unfortunately, most households that receive federally funded housing vouchers live in neighborhoods that are no more

affluent than those of unassisted households that are equally poor.  There are several factors constraining their ability to

use their vouchers in more advantaged neighborhoods, including landlord discrimination against voucher holders,

access to public transportation, a short time-span to find housing, and HUD’s “Fair Market Rent” guidelines, making it

less profitable for landlords in areas with higher housing costs to participate. There are a variety of ways to reduce these

barriers, and one approach is a geographically targeted voucher program with ongoing counseling. The Baltimore

Housing Mobility Program (BHMP) has relocated over 3,000 families to high-resource suburbs since 2003. Designed as

a partial remedy for a class-action desegregation lawsuit filed against HUD and the Housing Authority of Baltimore City

in the 1990s, BHMP offers low-income black families a voucher that requires recipients to lease up in neighborhoods

that are below 10 percent poor, below 30 percent African-American and with less than 5 percent of the neighborhood’s

residents living in subsidized housing.  The program combines comprehensive counseling (housing search assistance,

credit repair, neighborhood tours, second-move support) with innovative programmatic features (like security deposits,

landlord recruitment, higher payment standards, and regional administration) to facilitate these moves.  BHMP

participants have moved from high-poverty, predominantly African-American neighborhoods with poor-performing

schools to communities where only 8 percent of their neighbors were poor, and where 75 percent were white, on average.

The quality of the local schools was much higher, and preliminary research suggests that after an initial transition period,

children’s academic achievement also improved after moving with the program.

Affordable housing in affluent neighborhoods can be created in other ways, too. One of the most famous examples comes

from New Jersey, where African-American community residents fought all the way to the state Supreme Court to build

an affordable-housing development in the middle-class town of Mt. Laurel. Built after decades of court battles, the Ethel
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Lawrence Homes is mixed-income by design, offering units to families across a range of incomes. Part of the funding for

the development came from the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program, which incentivizes investors and

nonprofit developers to add to the supply of affordable housing.  Despite the initial fears of white residents, crime rates

continued to fall and property values rose further after the opening of Ethel Lawrence. The families there benefited too.

Those moving to Ethel Lawrence (compared to those who applied for units but could not be accommodated due to

space) experienced significantly less exposure to neighborhood disorder and violence and reductions in psychological

distress.  In addition, parents were more likely to be economically self-sufficient, and children attended schools that

were higher in quality and lower in disorder.

Inclusionary zoning—where developers must include a certain percentage of affordable units for purchase or rental—is

another strategy that creates affordable housing in middle and upper-class communities to low-income families. In

Montgomery County, Maryland, such a policy has led to the construction of over 12,000 homes that are moderately

priced. The local public housing authority has purchased a portion of these homes and leases them to families whose

income qualifies them for public housing. Heather Schwartz, a researcher at RAND, found that over a five-to-seven year

period, those residing in such units saw the gap between their children’s test scores and those of their more affluent

counterparts drop by a half in math and by a third in reading.

Supporting Identity Projects

Nearly half of the youth that we interviewed had developed what we call an “identity project,” that kept them afloat

during rough times and helped many of them stay on the course toward a brighter future. These identity projects

manifest in many ways: building coops for pigeons, training to be a Police Explorer cadet, investing in a dream of higher

education, associating with Goth culture, dancing, and starting a nonprofit for adolescent girls.

Identity projects offer sources of meaning that provide a strong sense of self, and are linked to concrete activities to

which youth commit themselves.  They are often forged in direct opposition to the street, to demonstrate that youth

“are not about that life,” and that they have bigger dreams and goals to “be about something.”  We also find that identity
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Those moving to Ethel Lawrence (compared to those who applied
for units but could not be accommodated due to space)
experienced significantly less exposure to neighborhood disorder
and violence and reductions in psychological distress.
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projects help some youth avoid associations with delinquent peers and instead forge connections with similarly-minded

peers, teachers, and mentors. The origin and form of identity projects varies immensely. At their weakest, identity

projects are activities youth pursue in private—what we refer to as a “DIY” identity project, like writing poetry, tending

to pets, and making music online. Identity projects are more protective when they link youth to like-minded peers

through shared interests in the arts or music. In their most robust form, they connect young people with institutions that

have a ready-made set of concrete activities and supports, like occupationally focused themes at school, youth programs

at religious institutions, and non-profit groups that help youth learn 3-D printing and other technology. And it is when

youth form identity projects in the context of institutions that we see the strongest link with future vocational goals.

Those with identity projects were more likely to finish high school, more likely to continue on to post-secondary

education, and less likely to be involved in illegal activities (see Figure 1). Identity projects forged within an institutional

context seemed to offer an even stronger push forward, as they were twice as likely to be “on track” (working or in school)

than those with a DIY project.
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Programs which link young people up with like-minded peers and—better yet—with institutions (with their ready-made

activities, resources, and networks) work best. Those institutions most easily within reach are our public schools, as well

as youth activities sponsored by local government, such as summer jobs programs. Bella’s case highlights how adults and

activities at her neighborhood high school provided her with the structure and guidance to find an identity project and

forge a path to college. She played on the school’s basketball team and her coach’s open-door policy offered a source of

support when Bella needed a space to talk. As a side benefit, her coach gave her advice about college and how to search

for scholarships. Moreover, her coach suggested that Bella get involved in a community service club, where she read

books to students at a nearby elementary school. Bella explains how community service, and her coach’s watchful

guidance, deepened her engagement with school. “Once I got into sports and the clubs and stuff, it pretty much drew me

more into school, [gave me] the motivation to finish.” In addition, Bella’s experience in the Business and Finance

Academy at her school helped to put her on a path to college with a professional focus. She was recruited to join the

math club by a teacher, and participating in this club ignited her desire to become a certified public accountant. Even

more fascinating for her was the annual competition organized by the Entrepreneurship Program within the academy.

Over the course of a year, students had to develop a plan to start their own business and present their work to a panel of

judges. Bella won first place all three years that she competed. Now a college student majoring in business, her identity

project that she fashioned in high school helped her deepen and refine her talents. Though these activities for Bella

occurred in a school setting, the nonprofit sector can play a vital role too, through programs like the Boys and Girls Clubs

and the Police Athletic League.

To provide institutional spaces for youth to discover a passion that can become an identity project, we need to stop the

significant reductions in funding for the arts, sports, and extracurricular activities in public schools. As public school

systems have focused on boosting students’ scores in math and reading, arts education and extra-curricular activities

have withered.  This is particularly the case in schools and school districts with higher proportions of low-income

students.  In New York City’s public schools, spending on art supplies dropped from $10 million in 2007 to just over $2

million three years later.  In 2013, Philadelphia’s magnet creative and performing arts high school was forced to forego

their annual musical due to the substantial cuts to the school district. Rather than being “frills” on top of the basics of

reading and math, these are essential outlets for youth to explore what gives them meaning and what they can be

“about.” These activities can take place out of school too, but we found in our data that the institutional context is a key

element. Conducting this exploration under the guidance of a caring adult and in structured activities with peers can

make an enormous difference in whether a youth stays “on track” or ends up floundering or disconnected.

These programs can be career-oriented as well. Career Academies have shown a successful track record over the last few

decades. These learning communities (composed of about 150 to 200 students) are sited within high schools, and

organized around a career theme, such as business or health. A randomized controlled trial found significant earnings
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gains over the next eight years relative to a control group. These gains were concentrated among males, who earned

nearly $30,000 more over this time period than their control counterparts. While students in Career Academies were

not more likely to graduate from high school or enroll in college, they were 23 percent more likely to be living in an

independent household with a partner and child(ren), 13 percent more likely to be married, and 16 percent more likely

to have custody of their children than those in the control group by their mid-twenties.

Reconfiguring the Postsecondary Landscape for Success

Contrary to the media hype around twenty-somethings taking the “long road” to adulthood—some even returning home

to live with their parents after college—we found that the Baltimore youth in our study were driven by financial necessity

and a sense of a shortened life expectancy to take as quick a leap as possible into adulthood. We refer to this as

“expedited adulthood.”

But expedited adulthood leads youth into a trap. With little information and few resources, some youth trade in four-

year college dreams for the quicker path provided by trade schools and entry-level jobs. Yet their alternatives in the labor

market are bleak. The youth in our sample (particularly the males) face racial discrimination and few options, even for

those who completed high school. The jobs they manage to obtain after high school are typically low-wage and rarely

promise full-time work, but require full-time availability due to frequent shift changes. Many youth juggle multiple jobs

from temp agencies that pay far less than regular employees, and after covering transportation costs, they rarely make

enough to cover the bills. Plus, these jobs cost them their time, but do not provide the dividends of a career path, the

more satisfying work that so many seek.
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For those who opt for the higher education track, they encounter roadblocks. The timeline for a four-year degree is

perceived as far too long, uncertain, and expensive; instead they tend to make their postsecondary education decisions on

the basis of how closely linked the course of study is to a concrete occupation, and on how quickly they can finish school

and start work. Twenty-one-year-old Crystal summed up the logic of many in our study when she reflected, “So why wait

for, like, years to become something, when you can become something in like the course of a year [at a trade school]?”

Unfortunately, this strategy ends up costing them in the long-run, when quick decisions to launch mean they have to

commit to a trade before they have had a chance to explore what occupational paths really fit their abilities and

interests. This quick launch triggers a series of fits and starts as they learn the hard way what they are interested in and

how to navigate the confusing maze of community colleges and exploitative traps of for-profit trade schools. Often, they

end up in debt with no degree to show for their investment.

But it’s not just the urgency to launch that creates limited opportunities for them. They were also making higher

education choices from within a limited choice set. Like youth from all social classes, they drew their information from

their family and friends, many of whom were in or pursuing the same low-wage professions such as nursing assistants,

PHOTO BY JENNIFER KLEIN/HIGHLANDTOWN.
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phlebotomists, and security guards. As a result, of the top three schools that the youth attended, one was a for-profit

trade school, and two were community colleges. (See Figures 2 and 3.)
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Missing from the schools they considered and applied to were local four-year colleges and universities that have a record

of higher degree completion rates and lower student loan default rates. (See this table compiled by the authors and

Figure 4.)
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High school students need better information about what their options are after graduation so that they can compare

how various post-secondary options stack up against one another. This includes learning about the average time to

completion, costs (including the real cost to the student after grants), job placement rates, and average wages in the

occupation. Currently, at least in Baltimore’s public high schools, this is not happening as much as it should.

One successful strategy that can be replicated is the College Coach Program (CCP).Implemented in twelve Chicago

public high schools, counselors encouraged students to make concrete postsecondary plans and met with students one-

on-one and in groups to build rapport and trust. They walked through the college application process step by step with

both students and their families. Students from schools with the College Coach Program were 13 percent more likely

than those without coaches to enroll in college and were 24 percent more likely to attend a non-selective four-year

college than a two-year college.24
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For students who do not want to or are not ready to matriculate directly to four-year colleges, community colleges can

be improved to better serve their needs and increase their degree-completion rates. We suggest four strategies, three of

which are adopted from a study of “ideal type” private occupational colleges by sociologist James Rosenbaum and his

colleagues.  First, community colleges should take a hands-on approach to helping students make informed choices,

including clearly outlining course requirements, job placement rates, and salary expectations. Second, focusing on a few

programs that are carefully “packaged” can prevent students from enrolling in extraneous courses that waste time and

dollars. Third, community colleges should explicitly prepare students for the job search, with resume writing and

interview-skills workshops and job fairs. Finally, students frequently drop out of community college because they become

discouraged by taking remedial courses that do not count toward their degree. Florida now administers the college

placement test to high school juniors so that they can be assigned coursework to address their skill gaps in their senior

year.

In addition, we have to consider what kind of labor market low-income young people are entering, whether it is directly

from high school or after some postsecondary education. The weakening of unions, offshoring, and technology-based

changes in skills that reward those with a college degree have weakened the prospects of unskilled and semiskilled

workers. Expanding the EITC, especially for those without dependent children, is one way to make work pay, as is

increasing minimum wage. But a focus on work conditions—especially involuntary part-time employment and

unpredictable hours isa fundamental need as well.

Formal apprenticeships are another approach, albeit one used more often in other countries like Germany. In 2015, the

Department of Labor (DOL) distributed $175 million to forty-six programs that plan to train more than 34,000 new

apprentices over the next five years in manufacturing, but also in health care, information technology and other high-

growth fields. Los Angeles’s OpenTech is designed to train “at-risk” youth for jobs in biotechnology and other high-

growth technology fields. A consortium in Nevada will create apprenticeships in advanced manufacturing for gaming

technology and electronic cars.  Philadelphia Works has designed a curriculum to bolster literacy and math skills to

prepare youth coming from underperforming schools for careers in information technology and behavioral

health.  More innovation, along with rigorous evaluation, should be focused in this area.

Conclusion

Social reproduction is not inevitable. We know enough about effective programs to act now. Policies that offer low-

income families affordable housing in opportunity-rich neighborhoods, provide youth with a range of programs in

schools and other settings so they can pursue their interests, and give low-income young adults affordable post-
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secondary education with concrete avenues to stable jobs can help launch youth out of poverty as they move into

adulthood. To not act on these policies is at best an expensive folly; at worst, it is intentional neglect.

These changes can happen at multiple levels and some are already in the pipeline. Housing mobility programs that

help households to use the housing choice vouchers in areas of opportunity are in effect in the Baltimore metropolitan

area and elsewhere, but we need to increase these efforts. We should expand the Housing Choice Voucher Program by:

requiring that a share of housing vouchers in each housing authority be used in opportunity neighborhoods; aggressively

recruiting landlords in these areas; using small area Fair Market Rents to allow for higher rents in more middle-class

neighborhoods; and offering counseling to families before, during and after moves. The recent Supreme Court ruling,

Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs v. Inclusive Communities Project, as well as the Affirmatively

Furthering Fair Housing rule from HUD, have strengthened the hand of fair housing organizations that push for LIHTC-

funded and other affordable housing to be built in communities that are not poor and racially-segregated.

To not act on these policies is at best an expensive folly; at worst,
it is intentional neglect.
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Supporting identity projects for more youth like Bella can only happen if we stop cutting the budgets of struggling school

districts—whether these are in rural, suburban, or urban areas—to the bone. A school that is merely a warehouse where

students learn to test well in reading and math will not help many youth find the inspiration and meaning necessary to

stay motivated in school and move forward into adulthood. But as municipalities hit the ceiling of how much property

tax revenue they can generate, and as many state legislatures are reluctant to increase education spending to pre-

Recession levels, public schools with large shares of low-income children are left in a real quandary with little “extra” to

offer students in terms of creative and performing arts, sports, and extra-curricular academic programming. Nonprofit

organizations and neighborhood recreation centers have continued to provide out-of-school activities, but what they

have to offer is dependent on municipal budgets and the whims of funders.

Integrating programs which effectively and comprehensively inform high school students about their choices after

graduation is a necessary step toward making their launch into adulthood less haphazard. Complementing this

information with peer and mentor supports, along with making higher education affordable is vital for youth who do

well in school and want to pursue a degree in higher education, but who may be the first in their family to do so. We

PHOTO BY JENNIFER KLEIN/PARK HEIGHTS.
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have to figure out how to minimize the traps in higher education as well. The closing of the for-profit educational chain

of Corinthian College last year signaled the need to hold these institutions accountable. The federal government’s

introduction of the “gainful employment rule” illustrated one way of holding such institutions accountable and

preventing them from preying on students who are in vulnerable financial situations, by making bogus promises about

jobs and trapping them in debt with little to show for it.  

We can do more for youth who are striving to accomplish educational milestones and enter occupations their parents

only dreamed of. While people in Sandtown-Winchester and across Baltimore made their outrage known in the wake of

Freddie Gray’s death, much of the media inaccurately depicted the potential of youth from poor neighborhoods. We know

that their range of paths into adulthood can be as diverse as youth anywhere. But to enable them to reach their potential,

we have to provide them with expanded neighborhood opportunities, support for identity projects, and a roadmap to

navigate their postsecondary transitions.

 

Cover Photo: Jennifer Klein/Park Heights.
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