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Cross-National Results for Teens and Adults
Also Point to Greater Inequality in the United
States

Inequality in language/reading skills at ages
four and five is greater in the United States than
in other comparable countries.

Average reading scores of U.S. children from
different SES groups—and the gaps between
them—change relatively little between
kindergarten and eighth grade.

Over time, achievement gaps emerge between
low- and high-SES children who start school
with the same level of reading ability—high-
SES children always develop an advantage,
whether they start with high, average, or low
ability in kindergarten.
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Proficiency in mathematics fades as family
background becomes less advantageous:
children from the highest-status families are
much more likely to master mathematics skills
than those from the lowest-status families.

Proficiency in reading skills also fades as family
background becomes less advantageous:
children from the highest-status families are
much more likely to master reading skills than
those from the lowest-status families.

Inequality of opportunity in mathematics skills
at age fourteen is indicated by the gap in test
scores for equally ranked individuals across
socioeconomic groups.

Inequality of opportunity in reading skills at
age fourteen is indicated by the gap in test
scores for equally ranked individuals across
socioeconomic groups.

Inequality of opportunity in mathematics skills
at ages five and fourteen is indicated by the gap
in test scores for equally ranked individuals
across socioeconomic groups.

Inequality of opportunity in reading skills at
ages five and fourteen is indicated by the gap in
test scores for equally ranked individuals across
socioeconomic groups.

Children whose parents have a high school
education or less are the largest group in the
United States. This is also the case in the United
Kingdom and Australia, but not in Canada,
where parents with at least some postsecondary
education make up the largest group.

Over one in five children in U.S. families with
low-educated parents were born to a teen
mother, but only three in one hundred in high-
educated households.

Children in the United States are the least likely
to be living with both biological parents.
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Although all four countries have many
immigrant parents, in the United States children
of the least-educated parents are the most likely
to have an immigrant parent; because of
selective immigration policies, the reverse is
true in Australia and Canada.

In the United States children are more than four
times as likely to be living with a mother in
poor or fair health in households with low
education compared to those living in high-
educated households. Though the U.K. story is
similar, this gradient is not at all as strong in
Australia and Canada.

Highly educated parents are much more likely
to read to their children every day. However,
Canadian parents with low education read to
their children as often as highly educated
parents from the other three countries.

Incomes of high-educated families in the United
States are 1.8 times as large as in middle-
educated families and three times as large as in
low-educated families. Income differentials are
markedly smaller in the United Kingdom and
Canada, and particularly in Australia.

In the absence of government taxes and
transfers, child poverty would be as high in the
other countries as it is in the United States.
However, government benefits do more to
reduce poverty in the other countries than they
do in the United States.

Gaps in language and reading skills at age five,
by parental education, are largest in the United
States.

Gaps in social and emotional development at
age five are largest in the United Kingdom, but
in each country are smaller than gaps in
cognitive development.

Gaps in health at age five are largest in the
United States and the United Kingdom.
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U.S. families face a “middle-class squeeze,”
with medium-SES mothers working the longest
hours but having a lower share of children in
preschool than high-SES mothers.

Achievement gaps by parental education are
largest in the United States.

Primary school children in the United States
watch more television than children in other
countries, and this is most marked among those
of lower socioeconomic status.

Low-SES children in the United States are more
likely to have a novice teacher than their higher-
SES peers, and the differential is greater than in
other countries.

Rates of grade repetition are much higher in the
United States than elsewhere and are noticeably
greater among low-SES children.

Average reading scores of children from
different SES groups—and the gaps between
them—change relatively little between
kindergarten and eighth grade.

Children with very high reading scores in
kindergarten tend on average to “regress to the
mean”—to fall back slightly—by eighth grade.
Conversely, children with very low scores in
kindergarten tend to improve their relative
position over the period.

Only 60 percent of the SES reading gap we
observe in eighth grade can be attributed to
differences in ability present in kindergarten: 40
percent is due to the fact that children from
different SES groups do not follow common
trajectories after kindergarten.

Over time, achievement gaps emerge between
low- and high-SES children who started school
with the same level of reading ability. High-SES
children always develop an advantage, whether
they started with high, average, or low ability in
kindergarten.
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Diverging trajectories are found in math as well
as reading. Low-SES children who start school
with average or advanced math skills do not
progress at the same pace as their high-SES
counterparts.

Salaries for primary school teachers are above
the salaries of comparably educated workers in
Canada and nearly on par in the United
Kingdom and Australia, but they are seriously
behind in the United States.

Employment and weekly hours of work for
parents of four- and five-year-olds vary by SES
in all four countries

SES gaps in language and reading skills and
mathematics skills at age five are largest in the
United States

SES gaps in social and emotional development
at age five are generally smaller than the SES
gaps in cognitive development

SES achievement gaps at age five are largest in
the United States

SES achievement gaps at age seven/nine are
also largest in the United States

SES achievement gaps at age eleven are also
largest in the United States

Many children change their position in the
distribution of reading scores between
kindergarten and eighth grade: almost half of
the lowest achievers early on escape the bottom
quartile over the period, and a similar
proportion of the highest early achievers drop
out of the top quartile by eighth grade.

The United States is not alone in seeing
divergence by SES among children who had the
same ability levels earlier in childhood. SES-
group differences in initial achievement are
very important in all three countries, but they
cannot account fully for the gaps we observe in
reading at age eleven.
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