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This executive summary compiles research on the consequences of rising inequality for America’s education. The complete findings are published in
Whither Opportunity? (Russell Sage and Spencer Foundations, 2011).
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Income Inequality and
Children’s Attainments
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this growing test score gap has translated into

of the most affluent and poorest American
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families stems primarily from economic and
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parents. Since education has been the dominant pathway to upward socio-economic
mobility in the United States, the growing
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in how much parents can spend on their

to result in increased income inequality in
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future generations and hinder the intergen-

the 20 percent of parents with the highest in-
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their children. In 2005-06, the correspond-

families have much higher reading achieve-

ing inflation-adjusted difference in enrich-

ment than those from bottom quintile fami-

ment expenditures was $7,500. Spending dif-

lies, are more engaged in school, and exhibit

ferences are largest for enrichment activities

fewer behavioral problems.

such as music lessons, travel, and summer
camps. Differential access to such activities
may explain the gaps in background knowl-

Schools

H

edge between children from high-income
families and those from low-income families
that are so predictive of reading skills in the
middle and high school years.

its public schools to level the playing field for children born into

different circumstances. However, all of the

A second mechanism is time. High-income

gaps in achievement and behavior between

parents spend more time in literacy activities

high-income and low-income children were

with their children than low-income parents.

larger in grade 5 than they were in kinder-

Most disparate is time spent in “novel” places

garten. George Farkas (chapter 4) shows that

– other than at home, school, or in the care

this pattern continues through high school.

of another parent or a day care provider. In

Residential segregation by income, which in-

her chapter, Meredith Phillips documents

creased during the 1980s, is one critical rea-

that between birth and age six, children from

son schools have not been able to level the

high-income families spend an average of

playing field. Increased residential segrega-

1,300 more hours in novel contexts than chil-

tion by income has resulted in an increase in

dren from low-income families. Finally, eco-

the segregation of children from low-income

nomic insecurity and concerns about safety

families into schools not attended by children

take a toll on the mental health of low-income

from more affluent families. A consequence

parents, especially those living in high-crime

is that children from low-income families are

neighborhoods. Depression and other forms

much more likely to have classmates with low

of psychological distress profoundly affect

achievement and behavior problems than are

parents’ interactions with their children.

children from more affluent families.

Differences in income, in time, and in stress

At least two kinds of peer effects hinder the

all contribute to differences in school readi-

effectiveness of schools serving high con-

ness. On average, children from top quintile
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centrations of low-income children. First,

of student mobility. Moreover, the negative

children with behavior problems reduce the

effects apply to students who themselves are

achievement of their classmates. Second, as

residentially stable as well as to those who are

Stephen Raudenbush, Marshall Jean, and Em-

not. The likely mechanism is the disruption

ily Art document in chapter 17, urban fami-

of instruction caused by the entry of new stu-

lies living in poverty move frequently, and as

dents into a class.

a result of school sorting by socioeconomic

Teacher quality is another major factor con-

status, children from poor families are espe-

tributing to the weak academic performance

cially likely to attend schools with relatively

of students in high-poverty schools. Schools

high rates of new students arriving during the

serving high concentrations of poor, non-

school year. Children attending elementary

white, and low-achieving students find it dif-

schools with considerable student mobility

ficult to attract and retain skilled teachers.

make less progress in mathematics than do

In their chapter, Donald Boyd and his col-

children attending schools with a low level
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favor schools in neighborhoods with higher-

Several chapters in the volume document

income residents and less violent crime. The

that consistently high-quality schooling

net result is that the nation’s most economi-

improves the life chances of children from

cally disadvantaged children are much less

low-income families. The authors agree that

likely than children from affluent families to

effective schools are characterized by an or-

be taught by skilled teachers. Moreover, the

derly and safe environment, an intense focus

high rate at which teachers leave high pover-

on improving instruction, frequent assess-

ty schools reduces the payoff to investments

ments of students’ skills and rapid interven-

in improving teachers’ skills and also hinders

tions as needed, and substantial increases in

the coordination of instruction among teach-

instructional time. Authors present evidence

ers that characterizes effective schools.

on whole school reform efforts and charter
schools that have been effective in improving the achievement of low-income children.
The chapters by Roland Fryer and his col-

Policy Responses

T

leagues (chapter 23) and by Harry Brighouse

he papers in the volume identify sev-

and Gina Schouten (chapter 24) provide dif-

eral promising areas for policy inter-

fering judgments about the promise of par-

ventions. As Charles Nelson III and

ticular system-level education policies for

Catherine Sheridan explain (chapter 2), im-

promoting and sustaining schools that serve

proving the learning environments of poor

low-income children well.

children during the early years of life when

***

developing brains are especially sensitive
to external stimuli is especially important.

In summary, as the incomes of affluent and

Recent evidence about the effects of high-

poor American families have diverged over

quality center-based child care and universal

the past three decades, so too have the edu-

pre-K programs are promising. In contrast,

cational outcomes of the children in these

Frank Furstenberg sees the track record of

families. Test score differences between rich

programs aimed at improving parenting skills

and poor children are much larger now than

as generally disappointing. One exception is

thirty years ago, as are differences in rates of

the nurse home-visitation program, in which

college attendance and college graduation.

nurses pay repeated home visits to high-risk,

Only if our country finds a way to reverse

first-time mothers.
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