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handicapping children born w poorer, tess educated parents. Marterial
deprivation—poor nutrition, inadequate health care, EXpOsue to envi-
ronmental risks like lead paint—can have powerful long-term effects on
children’s intellectual and emotional development.” Conversely, several
high-quality experimental studies have shown that simply giving poor
families money can improve the academic and social performance of
their kids—money macters.” Even ideal parenting cannot compensate
for all the ill effects of poverty on children, and even incompetent par-
enting cannot nuilify all the advantages conferred by parental afffuence
and education.

Thar said, the best scientific evidence confirms that the patrerns of
parenting iiluscrated by our three Atlanta families represent broad trends
across America. The disadvantages facing poor kids begin early and run
deep, and are firmly established before the kids ger to school—which is
the subject of the next chaprer.

Chapter 4

SCHOOLING
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FOR DECADES, ORANGE COUNTY, CALIFORNIA—HOME TO
Richard Nixon, Disncyland, Botox, and The Real Housewives of Orange
Connty—connoted wealthy, white, conservative suburbia. Picrure-
perfect cities lined the coast and multimillion-dollar beach homes glit-
tered in the famously year-round sunshine. Sandwiched between Los
Angeles County to the north and San Diego County\‘ito the south, it was
the epicenter of escapist luxury and trophy wives on raw-food diets.
That image has, however, been gradually aitered by large-scale de-
mographic changes over the last 40 years. Since 1970 the population of
Orange County has more than doubled to over 3 million peopie. The
county is now the sixth most populous in the country and, in absolute
numbers, the sixth most rapidly growing. Immigration explains much of
that growth, prompting one observer to call Orange County “the Ellis
Island of the twenty-fisst century.”! By 2013, 46 percent of the county’s
population spoke a language other than English at home.? Latino immi-

grants today make up more than a third of the population {up from only
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15 percent in 1980) and account for nearly half of the county’s K~12
students.

Orange County includes 34 incorporated cities, many of them
worlds apart. As one local demographer puts it, “You have areas of pov-
erty and areas of areat affluence and Jess of a middle.”? Laguna Beach,
for exampe, is 91 percent non-Hispanic white, with a per capita income
of $84,000, whereas Santa Ana, the county seat, just 20 miles away; is
95 percent Hispanic {50 percent foreign-born), with a per capita income
of $17,000,

Most Latinos in Orange County live in the impoverished cities
of the inland valleys of the northern half of the county, ameng them
Santa Ana. A 2004 report by the Nelson A. Rockefeller Institute of
Government identified Santa Ana as the Most Troubled Ciry in America
because of its high unemployment, high poverty rate, undereducated
population, and crowded housing. Latinos in Orange County are more
likely to live not only in poverty but also amidst street violence and gang
activity, Santa Ana alone is home to 29 street gangs.*

However, many upwardly mobile middle-class Latinos {mostly
second- or third-generation descendants of immigrants) are moving rap-
idiy from impoverished Latino areas in Los Angeles and Orange County
into formerly white Orange County communities. Between 1990 and
2010, the percentage of Latino residents in each of the county’s pre-
dominantly white, afluent cities increased. In norch Fullerton, the home
of Cal State Fullerton, where the median household income was roughly
$100,000 in 2012, the percentage of Latinos more than doubled from
about 10 percent to 25 percent. Though Fullerton is far from the most
opulent part of Orange County, the draw for these Latinos is clearn
high-quality schools, a thriving economy, and increasingly rich cultural
pluralism.

The net result of these demographic transitions is that economic
inequality within the Latino community in Orange County has grown
significantly during the past four decades, just as it has within the black

community in Adanta. The percentage of Latino families living on less
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than $25,000 a year {in inflation-adjusted dollars) neasly doubled be-
rween 1970 and 2010, from 13 percent to 25 percent, ar the same time
that the percentage living on more than $100,000 a year rose from 12
percent to 17 percent. In short, Orange County is now home to more
impoverished Latinos and more affiuent Latinos.”

This inequality is also reflected in Orange County schools. Consider
two high schools that “input” measures (see Tabte 4.1) suggest are sus-
prisingly similar: Troy High School in Fullerton and Santa Ana High
School. Spending per pupil at the two schools is comparable, for exam-
ple, as are the scudent-teacher ratios, the number of guidance counselors,
and two standard measures of teacher quality: formal education and
experience. Troy offers a richer menu of extracurricular activites than
Santa Ana, but, as we shall see, private fund-raising explains thar differ-
ence, not unequal investment by the school districts. On the measures
most obviously controlied by school systems—spending, teacher quan-
tity and quality, and counseling—the two schools seem broadly similar.

What is decidedly »er similar about these two schools, however,
are their student populations, as measured by poverty rates, ethnic
backgrounds, English proficiency, and even physical fitness. Santa Ana
students are overwhelmingly poor and Latino and heavily Spanish-
speaking, whereas Troy students come from ethnically diverse, eco-
nomically upscale backgrounds. More suiking still are the contrasts in
the “cutpu” measures of the two schools—graduarign rates, statewide
academic and SAT test scores, truancy and suspénsimlE rares. Stadents at
Santa Ana are four times more likely than students at Troy to drop oug,
roughly ten times more likely to be truant or suspended, and only one
third as likely to take the SAT. If they do take the SAT, on average they
score in the botrom quartle nationwide, whereas the average SAT taker
at Troy scores in the top 10-15 percent.

In this chapter, we will meet children from two Mexican American
families with firsthand experience of these twe'schools: Iszbella and
her parents, Clara and Ricardo, who live in north Fullerton, just a few

blocks from Troy High; and Lola and Sofia, two sisters who were raised
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by their grandparents in central Santa Ana, just a few blocks from Santa
NP -

Ana High.® Their stories reveal a grear deal about how the crosscurrents

of family, economics, ethnicity, and schools infiuence kids' opportuni-

ties,

.

Table 4.1: Characieristics of Troy and Santa Ana High
Schools, 2012

Troy High Santa Ana )
- Schoot, High Schooi,
! Gity Fullerion

. saﬁta Ana

| Student body size o 2585 3229
Schoot | Spending per pupil ' 810326 $9,928
Resources Teachers’ average yaars of service . 149 15.

. Teachers with Wr;;gg:""kéudegree o B69% : 59%

. Student-teacher ratio . 26:1 : 27:1

* Guidance counselors 5 7

Sperts/afts/%ané&é‘gé extracurricular T

: activities ‘ 34 ‘ 16
Student Students eligible for free/reduced price T
Community - iunch (based on family poverty) 14% 84%

 Latino ethnicity 23% - 98%

" Limited English proficiency T 4% 47%

i Passed 6/6 fitness tests - 70% 32%
Quicomes . Graduation rate o e3% . 73%

: California state Academic Performance .

: index (AP (cut of 1,000} 927 . 650

| AP compared o all California Top i Bottom

~high schools 10% 20%

~ Students who take SATs T 65% ‘ 20%

: Average SAT © 1917 1285

i Truancy rate T 2% ©33%

- Suspensions per 100 students 3 : 22

 Ovarall ranking.among all 67 Orange ST

| County high schools? 3 N 4
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{Clara, Ricardo, and Isabella

Clara and Ricardo, both in their 50s, grew up in the 1970s in an im-
poverished Hispanic ghetto in South Central Los Angeles. By the 1990s
they had become successful professionals, and in search of safe neigh-
horhoods and stellar schools they moved wo Fullerton with their grow-
ing family (Michae!, now 27; Isabella, now 20; and Gabriel, now 15}
Today they live in a large ranch-style house on a peaceful cul-de-sac and
are well integrated into the Orange County middle class. To reach the
house, we drive up into the hills, past palm trees, upscale shopping pla-
z2s, and Spanish colonial-style homes. Its a mostly upper-middle-class
Anglo neighborhood, and the Latinos who live here tend to be even
more affiuent than their white neighbors.® “Peaple here are friendly and
rrusting,” Isabella will Tater cell us, “because it’s a safe area.”

We meet in the comfortable living room, facing glass doors opening
ontec a patio, a serene blue pool, and a colorful garden. Picrures of Isa-
bella in dance costumes accent a grand piano. The adjacent dining room
provides a calm space for conversation and homework, an environment
that served as a refuge from Troy High School, which all three children
artended and where, Clara reports, you can feel quivers of anxiety, as
kids compete for the highest SAT scores and spots ar Harvard, Sranford,
and NYU. Her kids have had a very different experience growing up
here than Clara and Ricardo had growing up a generation ago in South
Central LA

Clara and her twin brother, Francisco, were born and raised in a
small Mexican village. Their father had come to California on his own
as 2 bracero railway worker during World War I, and when Clara and
Francisco were eight, he brought his enzire family (the twins, their
mother, and two older siblings) as legal immigranes to Los Angeles. Be-
cause family resources were scant, they settled first in Watts, a poverty-
stricken, gang-ridden, mostly black neighborhood. As light-skinned
Hispanics they swod out, and Clara has vivid memories of being chased

bome by black kids from school through a darkened freeway underpass.
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That said, she also recalls that she and her brother were occasionally
shepherded home by friendly black teachers. Seeking greater safety, the
family moved around South Central and southeastern Los Angeles,
always in poor, mostly Latine neighborhoods. “We grew up in a com-
munity W:herc it was low-income, lots of drugs,” Clara says, adding that
many of her classmates in junior high and high school were “fried” from
habirualiy sniffing glue.

Latino gangs—whom Clara calls “cockroaches”™—dominated the
schools thar she and her brather attended.

We witnessed the initiation of {would-be] gang members, where they
get beat up badly by the gang members, The word is “courted.” You
get courted into the gang, and they time it for twe to three minutes,
and you're not supposed w fight back. If you fall down, they'll hurt
you more, so it shows that youre tough i you're up, bloodied and
bruised, both girls and boys. Back then it was just fistfights and
maybe bats from time to dme. Nowadays to ger initiated into these
gangs, they shoot people in the community, even innocent bystand-

ers. | am ashamed of it as part of our culture.

Now a pediatric social worker, Clara has well-formed ideas about
why gang culture took hold in the schools she attended. “T think it
comes from the lack of family cohesion,” she says, “Many families in the
communiry were dysfunctional.”

Clara’s parents, neither of whom bad gone beyond the third or fourth

rade in Mexico, gave their kids lots of support and modeled a strong
work ethic. They stressed the impormance of doing well in school, and
even though they had ne idea whar college was, they encouraged Clara
and Francisco to become professionals. The children were sheltered from
financial suess. Clara recalls that their father did occasionally take them
to pick strawberries on weekends to help make ends meet, but even so
she did not think of her family as poor. Her older siblings were politically
and culturally sophisticated, and she grew up going o foreign films, dis-

cussine literature, and, she savs, “listening to Bob Dvlan and Joan Baez.”
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Clara and her brother Francisce attended schools in LA that she
describes as “very rough,” bur the two were outstanding students and
received strong, even loving support from their teachers, both black and
whire. In fact, recognizing that Clara and Francisco came from a disad-
vantaged background, on weekends their teachers sometimes took them
with their own families to Disneyland and Knotts Berry Farm. “They
were our role models and our mentors,” Clara says. “We said, “We're
going to do well academically, and we're going to challenge ourselves,
because we need to get out of the neighboshood.™”

Both Clara and Francisco found conscientious, caring counselor-
mentors at school who helped them get scholarship aid for college—and,
in Clara’s case, 2 graduate degree.” Today both have become successtul
Orange County professionals—Clara as a social worker and Francisco as
a financial advisor. “I wanted ro make a difference in my community,”
Clara says, explaining her choice of profession, “hoping that fewer kids
were going into gangs and drugs.”

Clara and Francisca’s story provides a classic example of upward mo-
bility among second-generation immigrants. “We're pretty Mexican at
home,” Clara says of their assimilation, “but ar work we're totally Ameri-
canized.” Both have made a point of taking their children back to sec the
still grim neighborhood where they grew up. “In just one generation you
can make that leap,” Francisco admeonished his kids, “but in one genera-
tion you can make the leap back.” "

After graduating from a major local university, suffering through
an unsuccessfl first marriage, and supporting heeself for several years
as a single mom {of Michael), Clara met Ricardo at their tenth high
school reunion. They married, and in the years that followed had two
mose children, Isabella and Gabriel. During those early vears of their
marriage, Clara created a rapidly growing social work program at a local
hospital, and then moved into a successful private psychotherapy part-
nership, while Ricarde, for his part, became a successful archirect and
then tool on the role of project manager at a major nonprofit.

As Isabefla reached school age, Clara and Ricarde moved to Fuller-

ton in search of better. safer schools. Clara explains:
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In LA most middle-class or professional Hispanics move to areas
where they have better schools, because most of us grew up in the
inner city, and so we were familiar with what four children] would
be exposed to—gangs and violence and probably lower-level educa-
tion, unfortunarely, whete the teachers are basically managing the
students. We knew exactly what we wanted for our kids. We wanted
them to compete with the kids that go 1o Ivy League schools. So for

us it's education, education, education for our children.

She goes on 1o describe how they ended up in their current reigh-
borhood:

We specifically chose to live here so that they could go to Troy High
School. My husband and I checked the high schools and their SAT
scores. We also checked for their standardized testing at the elemen-
tary level, and we wanted to make sure that the elementary teachers
were well trained and very highly motivated.

Fven at the preschools, 1 interviewed all the teachers, because
ics not cheap. If you go to private here, it's $700 to 3900 a month.
I wanted to know what their educational background was, and how
they handled children thar they needed to discipline appropriately,
and that it was all pro—social skills and how they managed their class-
room. T wanted to make sure that the preschools were clean and had
enough staff per ratio for the children at all rimes. And the composi-
dion of the children and the families was impottant to me. [ wanted

[my kids] to really develop their language skills.

When Isabella entered kindergarten, Clara discovered that her
teacher was in her first year of teaching and “not very organized,” so she
resoived to help. “What can we do as parents,” she asked the teacher,
“o make you succeed as a reacher for my daughter?” Soon she decided
to get involved in the classroom herself, At least once a weck thar year,

she hired a baby-siteer for Gabriel, so that she could volunteer in the
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class. She committed herself o the school, she says, because it offered a
Gified and Talented Education (GATE) program, which she hoped her
kids would enter (as eventually they did). She also got to know the ladies
from the school office. “If T ever call and ask abour my daughter,” she
says, explaining her tactics, “they know who Iam.”

Clara rivals Wendy (in Port Clinton) and Simone {in Adanta} in
the depth of ler commitment to raising her kids. During the years
they were in school, she worked only part-time, because her priority—
“my greatest challenge, my greatest accomplishment, my legacy’—was
doing everything she could for her kids. Even before kindergarten, she
and Ricardo spent a lot of time reading to their kids. “By the time they
were in kindergarten,” she says, “they were reading Dr. Seuss, and could
count to 100 and write their names” The family always had dinner
together.

During the summer Clara got math and reading workbooks for her
kids, and took them to classes ac UC Irvine and Cal Stare Fullerton.
“That’s also why we moved here,” she says, “because the university was
next o us, and I knew they offered courses for their age group. | did
whatever it took to make sure thar my kids were ahead a year. All three

kids have always tested ar least a grade or two above.”

Troy High School

Isabella and her brothers all attended Troy High Séhooll just down
the hill from their home. Tmy is a public magnet school, and by most
academic measures is exceptional—in 2013 Newsweek ranked it as the
47¢h best high school in America. Kids from ourside the district have to
take a highly competitive entrance exam, and according to Clara only
about 400 students are selected from among several thousand applicants
cach vear. Troy offers a highly demanding science-and-technology tack
{dubbed Troy Tech) and an almost equally demanding International
Baccalaureate curriculum, along with dozens of Advanced Placement

courses. The school is a perennial winner of such rational comperitions
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as the Science Olympiad and academic decathlons, and its computer
science curriculum js said to be among the best in the world. Ninety-
nine percent of its graduates go on to college, 76 percent 1o four-year
institutions, and 23 percent o community colleges. The student body
is raciaﬂ); diverse, with 46 percent Asian American, 24 percent non-
Hispanic whire, 23 percent Latine, and 6 percent black and mixed-race
minorities, though it is much less diverse in terms of its students’ socio-
economic backgrounds {as we saw in Table 4.1).

Isabella is full of enthusiasm for the school. “All the teachers are
really great,” she says, “and they're always there to help.” Kira, a class-
mate of hers with whom we alse spoke, adds depth to this pormait of
caring teachers. Duting her freshman year her English teacher learned
thar Kira's father had recently died, and reached out to her. “She ralked
to me about it,” she says, "and said, ‘If you ever need anyone, let me
know.” | could just go into her classroom during tunch and talk it our
with her. I still talk vo her”

The quality of the students and curriculum at Troy virtually ensured
that the academic atrmosphere was highly comperitive. Clara reports that
in her elder son’s graduating class, 15 students got 2400 on their SATs—
that is, perfect scores. Isabella emphasizes that Troy is a pressure-cooker

for the studenss.

Some of my friends began practicing for the SAT in our freshman
year. People would get 2200, and half would say, “I have to go back
and take it again.” Everybody is friends and everything, but some-
rimes you can feel ic. The only bad thing abour that is that it’s almost
likke a double-edged sword that you have to be in the top 1012 per-
cent. Getting Bs was considered failing.

[ went back this August to speak in an old dass of mine to se-
niors about college applications, and being back in that environment
I couid actually feel it this time. When you're in it, you don't really
think about it, but coming back I could really feel like the pressure

that they had on themselves. You're in a bubble at Troy.
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Even extracurricular participation was highly competitive. Isabella,
an excellent writer, learned this when she applied to work on the student
newspaper. “They interview applicants in freshman year,” she says; “and
when 1 interviewed, I wasn't ready for it. Fifty people had interviewed,
and they were only going to accept two. It's very prestigious, because
these kids go into journalism at Berkeley, Stanford, all the top schools.”

Stereotypically, competition at Orange County high schools is about
nice clothes and fancy cars, bur at ‘Troy, Isabella insists, “it didn’t feel
like that. It was mostly stress from academics. T guess ar other schools if
somebody called you a ‘nerd,” it was an insult, bur it just wasn't at Troy.
You wanted to do berter than . .. I don’t want to say bester than other
people flaughs], burt as well as.”

Where the competitive pressure at Troy comes from is an ingeresting
question. Isabellz says her parents didn't pressure her and her siblings.
“They always wanted to make sure that we did the best thar we could
do,” she says. “And if maybe I didn’t get the best grade [they wouid
say], “Well, you tried your best. Just do better next time,”” On the other
hand, as she and her mother explain, pressure from other parents on
their kids tends to spread across the school.

“Tiger Moms!” is how Clara succinetly sims up her fellow mothers,
“[When] kids would not do as weil as they had wanted 1o do on 2 test,”
Isabella explains, “they wouldnt want to go hame, because their par-
ents would be waiting there to say, ‘Okay, let me see your score. What's
wrong? Why did you not do as well on this one?”” She adds, “A. fot of
people have got pressure on them from home 1o do really well to get into
top schools. And sometimes they just pur it on themselves, that pressure
to want to do well, especially when you're competing with other people
who are doing really well, too. It sets the bar high.”

The resule, Isabelia says, is that “everyone is constandy stressed.” She
and her classmate Kira independently describe their typical school day
in virtually identical terms: arrival at school 7:00 a.m., classes and then
sports or other extracurriculars unil 4:00 or 5:00 p.m., foliowed by four

to six hours of homework after dinner, which left only five to six hours
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a night for sleep. “It was not a competition,” Isabella says about the
sleep, “but we'd say, ‘Oh, 1 only got six hours.” ‘Oh, weli, I only got four
hours!”” “I did more all-nighters in high school than I have in college,”
Kira says. “You're in robot mode, and you can't enjoy anything that way,”

Clara and Ricardo helped out as much as they could with home-
work. “My husband is the one that does the math homework,” Clara
says. “All through high school, if they needed anything with writing, he
would review their essays or their math. I did the easy stuff when they
were in elemenzary, but once it got to higher math, he took over” But
they also urged their kids to avoid overreaching, as in the case of one
~math class that Isabelfa ook during her freshman year. “My husband
and I went to the open house,” Clara says, “we looked at her book, and
we didn’t understand it, and my husband says, ‘Drop it Tt looked like
Chinese 10 us, We couldn help her. She hated the elass, and I thought,
Why are we going to set her up to fail? So we said, ‘Drop it And she
dropped the class.”

Like many other Troy parents, Clara ensured thar her kids took full
advancage of the array of extracurricular activities available at school
and in the wider community. “Soccer, baseball, Gitl Scouts, art, piano,
dance,” she said, listing some of the activites to which she regularly
drove her kids, in addition to driving them to school every day and
bringing them unch at school once a week. “I gor three speeding rickets
in 18 months, going everywhere!”

Troy High offers more than 100 different extracurricular clubs, each
with its own advisor and at least ten active members—and that doesn’
include athletics. Among the possibifities: Amnesty International, the
Anime Club, the Archery Club, the Chess Club, the Coptic Club, the
Drama Club, the Gay-Straight Alliance, the iStocks Investment Club,
the Live Poets Society, the Math Club, the Muslim Club, the Polyne-
stan Club, Serve A Soldier, World Vision, and Young Americans for
Freedom. Fach year, Troy produces all sorts of championship teams and

ensembles, too, in band, baskerball, chorus, CTOSS-COUNTIY, swimming,

tennis, water polo, wrestling, and xylophone. “Even our dance ream goes

to nationals every year,” Clara says proudly.
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Runhing was Isabella’s favorite extracurricular activity. “1 just love
the team and the coaches, because school was always so stressful,” she
says, “it was always real nice after school to have that break for exercise,
and just to breathe.” She mentions in passing that she was co-captain of
the cross-country team and wrote the script for her class’s video year-
boak. &

Troy is able to mount such an astonishingly wide range of extra-
curricular activities because of very active fund-raising among parents
and community members. Many activities have an associated booster
group. Clara explains that like ather parents, they regularly donate
money to the schools. “That’s how they get laptep compurers for all the
kids in the tech program, and even in the elementary schools,” Clara
says. “The parents want their children o be well prepared rechnically.
My girlfriend Samantha casily donates $1,000 a year to her elementary
school, because she thinks it's cheaper—her daughter was at a private
school, and it's $12,000 to $15,000 a vear. So for her to donate $1,000
is nothing”

On top of all of this, the kids at Troy (and their parents) invest lots
of time and energy in SAT preparation. Three times a weelk, for example,
Isabella had to fit three-hour prep sessions into her schedule, plus a
one-time “practice SAT day.” Kira also attended an SAT prep summer
program at the high school. “T just felt like I needed a litte bit more help
to feel more confident, she says. Adding, “In cur junior year there were a
few people who started bringing their books to study for the SAT in the
five minutes between classes. It went a little overboard flaughs].”

Because they always have so much to do, Clara complains, the kids
at Troy “hardly socialize,” and may attend only one or two dances 2 year.
Isabellz agrees. “A lot of people didn't really have lives outside of school,”
she says. As she reflects on her kids™ high school experience, you can
almost hear Clara the ambitions mother and Clara the chiid counselor
arguing with one another. “It’s a lot of pressure for them. Its the one
thing my husband and I don't like about this school. Academically, you
have to [work hard] to get into top schools, unforrunarely, {but] theyre

taking the fun out of it.”
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Isabella reflects the same ambivalence: “High school was really
stressful, really terrible,” she says, “But it was a really good education,
and it really prepared me for college. T've never really done well in math,
and I'm doing reatly well now.” Despite struggling with advanced marth
at Troy, as a college sophomore she’s tutoring seven college freshmen in
pre-caiculus.

When the time came, Clara and Ricardo actively helped their kids
with their college applications. “Some of these essays from USC and
Penn and NYU were difficult,” Clara says. “You have to be very marure
to answer some of those questions. Ricardo is a very good writer, and
he’s the one I give a lot of the credit to. T think he helped you [Isahella]
and Michael mancuver the application process. And with Michael,
I submitted his application to several friends of mine—they were profes-
sors and one was a university dean—just se I could get their feedback.
We were new, and [ wanted to make sure Michael would get accepred 1o
the schools that he was applying to, because it is sa competitive.”

Both Michac! and Isabella got into virtually all the colleges to which
they applied. Michael graduated from an lvy League institution, bus by
the tme Isabella was ready for college, Clara and Ricardo, like many
middle-class parents, had been kit by the Great Recession and wor-
ried about paying for college. So they encouraged Isabella to choose
a local university, well known for its writing program, and in the end
she decided to go there instead of the much more expensive, top-flight
Eastern university that she preferred. Knowing that she will graduate
without debt and thus have the option of graduate school, 1sabeliz and
her parents are confident that they have made a smart decision about her

furure.

Lola and Sofia

In off-peak traffic it’s 2 15-minute straight shot down the Orange Free-
way from the pleasant hills around Troy High School to the neighbor-
hoods of two-bedroom bungalows in the flats around Santa Ana High
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School. In the early afterncon sun the area seems peaceable enough.
Only the locksmith shops, storefronts like Bad Boy Bail Bonds, the sher-
iff's forensic lab, and the chain link fences around each house hint that
we've entered the most dangerous urban batdefield in Orange County.®
On the porch of one bungalow we are greeted by two sisters, Lola {29},
looking pale and tired, and Sofia (21), tall and thin, with plastic-rimmed
glasses. Sofia is pretry, but shy, while Lola offers maternal encouragement
to her.

The house itself belongs to their step-grandfather—he has moved o
a neighboring town, bur has allowed the girls o stay here and helps out
with che bills. They describe the older neighbors as friendly and their
specific block as seill “basically family,” with several generations crowded
together in each house. But the larger neighborhood has changed dra-
matically in recent years from stable working-class Latinos, like their
step-grandfather {now retired but for many years a school janitor), o
younger peopie heavily invoived in drugs and gangs.

Beyond this relatively peaceful block, the wider neighborhood is
cleaved by invisible, deadly borders into the territories of rival cholo

anes. Lola begins to sketch 2 map for wus:
gang g p

"The gang on this street is the Gth Street gang, even though this is
4th Street. {They really dont know how to count, so you know how
well educated they arel}) Then there’s another 6th Street gang that is
really on Gth Sweet, but they’re not [riends with the gang here. Then
there’s a gang on 7th Streer, which are friends with 6ch. Then this
whoie section across Bristol over to Fairview, from st to 17th, that’s
another gang, '

You don’t really see them, but you know they're around. They're
really dangerous. They chink “this is our "hood,” so whenever some-
one walks by theyre like, “Where you from?” Yesterday we were in
another neighborbood, which was scary. We know who the gang
members are around here. When you go into anether neighborhood,

they don't know you, so they eye you down.
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They had gone to that other neighborhood to attend a vigil for a

relative who had been shot to death the previous evening.

?ﬂﬁzz His best friend t;hm him in the head twice—his friend that he
grew up with.

Lolz: He had joined a gang at a young age. Then he had a son, he
grew up, and he tried to do better, and his friends seen him do
betrer.

Sofia: Exactly, so they rejected him and decided te kill him.

Lola: When it got dark, the gang showed up for the vigil. So we had
to be careful because they don’t know who we are, and they
could have shot us. One of them did have a gun, so we had w0
he careful what we said and what we did. We didn’t know what

was happening, so we had to walk out of the area fast,

'The sisters draw a simple moral: You can’t trust anyon.e, even your
best friends,

The girls' neighborhood was not always so dangerous. From a very
young age the two sisters were raised by their grandmother and step-
grandfather (whom they know as “Grandpa”). Both grandparents had
been born in the United States, but neither had graduated from high
school. They provided the girls with a loving, stable home at a time
when the neighborhood was stilf 2 good place to grow up, “We had the
normal suburban life,” Lola recalls. “It wasn't all about gangs and staff.
My grandma would let us go to the parks and play, and we ail had bikes
and a swing set. Everything that a little white kid would have, basically.
Se we had a childhood.”

The sisters were very close to their grandparents and remaii close to
their scep-grandfather. Family dinners were regular. Their grandmother
“made sure I had braces,” recalls Lola. Their step-grandfather rearranged
his wosk schedule so he could pick them up from school, and he helped
Sofia with her math hemework. Both grandparents encouraged them to

do well in school.
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Sofia: My grandmother wouid say “You should do good in school!
Did you do your homework:™
Lola: They would sit wich us and check our homeworl.

Softa: Reweard us if we got B+s or whatever—go the movies or to
the mall.

Although the family wasn't afluent, their step-grandfacher made
enough money, Lola says, that “we never ever went without anything.”
The family always celebrated birthdays and went to the beach, to Sea-
World, and to Disneyland three times a year. Lola recalls that their

« . .
grandparents were “reaily, really strict,” and raised the girls to have good
manners and respect others,

Sofia: She was a tough grandmorher.

Lola: If she wasn't the way that she was with us, I think we'd be one
of those ghetto people outside.

Softa: Exactly!

Interviewer: Did your grandparents ralk to you abour the kind of
person they wanred yot to be?

Lofa: They never really talked to us about that, ‘They just made us
into that person.

Catastrophically, “everything changed once my grandma died,” says
Lola. Their step-grandfather continued to provide for the girls, but Lola
{then 14) had to become a surrogate mother to Sofia (six). Five years
later he moved out of the house, t though he continued ¢ support the
girls financially. Lola explains, “I was 19 when he moved our. Tt was
hard! My sister was in fifth grade, so it was hard learning how to cook
and wash when I never had to do that stff. T didn’t have a choice. We
really only had each other and my grandpa.”

Lola had hoped to attend a berter high school some distance away,
but because of her unexpecred childrearing responsibilities, she had o
atend nearby Santa Ana High. Even there, “T wasn't really allowed to
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do stuff, "cause I had to take care of her, because my grandpa worked.
E had to grow up really fast.” Eventually, Lola dropped out of Santa Ana,
but she continued 1o care for Sofia, as these two young women faced the
world together bereft of adult guidance.

Behind the story of their grandparents’ loving custody lies a darker
reality. They had different birth fathers, both drug addicts, and their
birth mother was a gang member—in fact, one of the first female gang
members in Santa Ana. After leaving the gang; she became a heroin ad-
dict and a prostitute. They have an older half-sister, who was raised in
foster homes and has never been. part of their lives. “Her dad was the one
that got my mom into drugs and prostituting,” says Lola.

Sofia has virtually no memory of her mother. Lola has somewhat
fuller memories, but theyre not good. “My mom was in prison most of
my life,” she says. “1 just have memories of my mom being a heroin ad-
dict.” Like many othets of her generation, Loka and Sofia say, their mother
“chose the streets.” The girls' grandmother eventually called the cops on
her daughter, feeling, Lola says, that “she needed to learn.” As a result,
their mother was imprisoned, and their grandmother fook them in,
When the girls were ten and two, their mother was released, but she died
nor long afterward (perhaps from AIDS, though the girls don't say so).

Years later Lola learned from police records about an earlier arrest.
“The day after my ninth birthday, she was arrested down the street from
here for prostitution. And she never came to see me. She was so close,
[but] she chose prostitution and drugs over me.”

Sofia has no idea who her father was, Lola’s dad lives in Fullercon,
but she despises him. “Gang member crackhead!” she spits out, when
asked what he does for a living. “He’s a douche. He called me a whore
last time 1 saw him because I didn't want to hug him.”

Ironically, their parents’ status as gang members in Santa Ana con-
tnues o protect the gitds w some extent from gang harassmen:, “We
were never pressured into doing it [joining a gang] because of who our
family was.” The example of their mother has taught them pever to do
drugs or aicohol.
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Santa Ana Schools

For Lola and Sofia, educaton was initially a rewarding experience.
Their grandmother arranged for each of them to attend Head Stare, and
both girls have fond memories of elementary school. “It was really fun.”
{ola recalls. T liked my firsi-grade teacher, Mrs. Garcia. She was really nice
and caring, She was cool.” Sofia recalls her experiences the same way. “The
ceachers actually cared,” she says. “The schools T went to were good. T really
did like school, to be honest with you.” Sofia seems to have been a preco-
cious student—smart, motivated, and sclected for a gifted-and-talented
program. “She was a weirdo,” Lola says, teasing her. “She liked reading the
dictionary” “1 did,” Sofia admits. “T enjoyed reading the dictionary. It was
cool.”

Lolz says that Santa Ana High was “a total different story,” com-
pared to their previous schools. The girls observe that the Santa Ana
High School buildings are not so bad, though they are ringed by a high
chain link fence, “Keep Out” signs decorated with gang graffiri, and
Jurking police cars. If’s the social environment, not the physical plant,

that malces Santa Ana High a very different place from Troy High.

Sofiz: Going to school every day was very scary. There were kids
with gusis in the school.

Lola: She [Sofia] was going there when someone was.gctually
murdered. '

Sofia: Right across the street. The kid who got murdered was just
standing there, and these gangsters came up to him and asked
him “Where you from?” He didn't say anything, so they just
shot him and left him there.

Lala: There’s seill bullet holes in the signs.

Sofia: The kids will literaily spit in the teachers’ faces, starc fights, try
to kili them. A girl threatened to 1-8-7 me. ["1-8-7" is gangsta
slang for “murder.”]

Loia: The worst one for me was a guy in class that was a gang
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member, 2 druggie. One day out of nowhere he was sitting
behind me, and he grabbed my hair and pulled me back and
said that he would kill me if 1 didrt give him my money. And
then he ler me go and just laughed. But he would always talk
“about how he had 2 gun in his focker. I don't know how true
that was,

Sofia: 1 felt scared a lot of times when guys in the class would give
cach other dirty looks and try to be big and bad and svarc fights.

Girls too. They're so bad, fighting with each other for no reason.

“What was your typical day like?” we ask. Both girls respond imme-
diately, finishing one another’s sentences.

Seeing lots of fights, people throwing stuff in class, being very disre-
spectful to the teachers. Kids would rell them off, start arguments, be

really rude. Trwas nasty. Kids took Ecstasy and drank fvodka-]spiked

Garorade in class ail the time,

Under these conditions, it is perhaps not surprising thar the teachers
and administrators seemed to the girls apathetic and unhelpful. Class-
room instruction and learning were not priorities. “What were academ-

ics like in your school?” we ask.

Lola: There wasn't any

Soffa: [Laughing] What's “acadermics™

Lofa: In junior high, when all che stuff was good, the teachers
actually cared.

Sofia: In high school teachers don't care.

Lola: The teachers would even say out loud that they get paid o be
there.

Sefia: Just to be there. Just ro baby-sit.

Lola: Yeah, that they're there just to baby-sit, that they don’t care if

we fearn or not.!!
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Sofia says that a teacher once allowed her to skip a Sarurday deten-
tion for talking during class so that she could baby-sit his child. Lola
remembers a different kind of negligence. The school, wrongly assuming
that Sofia spoke Spanish because she is ethnically Latina, assigned her
10 a class for native Spanish-speaking students. For an entire year she
couldn’t follow anything—the classwork, the reading, the homework,
or the tests——and simply sat jooking out the window. When Lola went
to school ro point out the mistake, they said that they couldn’r change
Sofia’s placement, and that she would have to stay in thae class, bue they
offered her an additional catch-up class—which met ar 6:00 a.m.

Larer, acting in effect as Sofia’s guardian, Lola asked a math teacher
about Sofia’s performance in class and suggested that he might give her
extra work to do, so she could carch up. His response, she says, was
thar Sofia was “pathetic,” and that he woulds't give her any extra worl
“because she wasn't going to do it anyway.” Even the school counselors
didr't seem to care. “They were there,” Lola says, “but they were not
there. Her counselor never wanted to help her.”

Honors students were 2 separate, mysterious caste ar Santa Ana
High from the girls’ point of view. “The smart kids stay to themselves,”
Lola says. “The ones in honors actually get the good reachers.” Lack-
ing help from counselors or parents or simply aduit savvy, they have
no idea how honors students are selected. When pressed to explain,
Lola can only respond, “If you're smart”—and theiz‘ﬂtobserves that even
being smart didn’t help Sofia get into honors classes. “The thing is,” she
says, “in junior high and elementary school, she was really smart. She
was a good student, and then once high school hit, it was a rotal dif-
ferent story.” Taking the SATS, oo, was something only for the honors
students. “Only the smart kids knew about that,” Lola says. “The only
reason I knew about that was because some of my friends were doing it.
Other than that, nobody talked abour it.”

While at Santa Ana, neither Lola nor Sofia ever participated in any
extracurricular or other organized activities. Lola tried joining a reading

club, but the teacher in charge refused o allow her in, saying her reading
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Tevel wasn’t good enough. Sofia wanted to play on the volleyball team,
but was refused, because she was not an A or B student.

When Sofia fell behind at Sanra Ana, she sought help in vain
from her teachers and counselors. “You guys are no help. Litetally no
help. Why do you guys have me in here?” she protested. Sofids step-
grandfather was so angry with the school administrators (and perhaps
intimidated by them) that Lola tried to intervene, (He tells us that when
he was growing up here in the 1950s, all the parents were involved in the
schools, but now they are completely uninterested. “They would rather
let others do it, but then no one gets involved.”} She asked to have her
siszer transferred to continuation school, an alternative program for kids
who are not making adequate progress in a regular high school. The
school refused. “They said they couldn’t do anything about it,” Loia says.
“They basically just wanted her money, since a school gets paid for each
student. They dida’t care that she was going ro fail.”

The sisters appealed to the school district, however—and prevailed.
Sofia entered the continuation program in her junjor year, and it served

~her well. The girls explain that typically “the kids at the continuation
school are the kids that the schools don't want—the ones that have ankle
bracelets—and most of them don’t want to be there.” Sefia, however,
“was one of the tucky ones thar actually did the work.”

Sofia did most of her studying at home, though she checked in
ar the school once or twice 2 week. In essence, she pursued a kind of
guided independent study, and succeeded at it because she no longer had
the distractions and bullying she had encountered at Sanra Ana High,
and because the staff of the continuation school turned out to be sur-
prisingly conscientious. “Her teacher was amazing,” Lola says. “She actu-
ally took her time and helped her oue” Sofiz seconds thar. “Yeah, dude,
she was awesome,” she says. “And they gave me books and packets.” Not
only that, when Sofia encountered difficulties in math, the school ar-
ranged for her to be tutored. Lola was shocked: “They actually supplied
the tutor.”

Even with minimal structure Sofia flourished in this new setting.

With encourazement from the continuation staff and no doubr helped

i
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by her native wit and motivation, she passed the “KC” [that is, the
CAHSEE, or California High School Exit Examination]. A college
counseor at the condnuadon schoot then helped her o enroll in a local
community college, and, miraculously, Sofia found financial support. For
some years the sisters had volunteered ar a hospital with AIDS patients.
According to the sisters, one of the major donors to_ the program heard
about Sofias story and offered to pay for her community coliege and
books, removing all fnancial barriers w her postsecondary educarion.

Sofia is geding decent grades in'commun';ty college and wanis w
become a teacher. But this story does not yet have a fairy-tale ending.
Lola and Sofia are navigating the educational system on their own, with-
out any steady guidance from the schools or support from their family.
Without the institutional savvy that kids from more comfortable back-
grounds have, things can seem very opaque to them. Sofia is confused,
for example, about whether her coliege has a teacher-training program,
or even whether it operates with a two-year or four-year curriculum.
Lola reports that Sofia’s school is overenrolled, which means she has been
unable to register for the classes that she needs and is enrolled in a single
class that she doesn't need. She is filling her time by working the counter
at Hot-Dog-on-a-Stick, still hoping that somehow she will eventually
mazke it through community college. '

That's more than Lola hopes for herself. Worn down and performing
badly because of the demands of raising Sofia, she d}';oppcd out of Santa
Ana High juse before the end of her junior year. She made that decision
after a teacher advised her that she could get a GED through a com-
munity college—but that advice proved wrong. Evenrually, she did ger
the degree, but the whole experience so soured her on education that she
gave up on going to college. She now has a job that she hates, at a cheap
chain clothing store, and is investing her bopes in Sofia. “I want her to
be better thar my family,” she says. “No one’s done anything.”

Sofia shares that feeling. “Yeah,” she says, “no one’s done anything in
our family. We have no people going in the Marines; we have no people
going to the Army. We have no people graduated from university; no

people becoming doctors or cops or anything. They're all fosers.”
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Sofia wants 1o rise above that. When asked what she wants to do, she

has a simple answer. “Make something out of myself,” she says. “Yeah.”

Clara.and the Other Latino Orange County

Because Clara is professionally involved with low-income Latino kids
from Santa Ana, she has an unusual perspective on the differences be-
tween her own children’s educational experience and the experience of

kids in Santa Ana. Let her suimmarize the contrast.

If you go to downtown Santa Ana, the mostly Hispanic, low-income
areas, they don't have the resources. A lor of these kids come from
homes where they're monolingual Spanish, and the parents probably
have fourth- or fifth-grade level education, if that., Theres a small
percentage of those students whose parents are not educated-—like
my husband and I were with our own parents—and do make ig, bur
it’s too small of a percentage, so smalll But 70, 80 percent don't make
it. They end up going to the military or trade schools, or they end up
in junior colleges. And then they drop out because they ger discour-
aged, because they need the money to be able to survive.

[Comparing parental contributions to the schools], you find ourt
where the discrepancy is, unfortunately, because financially in Santa
Ana those parents are working just to pay their rent and their utili-
ties. They really can't afford to donate money. They don't have the
same opportunities thar we did. They cant find jobs, and they live
very badly. They share rooms, a house with three or four families.

The teachers in these areas are basically managing the students
because of their behavior, versus [working on} academics. These
children are disruptive in class, they're rruant, and theyre on drugs,
or there’s violence. So yeah, academics? Are you kidding me? They'd
rather go get high.

It's a challenge for the teachers, because a lot of these students
are not adequately prepared for high school. They are reading ac the

third- or fourth-grade level, and [yet] they get passed on to high
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school, so they lack the studying and organizational skills and the
commitment and the sense of ownership of responsibility to do well
academically. T don’t think ics just the students. It’s a combination of
things. The parents don't speak English, so they can’t help the kids
with their homework. ‘

I¢’s very tough for those kids, because the counselors fail to carch
kids who are suuggling. I asked a vice principal who's a client of
mine, “Why are you promoting these kids who failed several classes?
You're setring them up to fail, and of course, they're going to drop
out. Who would want to go to school, if you're failing your classes
and you dan't feel you're adequate?” Of course, their self-esteern is
going to be lowered, and that’s when they ger depressed, because
they don't feel socially accepted or academically accepred, These are
the ldds that fall behind, and they go to continuation school.

‘They [the schoel counselors] probably get them in [ro continu-
ation school] to be able ta say that they finished school. Bur these
students are by far remedial students. They are probably not below
average in terms of IQ) T think ics just for environmental reasons
and economic reasons thar these children are falling through the
cracks. These kids are going to do pootly in their whele life, nor just

academicaliy.

Though Clara herself is a Latina “Tiger Mom,” deeply commitred
to enhancing her own children’s oppertunities, she {i_s also sensitive to
the plight of a very different category of Latino young people in Orange
County, those from poor homes and dangerous neighborhoods. Unlike
many affluent Americans today, bur like affluent Americans a half cen-
tury ago, she thinks of kids from places like Santa Ana as “our kids.”

Troy and Santa Ana represent to some extent the exttemes of Ameri-
can high schools, not the average."” The stark comparison between them
heighrens our awareness of the many contrasting features of schools in
rich and poor communities today, but we can get a more accurate sense
of how different such schools really are across America by examining

systematic, narionwide evidence.
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Schools: Whom You Go to School with Matters

The central question of this chapier is this: Do schools in America today
tend to widen the growing gaps between have and have-not kids, do
they reduce those gaps, or do they have litde effect either way? Isabella
and Sofia obviously came from very different family backgrounds and
went to very different schools, but did the schools magnify or diminish
the differences in where they are now? More subtly, if schools are some-
how implicated in class divergence, are they causes of class divergence or
merely sites of class divergence? Whar can the myriad empitical studies of
schooling in contemporary America teach us about the various ways in
which schools might perpetuate, narrow, or exacerbate class differences?
Answering such questions turns out 1o be ericky bus uliimately revealing,

The American public educational system was created to give all kids,
regardless of their family origins, 2 chance to improve their lot in life.
The system has been substantially expanded and transformed three tmes

during the past two centuries, and each time a core objective was level-
ing the playing field.

"The Common School movement of the 1840s and 18505 even-
tually led to near-universal free public elementary education,
“Education, beyond alf other devices of human origin, is a great
equalizer of the condirions of men,” proclaimed Horace Mann,
the first grear educational reformer in America and the father of
the Common School movement,?

The comprehensive High School movement, from 1910 to.
1940, eventually led to near-universal public secondary educa-
tion. Economists Claudia Goldin and Law;‘enée Katz, leading
analysts of this development, characterize it as the seminal force
behind both economic growih and sociveconomic equality in
America during the twentieth century,

The Land-Grant College movement, beginning with the Maor-
rill Acts of 1862 and 1890, followed by the G.I. Bili during che
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1940s and 1950s, provided the basis for mass higher education
in America. The purpose of the Morrill Acts is often described
as “the democratization of higher education”; and the provision
of essentially free postsecondary education to nearly & miilion
vererans of World War 1T and the Korean War under the G.L
Bill, most of them drafees from all socioeconomic backgrounds,

versities 19
i ] sities. ™
massively expanded access to colleges and universitie

These movements had other goals beyond equal epportunity (no-
tably, improving the nation’s economic productivity and un.dergird:ing
democratic citizenship).'¢ Moreover, despite their egalitarian claims
these pre~Civil Rights era reforms largely excluded African Ameri?ans.'
That said, most of these educational reformess would have been disap-
pointed if schools did not tend to narrow class gaps among the sn%dcnts,
and vircually all would have been appalled if schools actually widened
those gaps.

On the other hand, the experiences of Isabella, Lola, and Sofia seem
to belie such egalitarian aspirations. So what does the available evidence
tell us about social class and schools in America roday?

Let’s begin with test scores and K~12 education. In & iax?dmftrk
study, the Stanford sociologist Sean Reardon demonstrared 2 widening
class‘ gap in both math and reading test scores among Almerican kids in
recent decades. Indeed, Reardon’s charts mirror the.;sczssors gr%phs r?f
other measures that animate the pages of this book. He summarizes his
key finding succinctly: “The achievement gap between children from
high- and low-income families is roughly 30-40 percent larger among
children born in 2001 than among those born twenry-five years ear-

ligr,” ¥
That gap corresponds, roughly speaking, to the high-income kids
getting several more years of schooling than their lov?uu-}come cou‘n—
terpasts. Moreover, this class gap has been growing within eac-h racial
group, while the gaps berween racial groups have been narrowing {the

i jer in this ingui I measures
same pattern we discovered earlier in this inquiry for othe ,
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among them nonmarital births). By the opening of the twenty-frst
century, the class gap among students entering kindergarten was two to
three times greater than the racial gap.

Reardon's distressing discovery jibes almost perfectly with much
other research on class trends in child development, including non-
cognitive measures. His finding is of fundamental importance, because
academic achievement, as measured by test scores, is a dominant con-
tributor to class disparities in later outcomes, such as college gracua-
tion, incarceration, and adult earnings.’® Surikingly, Reardon’s analysis
also suggests that schools themselves aren’t creating the opportunity
gap: the gap is already large by the time children entei kindergarten
and, he reports, does not grow appreciably as children progress through
school. Reviewing the evidence, James Heckman writes, “The gaps in
cognitive achievement by level of maternal education that we observe
at age eighteen—rpowerful predictors of who goes to college and who
does not—are mostly present at age six, when children enter school.
Schooling—unequal as it is in America—plays only a minor role in al-
leviating or creating test score gaps,”?

Other findings strengthen the view thar schools themselves do not
do much to exacerbare the opportunity gap. Among clementary-age
children, for example, test score gaps expand faster during the summer,
while kids are out of school, and then stabilize when the kids go back
to school in the fail. Although school guality and resousces are unegual
between top and bottom socioeconomic schools, once we account for
nonschool factors (such as family scrucrure, economic insecurity, pa-
rental engagement, and even TV watching), school qualicy and school
resources themselves seem to contribure relasively little to class gaps in
test scores and other measures of cognitive and socioemotional skills.?®

Our stories from Bend, Atlanta, and Orange County included fre-
quent examples of school officials reaching out to help poor kids and
level the playing field. Recal! Joe's elernentary school teécher, who used
her lunch break to teach him 1o read; Clara’s and Francisco’s teach-
ers who took the twins to Disneyland and Knotcs Berry Farm; the
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counselor in Kayla’s school who unexpectedly arranged for her braces,
and the school tibearian who helped her get financial aid; Michelle’s
special educarors, who spotted and helped her to surmount her learn-
ing disabilities; Lolas first-grade teacher, Mrs. Garcia, simultaneousty
“caring” and “cool,” and the “awesome” staff of her continuation school,
who enabled her to get through high school and into college. Or the
other hand, few of the staff at Santa Ana High seemed to reach out to
help poor kids.

Virtually all this evidence-—quantitative and qualitative—mighs
seem to exonerate schools from any responsibility for the widening class
gap, and suggests that schools might be helping to level the playing field,
just as America’s educational reformers have hoped. But—and it is a big
“hut’—rthere’s no denying that rich and poor kids in this conntry attend
vastly different schools nowadays, which seems hard to square with the
notion that schools are innocent bystanders in the growing youth class
gap. Our comparison of Troy High School and Santa Ana High School
Thustrates this kind of class-based segregation all too vividly. And it mar-
ters greatly: quantitative studies have consistently found exceptionally
wide differences in academic outcomes berween schools attended by
affluent kids and schools artended by their impoverished counterparts.

So what’s going on?

A first, fundamental fact is residential sorting. As we have seen in
Port Clinton, Bend, Atanza, and Orange County, i"lt}(} and poor Ameri-
cans are increasingly living in scparate neighborimc}ds.2"1 Alchough not all
Kids ateend schools based on their parents’ residence, most stili do. Thus,
residential sorting by income over the last 30 to 40 years has shunted
high-income and low-income students into separate schools.™

Tronically, school quality itself may help explain the increased resi-
dential segregation, becatise most parents now pay close attenton to it
when deciding where to live. This is true even of parents who have only
modest educations themselves, as we saw in the case of Stephanie, our
working-class mom in Adanta. However, well-educated patents of all

ethnic backgrounds now go to extraordinary efforts to identify the best
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schools for their kids and to move into those districts, as the stories of
Simone in Adanta and Clara in Orange County reveal. Boch Simone
and Clara started comparison shopping for schools when their kids were
preschoolers, and both chose their current homes specifically so thar
their kids could attend high-qualiry high schools.

Upper-class parents generally have better information about school
quality than lower-class parents? and are bereer able to afford homes in
the right neighborhoods. Jonathan Rothwell of the Brookings Institu-
tion found that houses near a high-scoring public school cost more than
$200,000 more than comparable houses near low-scoring schools,™
Other research suggests that when people bid up prices for houses in
good school districts, they are really bidding for a district with many
affluent, well-educated parents, rather than for the best teacher qual-
ity, class size, or per-pupil spending, implying that parents helieve that
parental inputs are more important than school inpurs in determining
school quality® (When my family moved to the Boston arca years aga
and sought a community with good schools, my wife used the “braces
test’—how many kids in town were wearing braces? It was a reasonable
proxy for parenting and income and thus for school quality.) This pro-
cess clusters advantaged kids with other advantaged kids in one set of
schools, like Troy High, and poor kids with osher poor kids in another
set of schools, like Santa Ana High.

Admirable though it may be for other reasons, “school choice” has
had at most a slight impact on the class gap. It does allow an increasing
proportion of students (roughly 15 percent) to attend schools chosen
by their parents, rather than schools based on their residence. Bur espe-
cially among lower-income families, the choices parents make are often
not well informed and are constrained by transportation and child care
problems.* School choice would not likely have made much difference
for the lower-class children we've focused on in this book, for example,
because they lacked savvy parenss to help them make betrer choices.

Regardless of their own family background, kids do better in schools
where the other kids come from affluent, educated homes. This pattern

appears to be nearly universal across the developed world.” “The social

Schooling 165

composition of the student body is mose highly relaced to achievement,
independent of the student’s own social background, than is any other
school factor,” James Coleman, the first researcher to demonstrate this
powerful fact, has written. This generalization applies not only to test
scores, graduation, college enrollment, and so forth, but also to adult
incomes, even holding constant the effects of a childs own family back-
ground and test scores. '

That poor kids achieve more in high-income schoaols is descrfbed by
Gary Orfield and Susan Eaton as “one of the most consistent findings
in research on educarion.” In a few studies, in fact, the correlation of a
student’s high school learning with her clasmates’ family backgrounds is
greater than the correlation with her own family background ™ N

Tiy this mental experiment: Suppose that Sofia {with her “gifted
and talented” designarion and her precocious dicrionary reading) had
magically been transferred to Troy High School, while Isabella had
been malevolently assigned to a high school like Santa Ana. Ir's hard to
imagine that their respective achievements would remain unaffected.
Indeed, Clara and Ricardo, you'll recall, performed exactly that mental
experiment when deciding to move from their old neighborhood in LA
to Fullerton. But why does the socioeconomic composition of a school
seem to have such a powerful impact on its students?

"The first explanation thar occurs to many people, experts and oi-
dinary citizens alike, is school finance: that is, that -s(chools in affiuent
areas, funded largely by local property taxes, can afford more and berter
teachers, administrators, programs, and physical plant. In fact, however,

school finance is probably not a major contriburor to the growth of the
class gap. Most researchers have found, for example, that school finances
{including spending per pupil, and teacher salaries) are not significant
predicross of school performance.® In the past three decades, moreover,
as the class gaps have rapidly widened, local property taxes in many
states have funded a smaller and smaller fraction of school bidgers, in
part because court decisions in those states have mandated equalization
of spending across school districts.

Teacher salaries are slightly higher in schools serving affluent
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students, but that pattern probably reflects a tendency for teachers
with more seniority to migrate away from high-poverty, high-minority
schools for nonmonetary reasons.”' Moreover, the ratios of teachers
and guidance counselors to students are, if anything, more favorable in
high-poverty schools.* In this respect, the comparison of Troy and Santa
Ana high schools in Table 4.1 accurately reflects the natjonal pattern:
differences in the factors under administrative control seem oo small to
account for the massive differences in student outcomes.

To be sure, hiring more and betwer teachers at higher salaries to
teach in high-poverty schools would be a very good way to narrow class
disparities. The challenges facing teachers and swff in high-poverty
schools—indiscipline, language difficulties, inadequate academic prepa-
ration, and the myriad problems kids bring in from outside school, all
illustrated at Santa Ana-—are so great that more investment is required
to [evel the playing field for the kids. Nevertheless, there is lictle evidence
that the growing performance gap berween low-income schools and
high-income schools can be atuibuted to bias in the allocation of public
rescurces.

More plausible suspects in our mystery are the things chat students
collectively bring with them to school, ranging from (on the positive
side of the ledger} academic encouragement at home and private fund-
ing for “extras” to (on the negative side) crime, drugs, and disorder.
"These are the very factors that jump out from our paired portraics of
Santa Ana and Troy.® Whom you go to school with marters a lot.

First, kids from affluent, educated homes bring their parents with
them to school. Virtally all studies show that afluent, more educated
parents are more likely than poor, less educated parents 1o involve
themselves ac their kids’ schools. Our stories vividly illustrate this fact.
“We asl more questions in a week than my parents probably asked in
four years through high school,” Earl said; Simone was a perennial PTA
leader in both New Jersey and Atlanta; and Clara not only volunteered
in class bur also made a point of getting to know the schoo! office staff.

Our less affluent parents also tied o engage with their kids’ schools,
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bur their efforts were hampered by work obligations (Stephanie, in At-
lanta), by cultural barriers (Lola’s step-grandfather, in Santa Ana), and
by their own educarional limits (Joe, in Bend). In most cases the- gro.w-
ing class gap in parental engagement is due less to lack of motivation
than to economic and cultural obstacles, though Lola’s step-grandfather
suggests that less affluent parents have become more apathetic ii:l recent
years. Nevertheless, compared to low-income schools, schools in afflu-
ent areas aze characterized by greater engagement and support from
parents.

This fact has all sorts of consequences. Many studies have shown
thar parental engagement—everything from asking about h(l)mework
to attending PTA meetings—is associated with higher academic perflar-
mance, better socioemotional skills, and other facets of student behavior,
such as less use of drugs and alcohol. As educational researchers Anne
Henderson and Nancy Berla have put it, summarizing the trends in such
srudies, “When parents are involved at school, their children go further
it school, and the schools they go to are better” ™

Moving from correlation to causal certainty is more complicated.
Parents who frequent school are also likely to have read to their children
as infanss, so is it the school visits or the reading that reaily mattered?
Or is the causal arrow perhaps reversed, running from student perfor-
mance to parental engagement? (Visiting school is 2 more artractive way
to spend an evening if the teachers are likely to sa); nice things :etk-)out
your kids.) Questions about causaliry are not easy o answer definirively
withour controlled experiments, but most researchers are persuaded that
parental engagement with schools encourages higher performance, espe-
cially among socioeconomically disadvantaged youth.

Kids from afuent homes also bring their parents affluence to
school. Anecdotally, “para-school funding” (parental and community
fund-raising) provides a stark contrast between upscale and downscale
schools. Such funding, we saw, allows for a richer menu of extras at Troy
High than at Santa Ana High. At a more extreme level, on the Upper
West Side of Manhattan, PTAs at several public schools raise neariy
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$1 million annually to support school acrivities, earning the schools the
label “public privates,” and in Hillsborough, California, the annual take
from the parent-funded foundation is $3.45 million, which supplements
the school budger by 17 percent. Nationwide evidence ro document
these patterns is lacking so far, but the examples are striking,”

Parents in upscale communiries also demand a more academically

rigorous curriculum, which in turn helps produce more learning, fewer

dropouts, and more college entrants.* For example, Figure 4.1, based on -

a 2011 survey of most public high schools in America, shows that low-
poverty schools (roughly speaking, the top quartile of schools, in terms
of parental income) offer three times as many AP classes as their high-
poverty counterparts.”” Once again, we can see the national patrern mir-
rored in the contrast between Santa Ana and Troy: all the kids at Troy
are nerds, Clara sold us, whereas the only thing Sofia had to say about

academics at Santa Ana was to saicker, “What's academics’”

Figure 4.1; High-poverty high schools offer fewer Advanced Placement
ciasses
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Peer pressure, too, plays a powerful role in fostering high academic
performance. The influence of peers, which rends to peak at ages 15-18,
has been shown on .teens academic achievement, educational aspira-
tions, college going, misbehavior, drug use, truancy, and depression, as
well as consumer behavior. As peers transmit social norms, educational
values, and even academic skills, peers at high-income schools thus serve
as educational catalysts for one another. High standards and aspirations
tend to be contagious—as de low standards and aspirations.® Peer pres-
sure helps explain the correlation between a schools sociveconomic
composition and student performance.”

But where do the affiuent kids' standards and aspirations come
from? Isabella gave us a clear answer——the parents, “[My parents] didn’t
try to put a lot of pressure on me, tbut] a lot of people have got pres-
sure on them from home. . .. [When] kids would not do as well as they
had wanted 1o do on a test, they wouldn’t want to go home, because
their parents would be waiting there to say, ‘Okay, let me see your score.
Whar’s wrong?’ ™

The net result in a school with lots of kids from well-educared, aca-
demically ambitious homes is that peer pressure—what Isabella and her
classmates experience as “stress” and “competition”—amplifies the collec-
tive effects of the achievement motivation from their homes. Conversely,
in a school like Santa Ana the peer environment dampens whartever
academic aspirations any individual student might bring from home.

So, on average, what kids from affluent homes and neighborhoods
bring to school tends to encourage higher achievement among all stu-
dents at those schools. But the opposite is also true: the disorder and
violence that kids from impoverished homes and neighborhoods tend
to bring to their schools discourages achievement for all students ar
those schools. This is whar we saw happening at Santa Ana High, with
students whispering threats of mayhem in the classroom, and teachers
confining themselves to baby-sitting.

High-poverty schools are characrerized by higher rates of delin-

quency, truancy, disorder, and transience than low-poverty schoals, and
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lower rates of English proficiency, because all of those characteristics
are concentrated in poor communities,’ As we witnessed in Santa
Ana High, ali those characteristics adversely affect all the swudents in
such schools, whether or not they personally are delinquent, truang,
disorderly, transient, or non-English-speaking. One careful study, for
example, found that the presence in a classroom of kids who had been
exposed to domestic violence reduced other kids’ achievement, especially
in high-poverty schools,

Here, too, the class gap seems w have grown in recent years, yet
again creating the familiar scissors effect. Between 1995 and 2005,
victimizations at school declined by nearly 60 percent in suburban
schools but by only 43 percent in urban schools. Not surprisingly, too,
graduation rates are much lower in high schools with more crime-prone
students, because of their impact on class climate and on teacher com-
mitment. “Despite aggregate declines in school crime and fear,” crimi-
nologists David Kirk and Robert Sampson conclude, “inequality by race
and social class in educational experiences has likely increased because
declines have been relatively more concentrated in suburban and private
schools.” ¥

(Gangs, largely an urban phenomenon, contribute significantly to
school crime and fear. Roughly one quarter of urban students report
& gang presence at their high schools, and about one quarter of urban
schools report 20 or more violent incidents annually* Most of those in-
cidents are not reported to police, but, as Figure 4.2 shows, suspensions
are two and a half times more common in high-poverty high schools
than in low-poverty high schools. We saw an extreme version of this dis-
parity when {(in Table 4.1) we compared the rates of ‘susperssion at Troy
High and Santa Ana High. An even greater concentration of disciplin-
ary problems in high-poverty schools is found among elementary and
middle schools, though suspensions are rarer in the earlier grades.*

The result of this concatenation of disadvantage, other researchers
have found, is that “high-poverty classrooms have four times the concen-

trations of academic, attention, and behavioral problems as low-poverty
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classrooms.”* This is, of course, precisely the school climare that Sofia
and Lola described for us in such harrowing detail: a climare that dis-
rupts class management, student learning, and teacher morale, and low-
ers the odds thar teachers with other options will choose to work or stay

in such schools.

Figure 4.2: High-poverty high schaols have more disciplinary probiems
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A recent study of California high school teachers” daily classroom
routines made vivid just how different the learning environments are
in high-poverty and low-poverty schools® Swressful conditions from
outside school are much more likely to intrude into the classroom in
high-poverty schools. Every one of ten such “stressors” is two or three
times more common in high-poverty schools than in their low-poverty
counterparts—student hunger, unstable housing, and economic prob-

lerus; lack of medical and dental care; caring for family members and
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other family and immigration issues; community violence and safecy
concerns. One consequence is that even though the nominal number of
instructional hours doesn't differ between high-poverty and low-poverty
schools, over the course of the average week teachers in high-poverty
schools spend roughly three and one half fewer hours in acrual instruc-
tion, and over the course of the academic year high-poverty schools lose
almost two weeks more to teacher absences, emergency lockdowns, and
other challenges concentrated in such schools. Formally, high-poverty
and low-poverty schools may be given the same resources, bur the eco-
logical challenges facing the former render them much less effective in
providing quality instruction to their students, precisely as we saw when
comparing Santa Anz and Troy High Schools.

Sofia and Lola describe the classroom atmosphere from the point
of view of students, but they also offer glimpses of what the teachers ar
Santa Ana have to confront. “There were kids with guns in the school,
lots of fights, people throwing stuff in class, being very disrespectful to
the teachers. Kids would spit in their faces, teil them off, start argu-
ments, be really rude. It was nasty.” We were unable to speak with any
Senta Ana staff, but we can imagine what the world of Santa Ana must
look like to them.

Suppose that you were 2 bright, optimistic young teacher showing
up each day to work in this war zone. Idealism might carry you through
2 year or two, but if you had an opportuniry to move o a school with
less mayhem and more students eager to learn, youd jump ar the
chance. 5o faculty turnover would be higher, with more rookie teach-
ers every year. Moreover, many of the teachers who remained would be
timeservers: inured o turmoil, conzent to baby-sit, “paid to be there,”
cynical even about helping well-meaning students, dismissing them as
“pathetic,” lazily assuming that all Latinos speak Spanish.

Sadly, national data precisely confirm this picture. Better teachers,
who can have a substantial effect on student success in later Iife, are
disproportionately found in upper-income, high-performance schools,

whereas more transient, less capable teachers are disproportionately
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found in lower-income, low-performance schools. This pattern is prob-
ably due less to district assignment of teachers and more to teacher
flight. In short, poor teacher morale and higher turnover in low-income
schools, driven by a climate of disorder and even danger, helps explain
why low-income schools produce lower-achieving students, whatever the
students’ own background and ability.

Two other factoss have sometimes been proposed as explanations
for the growing class gap in American schools, but the evidence suggests
that they play only minor roles, if any.

The first is tracking: the practice of separating students into college-
prep and non-college-prep tracks, which for decades was common and
tended to provide a modest edge to kids from more educated homes.
During the peried in which the opportunity gap has widened, however,
access to the college-prep track among kids from less privileged back-
grounds has increased. Tracking continues to provide a slight advama!ge
to upper-class kids, but it can't account for the substantial increase in the
overall opportunity gap.*® (To be sure, as Figure 4.1 shows, schools serv-
ing poor students offer fewer AP courses, with important consequences
for the educarional opportunites in such schools.)

Private schools are a second factor that is probably not so important
a contributor to the growing opportunity gap as many people think.
During the past several decades, the percentage of high school students
in private schools has dropped from just over 10 percent to just under
8 percent. Kids from college-educated homes are somewhar more likely
(roughly 10 percent) to attend religious or nonsectarian private schools,
or to be home-schooled, than kids from high-school-educated homes
{roughiy 5 percent), but that gap has not changed. Private schools may
give a modest edge to affluent students, but that edge has apparently not
grown during the years in which the opportunity and achievement gaps

have widened sharply.*
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Extracurricular Activities

School-based extracurricular activities emerged roughly a century ago,
as part of the same wave of progressive educational reform that pro-
duced the High School movement. The idea was o use extracurricu-
lars 1o diffuse among all classes what we now call “soft skills™—strong
work habics, self-discipline, teamwork, leadership, and a sense of civic
engagement. But if we look at participation in extracurricular activities
today-—in everything from football to band to French club to the stu-
dent newspaper~-we can see yet another dimension of the growing class
disparity in America’s educational system.

Involvement in extracurricutar activities has been shown repearedly
to have measurably favorable consequences. Consciously or uncon-
sciously, affiuens, more educated parents understand this, and as we saw
carlier, they are increasingly investing substantial time and money in
supporting their kids' involvement in extracurricular activities. It’'s why,
in Bend, Earl boughr his daughter Lucy a horse and built a bam for i
and why, in Adanta, Desmond’s mother, Simone, insisted that cach of
her sons do a sport every season; and why, in Orange County, Isabellss
mother, Clara, paid those speeding tickets to ensure that her kids were
extensively involved in extracurriculars. They had time and money that
the poorer kids' families lacked, and they invested those resources in
helping their children acquire valuable soft skills through extracurricular
activities,

Consistent involvement in extracurricular activides is strongly as-
sociated with a variety of positive outcomes during the school years
and beyond--even after controlling for family background, cognitive
skills, and many other potentially confounding variables. These posi-
tive outcotnes include higher grade-point averages, lower dropout rates,
lower truancy, better work habits, higher educational aspirations, lower
delinquency rates, greater self-esteem, more psychological resilience, less
risky behavior, more civic engagement (like voting and volunteering},

and higher furure wages and occupational attainment.” One carefully
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controlled study, for example, showed thar kids consistently involved
in exrracurricular activities were 70 percent more likely to go to college
than kids who were only episodically involved——and roughly 400 pe:-
cent more likely than kids who were not at all involved.”* Another study,
which has a special relevance to the students we met in Orrange Couny,
found thar involverenc in extracurricular activities among low-income
Latino students {all too rare, as the experiences of Lola and Sofia illus-
trate) predicts school achievernent.”

Leadership in extracurricular activities appears to have even more
intense effects: one study found that club and team leaders are moze
likely to command higher salaries in managerial positions later in fife.5
And an intrigning study of students who artended high school in Cleve-
tand, Ohio, in the 19405 even found neurological effects a half century
fater: students who had participated in extracurricular activities were
substantially less likely than those who hadn't w0 suffer from dementda
at the turn of the century, even after adjusting for differences in 1Q and
educational attainment.” The only negative finding that emerges from
the dozens of studies that have been done on the correlates of extra-
curricular activities is not startling: among young men, participation
in sports is often correlated with excessive drinking (but not drug use).
Nevertheless, among both men and women, the extracurricular activity
most consistently associated with high academic achievement is sports,
Jocks turn out to-be brainy, too.
£

To be sure, few of these studies were true experiments, randomly
assigning some kids to participate and excluding others, so we cannot
entirely rule our the possibility that the robust correlation berween extra-
curricular involvement and life success migit be due, at least in part, to
some unmeasured variable, like innate energy level. On the other hand,
a number of studies measure change over time in the same individual,
which should eliminate the effects of any enduring personality trait. One
clever study found strong effects on college attendance and labor marker
outcomnes after Tite IX widened girls” participation in spors, a kind of

natural experiment; another study used comparison of siblings o tease
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out the causal effects of extracurricular involvement on later eamings;
and several experimental studies have confirmed the effects of programs
akin 1o conventional extracurricular activities.**

So why do extracurricular activities have such broad implications for
2 child’s Tuture? Many suggestions have been offered: the effects on sel&
confidence, time use (the “idle hands” theory}, positive peer effects, and
so on. One imporzant advantage that we shall explore in the next chap-
ter is exposure to caring adults outside the family: coaches and other
adult supervisors often serve as valuable mentors, as we saw with Jesse’s
football coach in Port Clinton and Isabelia’s track coaches.’

But the biggest benefit of extracurricular participation seems to be
what the educational reformers who invented this practice hoped it
would be: soft skills and characrer. Presumably it was character, not mili-
tary skills, that the Duke of Wellington had in mind when he famously
exclaimed upon revisiting the playing fields of Eton, “It is here that the
battle of Warerloo was won!” Noncognitive skills and habits such as
grit, teamwork, leadership, and sociability are unmistakably developed
among participants in extracurricular aceivities,

Many rescarchers believe that soft skills and extracurricular partici-
pation are as important as hard skills and formal schooling in explaining
educational attainment and earnings ten years later, even controlling for
family background. That's because employers increasingly value non-
cognitive traits, such as work habirs and ability 1o work with others.
"These noncognitive traits may be even mote important for students from
more disadvantaged family backgrounds.””

T sum things up: extracurricular participation marters for upward
mobility. It is thus distressing to learn that every study confirms a sub-
stantial class gap in extracurricular participation, especially when it
comes to sustained involvement across different types of activity. Poor
kids are three times as likely as their nonpoor classmates to participate in
neither sports nor clubs (30 percent to 10 percent), and half as likely to
participate in both sports and clubs (22 percent to 44 percent).*®

Even more distressing is the fact that extracurricular participarion
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rates in recent decades display the familiar scissors gap. One study found
that during the past 15 years, activity levels in ous-of-school ciubs and
organizations rose among affluent youth and fell among poor youth.
From 1997 to 2012, the “extracurricular gap” between poor kids and
nonpoor kids aged 6-11 nearly doubled, from 15 to 27 percentage
points, while the comparable gap among kids aged 12-17 rose from 19

1o 29 percentage points.”

Figure 4.3: Growing class gap in participation in school-hased extracurmiculars,
1972-2002
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Figure 4.3 draws on national high school surveys in recent years to
illustrate the growing gap for extracurricular activities, Similar gaps have
opened up for private music, dance, and art lessons, and for leadership
positions on athletic teams. Seniors from affluent backgrounds have
served as tearn captains more than twice as often as classmates from
poorer backgrounds, a gap that has nearly doubled during the past sev-

eral decades. This same basic scissors pattern applies to virtually every
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type of extracutricular activity, viewed separately. The principal excep-
tion is student government, where the gap has closed downward, as rich
kids have dropped out even more rapidly than poor kids—a convergent
disappearance of practice in seif-government that is unfortunate for our
democraci.®

These charts confirm narionally the class patterns that emerged
clearly from our case studies. Recall Andrew’s active (f laid-back)
membership of the school soccer team, as well as his six years of guitar
lessons; Desmond’s year-round involvement in school sports, as well as
his years of pianc lessons; and Isabella’s intense involvement in achlerics,
dance, and piano. Compare those rich and fruitful experiences to the
total lack of extrzcurricular involvement by any of the kids we've met
from less affluent homes, despite (for example) futile attempts by Lola to
join a reading club and by Sofia to play on the volleyball team. Each of
the kids from privileged backgrounds has learned the soft skills that ap-
peal to coliege admissions officers and that will impress future employ-
ers. None of our kids from impoverished backgrounds, whatever their
native skills, has henefited from a similar boost.

What can explain these growing class gaps in extracurricular involve-
ment?

Some part of the explanation is perhaps active discouragement by
school staff members, as described by Lola and Sofia. “Teachers and
administrators serve as gatekeepers to slots in extracurricular actvities,”
writes educarional commentator Ralph McNeal, “recruiting students
they perceive to be talented while restricting others who are disqualified
by acadermic standards.”®' Lack of transportation might also be a facror.
More important in the aggregate, however, is the constricted menu of
extracurricular opportunities available in high-poverty schools,

For example, Figure 4.4 shows that across America high schools
with affluent students offer twice as many team sports as high-poverty
schools.” Other studies suggese that this extracurricular gap between
affiuent and impoverished schools is at least as great for nonsports activi-

ties like French club and orchestra. These differences in extracurricular
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offerings, in turn, turn out o be an important part of the explanation

for the lower academic performance of high-poverty schools.®

Figure 4.4: High-poverty high schoals offer fewer team sporis
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Fifty years ago, offering opporwmnities for all kids to take part in
extracurricular acrivities was recogﬁized as an importan‘t part of a ;:_)ub~
lic school’s responsibilities to i students, their parents, and the wider
community. No one talked then about soft skiils, but vorers and school
administrators understood that footbali, chorus, and the debate club
taught valuable lessons that should be open to all kids, regardless of their
family background. Recall the rich array of extracurricufar activities pur-
sued by poor kids in Pore Clinton High School in the 1950s.

In our new era of budget bel-tightening, high-stakes testing, and
academic “cote competencices,” however, school boards everywhere have

decided that extracurricular activities and soft skilis are “frills.” Affluenc
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and impoverished school districts alike have feit this pressure, but given
their different constituencies, they have followed different paths. Some
poorer districes have simply cut back on extracurricular offerings, as
reflected in Figure 4.4, Affluent districts instead have lept (and even
expanded) their offerings by drawing on private resources. One such
source, as we have seen, is para-school funding by parents and com-
munity members. While that approach obviously favors affluent school
districts, at least within the schools themselves it does not discriminate
between rich and poor students.

More insidious and more widespread has been the rapid prolifera-
tion of pay-to-play policies now imposed on students in more than half
of American high schools. One nationwide survey in 2010 estimated
that team fees and other costs of extracurricular sports averaged be-
tween $300 and $400 per student. An annual survey of six Midwestern
states found that pay-to-play fees for high school sports alone doubled
from $75 in 2007 w0 $150 tn 2012, while average marching band fees
rose from $85 in 2010 o $100 in 2013, Even in California, where
pay-to-play was found by the courts to be unconstitutional, schools
circumvented the ruling by collecting “donations” that were, in effect,
mandatory.* Some schools charge distinet fees for different sports; in
Painesville, Ohio, cross-counury costs $521, football $783, and tennis
$9331 In addition, equipment costs (formerly boene by the school, but
now typically borne by parents} amount to roughly $350 per year.%

Firm nationwide numbers are still unavailable, but a reasonable esti-
mate nowadays for the total coses of extracurricular participation might
be $400 per student per activity per year, or roughly $1,600 for two kids
in a family participating in two activities each vear. For parents in the
top quintile of the national income distribution that would amount to
about 1-2 percent of their annual income, but for a household in the
bottom quintile, the same cost would amount to nearly 10 percent {or
more) of their annual income. Given these numbers, the surprise is that
any poor kids at all take part in excracurricular acrivities.

Schools often counter that they waive fees for poor kids, bus given
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the inevirable stigma artached 1o the waiver, it is hardly surprising thar in
2012, while 60 percent of all kids nacdionwide who played school sports
faced a pay-to-play fee, only 6 percent received a waiver. Prior to the in-
stitution of fees, roughly half of all kids, whether from affluent or less af
fluent backgrounds, were playing sports, but when fees were introduced,
one in every three sports-playing kids from homes with annual incomes
of $60,000¢ or less—the national median is about $62,000, so many of
these kids come from solidly middie-class homes—dropped out because
of the increased cost, as compared to one in ten kids from families with
incomes over $60,000. Within a few decades America’s public schools
have thrust the burden of extracurricular activity (and the resulting soft
skills benetits) onto the family, revessing nearly a century of sertled edu-
cational peficy, with predictable resules in terms of equality of access.

Yet even in today’s America the provision of extracurricular appor-
cunities through public schools remains less discriminatory than whelly
private provision—piano lessons, club soccer, and the like. Children in
low-income families are even Jess likely to participate in organized non-
school activities, such as after-school programs, achleric reams, music
lessons, and scouts, than they are in school-based activities. Among these
nanschoo! programs,  moreover, rescarchers have found greater class
disparities in participation in expensive activities like Sports or music
lessons than in low-cost programs run by churches or community orga-
nizations.” So by providing some working-class kids with activities o
which they would otherwise have 1o access, schools still exert a modest
leveling effect on extracurricufar participation.

Are school-year jobs another contriburor to the growing opportunity
gap?® Here experss caution us not to confuse part-time jobs and virtu-
aily full-time jobs. Pare-time jobs typically have positive benefits in terms
of preparation for adult life, and such jobs were in past decades more
common among relatively affluent teens. By conrrast, vircually full-time
jobs have fewer (if any) beneficial long-term consequences and may well
interfere with extracurticular activities. The past 40 years have seen a

steady decline in school-year employment of ail sores among kids from
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all backgrounds, although that decline has been slightly faster among
more affluent kids, ‘which has thus slightly closed the class gap. Work,
therefore, can't be 2 major reason for the growing extracurricular gap,
Budger curting and the shifting priorites of American schools are prob-
ably the’main reasons that extracusricular opportunities (and the soft
skills they inculcate) are increasingly the preserve of more affiuent young
people. _

So let’s return to the core question in this chapter: Do K~12 schools
make the opportunity gap better or make it worse?

The answer is this: the gap is created more by what happens to kids
before they ger to school, by things that happen outside of school, and
by what kids bring {or dont bring) with them to school—some bringing
resources and others bringing challenges—than by what schools do
them.” The American public school today is as a kind of echo chamber
in which the advantages or disadvantages thar children bring with them
o school have effects on other kids. The growing class segregation of
our neighborhoods and thus of our schools means that middle-class kids
like lsabella hear mostly encouraging and beneficial echoes at schoo,
whereas lower-class kids like Lola and Sofia hear mostly discouraging
and harmful echoes.

What this means is that schools as sizes probably widen the class
gap. We've seen evidence that schools as organizations sometimes mod-
estly contribute o leveling the playing field. For more than a century,
school-related extracurricular activities have narrowed the opportunity
gap, by providing important opportunities for kids from low-income
backgrounds to build the soft skills that are increasingly important for
economic and professional success. On the other hand, compared o
Port Clinton in the 1950s {(when my tronibone, trombone lessons, and
football coaching and equipment were all provided free of charge by the
high school), recent decisions by school boards to withdraw from that
historic responsibility are widening the class gap.

The fact thar schools as organizations teday have a mixed and

modest impact on the opportunity gap does not mean that reforms in
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schools might not be an important part of the solution to the gap. On
the contrary, even if schools didn’t cause the growing opportunity gap—
and there’s little evidence that they have--they might well be a prime
place to fix it. Americans concerned about the opportunity gap must
not make the all too common mistake of blaming schools for the prob-
lem. Instead, we should work with schools to narrow the gap. School is,
after all, where the kids are. As | discuss in the final chapeer, promising
reforms that might raise the performance of schools serving low-income
students can be found across the country, raising the prospect that
schools, though nor a big part of the problem, might be a big part of the

solution.”™

Trends in Educational Attainment

Because education has long been the dominant pathway for upward
mobility in America, trends in educational attainment—finishing high
school, attending college, and complering college—are a crucial metric
for how we are doing, and especially how we ate likely ro do in the fu-
ture, as today’s students join the workforce. If high school and college
are important rungs on the fadder of opportunity between the child-
hood foundation provided by family and the rewards of adult life, how
have kids from various class backgrounds been doing as they climb those
rungs in recent years? In each case, it turns out, there 1‘5 good news and

bad news.

HIGH SCHOOL
Throughout most of the twentieth century the fraction of American
young peopte who graduated from high school rose steadily, from
G percent at the beginning of the century to 80 percent in 1970, the
fruits of the High School movement I described earlier.” If we include
the GED {the national high school equivalency test), that increase con-
tinued in the last three decades of the century. Moreover, the earlier

class gap in high school diplomas (including GEDs) tended to close in
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those decades, as kids from less privileged backgrounds caught up. Even
though a gap remains—virtually all kids from the rop quartile of socio-
economic status nowadays graduare from high school, whereas more
than a quarter of kids from the boriom quartile don't—so far the news
about trends seems encouraging.
But a closer look at the trends suggests some bad news, too.
First, most of the apparent improvement among kids from less privi-
feged backgrounds in the years after 1970 was ateributable to a rapid
increase in GED credentials. In fact, by 2011 the GED accounted for
12 percent of all high school credentials issued, and 2 disproportionate
number of those GEDs were issued to kids from poorer backgrounds,
like Lola. Furthermore, much recent research has confirmed that the
GED does not have the same value as a regular high school degree,
either in terms of continuing on to college or in the labor marker, In-
deed, some research suggests that the GEI adds very little compared to
drepping out of high school and getting no degree at all. Many GED
recipients say that their ultimate objective is to get a college degree, but
only a dny fraction ever do. In that sense, the closing of the class gap in
terms of high school graduation during the past several decades is mosdy
an ilusion.”™
Second, although the value of a regular high school degree (not
counting GEDs) relative to simply dropping out has remained more or
less constant over these years, the value of a high school degree relative
to a college degree has declined sharply, because the “college premium”
has grown rapidly. In terms of average wages, a college degree was worth
50 percent more than a regular high school degree in 1980, but by 2008
the college degree was worth 95 percent more.” In thar sense, the edu-
cational gains of kids from poor backgrounds have been doubly iflusory.

They've been struggling to catch up on a down escalator.

COLLEGE
During recent decades, coliege preparedness (in terms of academic

achievement) and coliege entry have risen for students from all

Schooling 185

socioeconomic backgrounds. However, a substantial class gap in college
enrollment persists, though whether that gap has remained constanc of
increased is unclear™ The economists Martha Bailey and Susan Dynar-
ski compared kids who would have entered college around 1980 with
their counterparts about 20 years fater. In the earlier cohort, 58 percent
of kids from the most affluent quindle of the income distribution en-
tered college, compared to 19 percent of kids from the poorest quintile.
By the end of the century, those figures were 80 percent and 29 percent,
respectively.

While coliege going for poorer kids grew faster, because the richer
kids began at a much higher level of college entrance, the absolute
gap berween the two groups expanded from 39 percentage points to
51 percentage points. A detailed examination of this growing gap iden-
fifies many of the same causal factors that we have already discussed--
academic preparation in elementary and high school, family and peer
support—and others that we shall explore in the next chapter, especiatly
support from mentors and the wider community.”

But even if we count these changes in advancement to postsecond-
ary educarion as good news, we must note some bad news.

Girse, growing access by poor kids to college does not mean growing
access to selective colleges and universities. Increasingly, poor kids who
go on to college are concentrated in community colleges—14 percent
of poor lids in college in 1972 weze in community golieges, compared
to 32 percent in 2004, Community colleges can play a valuable role as a
iadder out of poverty, of course. They represent hope for disadvantaged
lids, 2s they do for Kayla in Bend, Michelle and Lauren in Atlanta, and
Sofia in Orange Counsy. In the concluding chaprer we shali consider the
contribution that community colleges might make to narrowing the op-
portunity gap.

On the other hand, for most kids, communiry colleges are not really -
a rung on a taller ladder, bur the end of the line, educationally speaking.
When students enter 2 communiry college, 81 percent say they plan to

get a four-year degree, but only 12 percent actually de.”® So counting a
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community coliege as equivalent to a four-year institution (which our
“good news” on college entry did) is misleading.

lo terms of entry into more selective institurions, which for better
or worse offer the best prospects for success in America, the class gap hag
actually widened in recent years, The fraction of kids from the bottom
quartile of the income distribution who ended up at a selective college or
university rose from 4 percent in 1972 10 5 percent three decades fater,
but for kids from the top quartile, the equivalent figures were 26 percent
and 36 percent. By 2004, in the natior’s “most competitive” colleges and
universities—such as Emory, West Point, Boston College, and USC—
kids from the top quartile of the socioeconomic scale oumnumbered kids
from the bottom quartile by about 14 to one.” Just as with high school
degrees, even though young people from less privileged backgrounds
are doing somewhat better now than kids from similar backgrounds did
several decades ago, kids from privileged backgrounds are lengthening
their lead.

That's bad enough, bur therés worse news: much of the recent
growth in enrollment in postsecondary institutions by Jow-income
students has been concentrated in the rapidly expanding for-profit sec-
tor, in such institutions as the University of Phoenix and Kaplan. In
2013 this sector attracted 13 percent of all full-time undergraduares,
compared 10 2 percent in 1991, These students are disproportionately
from low-income backgrounds (as well as older and ethnic minorities),
- Giving a leg up to such students could narrow the opportunity gap, and

indeed Stephanie’s “golden” son in Atlanta exemplifies that possibility.
Buc for-profit institutions are twice as expensive for students as public
universities—and have much worse records in terms of graduation rates,
employment rates, and earnings. Not surprisingly, therefore, students
at for-profit institutions have much higher debt burdens (especially
governmeni-backed leans) and much higher default rates. For-profit
institutions have a better track record in shorter certificate courses, but
including them in estimares of college enrollment exaggerates the gains
among low-income students in recent years.”
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'The worst news of all, however, is this: enrotling in college is one
thing, burt getting a degree is quire another. The class gap in college com-
pletion, which was aiready substantial 30 to 40 years ago, has steadily ex-
panded. This matters hugely, because completing college is much more
irnportant than entering college on all sorts of levels: sociveconomic suc-
cess, physical and mental health, longevity, life satsfaction, and more.
Figure 4.5 estimates the big picture over the past 40 years.” On the mea-
sure of postsecondary education that matters most—graduating from
college—lids from affiuent backgrounds are pulling further and further

ahead, yet one more of our dispiriting scissors charts.

Figure 4.5: Growing gap in gaining a coliege degree, by family incoms,
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In zerms of the labor market, some college is better than no col-
lege at all. But because the biggest boost to economic success and social
mobility comes from having a college degree, kids from upper-class

backgrounds are once again widening their lead in the race that marters
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most. Kids from low-income backgrounds—Ilike David, Kayla, Mi-
chelle, Lauren, Lola, and Sofia, to say nothing of Elijab

more or fess diligently to improve their prospects in life, but no matter

are working

how talented and hardworking they are, at best they are improving their
play at checkers, while upper-class kids are widening their lead at three-
dimensional chess.

Summarizing the progress of rich kids and poor kids up the educa-
tional ladder in recent years, Figure 4.6 follows a single cohort of kids
for a decade, from 2002 (when they were in the tenth grade) w 2012
{when most of them had climbed as far as they were likely o ger).” The
lefe-maost pair of columns shows that most of the sophomere class of
2002 successfully received a high school diploma. That includes 92 per-
cent of kids from the top quartile of the socioeconomic hierarchy, and
64 percent of kids from the bottom quartile.®

Figure 4.6 also shows that most of those who graduated from high
school actually applied to college, though rich kids were much more
likely to reach that rung {90 percent) than poor kids (59 percent). An
even more scrious winnowing took place as the kids actually crossed
the threshold into coliege. OF all rich kids, 89 percent had enrolled in
college within two yeass of high school graduation, compared to only
46 percent of all poor kids. And by the time this cohort actually reached
the rung of college graduation, 58 percent of all rich kids had made it
to the top, compared to only 12 percent of all poor kids. It was as if
the poor kids had weights actached to their feer that grew heavier and
heavier with each step up the ladder.

On the other hand, as we have seen throughout this chaprer, it is
important to distinguish between the sites of disparity and the causes of
disparity. It would be too easy to assume that because family income so
closely predicts college graduation, college costs must be the cause of
class discrepancies. The fact that a given rung of the ladder (such as col-
lege graduation) is the site of a rapidly growing class gap does not imply
that chat rung isell caused the gap. In fact, all of the factors that we've

discussed so far in this book—Tfamily structure, parenting, childhood
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development, peer groups, extracusricular opportunities—have contrib-
uted to the widening gap in college graduation rates in recent decades,
along with the neighborhood and community influences that we shall
discuss in the next chapter.®” The burdens on the poor kids have been
gathering weight since they were very young. Rising tuition costs and

student debr are che final straw, not the main load.

Figure 4.8: Climbing the educational latder (unevenly)
Of every 100 potential members of the class of 2004, roughly how many reached each rung?
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Figure 4.7 brings this chaprer to a close o a sobering note. As the
ewengy-fisst century opened, a family’s socioeconomic status {SES) had
become even more important than test scores in predicting which eighth
graders would graduate from college.® A generation carlier, social class
had played a smaller role, relative to academic ability, in predicting
educational atrainment.® Nowadays, high-scoring sich kids are very
likely (74 percent) to graduate from college, while low-scoring poor

kids almost never do (3 percent). Middling students are six times more
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likely to graduate from college if they come from a more affluent family
(51 percent) than if they come from a less affluent family (8 pescent).
Even more shocking, high-scoring poor kids are now slightly less likely
(29 percent) to get a college degree than low-scoring rich kids (30 per-
cent}. That last fact is particularly hard to square with the idea at the
heart of the American Dream: equality of opportunity.

Figure 4.7: Family background matters more than 8
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Chapter 5

COMMUNITY

THE PHILADELPHIA STORY, SET IN THE CITY'S WEALTHY MAIN
Line suburbs in the midst of the Great Depression, and famously sta-
ring Katharine Hepburn, captured the social capets of the 1 percent of
that era. Hepburn's character was modeled on the real-life Helen Hope
Montgomery Scott, once described in Vanizy Fair as “the unofficial
queen of Philadelphias WASP oligarchy.”! The colossal manors of the
Gilded Age, like her 800-acre Ardrossan Estate, have now mostly been
replaced by winding, tree-shaded lanes along which can be found the
fieldstone mansions of the new Philadelphia elites of finance, consulting,
and “eds and meds” (universities and medical centers). Just as a century
ago, bucolic Lower Merion Township and its neighboring towns remain
home 1o some of America’s most affluent, weil-educated families.

Eleven miles to the east another classic of cinematic sociclogy, Rocky,
was set in the gritty white working-class neighborhood of Kensingron,
close by the Deelaware docks and the dying industries on which Phila-
delphias prosperity had once been based. During the late ninereenth
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Age of Discontent (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2012) on the philo-
sophical side.



