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Abstract
Despite years of research, methodological and practical obstacles make
it difficult to conclude whether policies aimed at improving schools
and communities are effective for improving youth outcomes. To com-
plement existing work, we assess research on the educational and so-
cial outcomes for comparable youth who change school and neigh-
borhood settings through unique housing policy and school voucher
programs. Research shows that housing programs have helped poor
families move to much safer, less disadvantaged, and less segregated
neighborhoods. Some housing programs have also provided early edu-
cational benefits for young people who relocated to less poor and less
segregated neighborhoods, but these gains were not maintained in the
long run. School voucher programs have helped disadvantaged youth
attend higher-performing private schools in less segregated environ-
ments with more middle-class peers. Although some voucher programs
have shown small positive effects, the results of others are less certain
owing to methodological weaknesses. Future research should directly
examine families’ selection processes and be cautious with quantitative
research that uses naturally occurring variation to model the effects of
potential social programs. Researchers should also recognize the fam-
ily processes that interact with social policy to determine how youth
development can be improved, alongside the structural and political
processes that condition how programs work at a larger scale.
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Bronfenbrenner, if you want to understand
something, try to change it.

—Urie Bronfenbrenner, quoting a mentor in
American Psychologist, 1977

INTRODUCTION

Neighborhoods and schools are important con-
texts for the socialization and development of
young people as well as sites where the mech-
anisms of opportunity and inequality operate.
Both schools and communities have also be-
come the focus of many recent policy discus-
sions. Residential mobility, school mobility, and
housing policy garnered national attention af-
ter the hurricane disaster in New Orleans, and
HOPE VI demolitions (the largest federal ur-
ban revitalization effort to date) are leading
to the relocation of poor families in cities all
over the country. School accountability, test
score gaps between white and minority stu-
dents, and choice programs are central to the
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, and
federal courts have recently considered whether
to mandate or overturn racial or socioeconomic
integration in housing and school settings.1

These contexts have been of central interest
to social scientists, and multiple Annual Reviews
have assessed literature on the effects of schools
and neighborhoods on the lives of young peo-
ple (Arum 2000, Hallinan 1988, Sampson et al.
2002, Small & Newman 2001).

As noted in these reviews and elsewhere, de-
spite years of research on the developmental ef-
fects of social contexts, we do not know defini-
tively how neighborhood and school changes
or some combination of both could be used as
effective policy levers to improve youth well-
being. This is due in large part to two related
issues. First, despite relatively high levels of
residential mobility in the United States, we
see little variation in the types of schools that
low-income minority children attend and the

1Thompson v. Department of Housing and Urban Development
(95–309) (Baltimore, MD); Parents Involved in Community
Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1 (05–908); and Meredith
v. Jefferson County Board (05–915).

neighborhoods they inhabit. Often, disadvan-
taged families are trapped in poor neighbor-
hoods, and their children are trapped in low-
performing schools (Massey & Denton 1993,
South & Crowder 1997, South & Deane 1993).
Therefore, we do not often get the chance to
observe how a more advantaged environment
might affect their life chances. Second, families
choose neighborhoods and schools—they are
not randomly distributed across social settings.
This endogeneity or selection problem plagues
attempts to recover causal estimates in research
using observational designs to study environ-
mental effects because the characteristics and
dynamics of families that lead them to choose
social settings (albeit among a set of constrained
alternatives) may also affect their children’s out-
comes (Manski 1995, Moffitt 2004, Winship &
Morgan 1999).

Fortunately, there have been some unique
opportunities to study what happens when
children experience moderate to radical
changes in their schooling or neighborhood
environments, by virtue of external social and
political forces. For example, government
or privately funded interventions such as
school choice vouchers and housing mobility
programs attempt to redistribute opportu-
nity by allowing individuals the chance to
change contexts. Other research opportuni-
ties come from historical efforts to satisfy
court-mandated remedies, such as school and
housing desegregation programs, which may
allow for new opportunities through systemic
change and individual mobility. Still others
are a combination of interventions and social
science experiments, such as school choice
voucher lotteries and the federal Moving to
Opportunity (MTO) housing experiment.
These programs and accompanying evalua-
tion research vary in design, methodological
rigor, “treatments,” and policy relevance. To
complement existing work, we assess research
specifically focusing on outcomes for youth
who have changed school and neighborhood
settings through housing policy programs
and under certain types of school voucher
initiatives. We do not address theories of how
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neighborhoods and schools matter for child and
adolescent development, as this has been done
extensively elsewhere (see Bowles & Gintis
1976; Brooks-Gunn et al. 1997a,b; Dreeben
1968; Hallinan et al. 2003; Sampson et al. 2002).

THE EFFECTS OF
NEIGHBORHOODS AND
SCHOOLS ON YOUTH
DEVELOPMENT

Over the past 40 years, social scientists have
been interested in the effects of social con-
texts and how they help explain unequal life
outcomes. Analyses of school and neighbor-
hood effects have become increasingly pop-
ular among researchers, in part because em-
pirical demonstrations that link social contexts
to educational and life course attainment sig-
nify the possibility for policy to intervene in
these contexts. Understanding the significance
of social environments has an inherent ap-
peal relative to individual-level explanations for
inequality (such as cultural dispositions and
intelligence), and efforts to examine the impor-
tance of individual versus environmental fac-
tors have inspired a great deal of scientific and
political debate [for examples, refer to the de-
bate around Herrnstein & Murray’s The Bell
Curve (1994) in Fischer et al. (1996) and Vol-
ume 24 (1995) of Contemporary Sociology; see
also reviews of the research challenges and
politics surrounding the structure and culture
debate as it pertains to the study of the un-
derclass in Jencks 1993, Marks 1991, Small &
Newman 2001]. We do not repeat the details
from this vast literature, but summarize broad
conclusions.

Inspired by the work of Wilson (1987) and
guided by theories such as social capital and rel-
ative deprivation, numerous researchers have
documented that neighborhood-level charac-
teristics, such as poverty rate, often predict
child and youth outcomes even after statistically
controlling for family socioeconomic status
(SES) or child academic performance. The so-
cial and structural dimensions of disadvantaged
neighborhoods, including racial segregation,

poverty, unemployment, and violence, pre-
dict youth outcomes such as high school
dropout (Aaronson 1998, Crane 1991, Crowder
& South 2003), teenage childbearing (Crane
1991, Ensminger et al. 1996), sexual activ-
ity (Browning et al. 2004), behavioral prob-
lems (Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993, Elliott et al.
1996), and drug use (Case & Katz 1991).
Poor neighborhoods also appear to dimin-
ish educational attainment and other adoles-
cent outcomes in part through lower levels
of positive adult socialization and collective
efficacy (Ainsworth 2002, Card & Rothstein
2007, Connell & Halpern-Fisher 1997, Garner
& Raudenbush 1991, Sampson et al. 2008).
Neighborhoods can also factor into youth ex-
pectations about work, drug use, and col-
lege attendance (Lillard 1993, MacLeod 1987,
Sullivan 1989). Furthermore, recent research
has begun to link disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods with diminished health outcomes (cf.
Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2003, Aneshensel &
Sucoff 1996).

Despite extensive evidence linking neigh-
borhoods and youth development, most re-
search still finds that family background mat-
ters more than neighborhoods (Brooks-Gunn
et al. 1997a,b; Sampson et al. 2002). However,
neighborhoods can affect family resources be-
cause residential location affects the number
and types of jobs available for parents (Holzer
1991, Ihlanfeldt & Sjoquist 1998, McLafferty
& Preston 1992). Recent ethnographic work
has also suggested that neighborhoods might
affect the outcomes of young people by in-
fluencing parenting styles, child monitoring
strategies, and the social and institutional re-
sources accessible to parents in the neighbor-
hood (Furstenberg et al. 1999, Jarrett 1997).

Research on the influence of schooling en-
vironments has also had a long career, starting
with the theories of Durkheim and Parsons and
gaining empirical momentum with Coleman’s
seminal report in 1966 and the early status
attainment research (Blau & Duncan 1967,
Coleman et al. 1966). In his controversial re-
port, Coleman found not only that funding
differentials between black and white schools
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were smaller than expected, but also that
they did not seem to matter for explaining
achievement. Rather, he found that the edu-
cational aspirations and social background of
middle-class peers were more important for
predicting achievement than was school fund-
ing. Coleman took these results to mean that
efforts to integrate students by race and SES
would be successful (Coleman later changed his
mind, finding that desegregation policies within
districts often led to an increase in between-
district segregation and by and large did not
lead to economic integration; Coleman et al.
1975). Early developments in social stratifica-
tion research (e.g., Blau & Duncan 1967, Sewell
& Hauser 1975) showed that the relationship
between son’s and father’s occupational attain-
ment was largely mediated by schooling. Jencks
et al. (1972, 1979) and Bowles & Gintis (1976)
presented critical reanalyses and concluded that
although education had increasingly offset the
effect of family background, these effects were
not as large as previous work had shown, and
these models ignored the structural barriers to
an equal access education in the United States.
(A more recent and growing body of work has
also considered how schooling contributes to
the development of noncognitive skills, such as
motivation or sociability; cf. Farkas 2003.)

Other common approaches to studying
school effects have compared public and pri-
vate school students’ academic achievement and
found that youth attending Catholic schools—
especially black and low-income youth—had
higher achievement scores (Bryk et al. 1993,
Coleman & Hoffer 1987). More recently,
others have employed sophisticated methods
to determine whether private and Catholic
schools significantly improve student academic
achievement after accounting for selection bias
(Morgan 2001, Neal 1997). Although many
studies conclude that school quality has small
effects on student learning when compared with
family resources, researchers have continued to
incorporate a variety of data sources and meth-
ods into the debate over the effects of school and
peer characteristics, such as student racial and
socioeconomic characteristics, teacher quality,

and funding and curriculum (Burtless 1996,
Card & Krueger 1992, Downey et al. 2004,
Ferguson & Ladd 1996, Hanushek & Rivkin
2006, Mayer & Peterson 1999). A number of
researchers have concluded that teacher qual-
ity and classroom size contribute significantly
to student achievement (Clotfelter et al. 2007,
Jencks & Phillips 1998, Nye et al. 1999, Rivkin
et al. 2005; however, see Jacob et al. 2008 for
estimates that question the longevity of teacher
effects).

CHALLENGES OF RESEARCH
ASSESSING NEIGHBORHOOD
AND SCHOOL EFFECTS

Despite widespread and growing interest in
neighborhood and school processes, some re-
searchers have been skeptical about our ability
to recover the causal effects of these contexts
with common methodological approaches and
measures (see Hanushek 1997, Mayer & Jencks
1989, Moffitt 2004). Two related (but not ex-
haustive) limitations make it difficult to know
whether neighborhoods and schools indepen-
dently affect the outcomes of young people:
Families do not generally make large changes
in the quality of their social contexts, and fam-
ilies choose these contexts. Although families
often move, and as a result children change
schools, we see what Sampson (2008) calls “pro-
found structural constraint” and Oakes (2004)
calls “structural confounding.” As a result of
housing discrimination, low levels of infor-
mation, transportation limitations, and fear of
unfamiliar areas, poor families remain concen-
trated in violent, disadvantaged neighborhoods,
and their children are trapped in low-quality
schools (Charles 2003, Henig 1995, Sampson
& Sharkey 2008, South & Crowder 1997).2

2Because of this stability in environment across social classes,
some research suggests that “window” estimates are just as
good as multiple measures of social context in childhood (cf.
Jackson & Mare 2007, Kunz et al. 2003). However, other
work debates the extent to which point-in-time estimates are
accurate reflections of the environments children experience
over time (cf. Gramlich et al. 1992, Wolfe et al. 1996).
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In particular, black families are less likely
to convert human capital into desirable
neighborhood amenities such as low crime and
other resources (Alba et al. 1994; Logan &
Alba 1991, 1993; Massey & Denton 1987). This
leads to the common finding that poor black
families move into white areas less often and
exit white areas more often than white families
(Gramlich et al. 1992, Massey et al. 1994, South
& Crowder 1997). Blacks also have a high rate
of moving into poor neighborhoods even after
they have been in a low-poverty neighborhood,
suggesting that blacks’ tenure in low-poverty
areas is precarious (South et al. 2005). School
sector research also reports low levels of trans-
fer between public schools and Catholic or pri-
vate schools (Bryk et al. 1993) and that school
transfers among minority families do not appre-
ciably improve school quality (Hanushek et al.
2004). In other words, in the natural course of
events we do not observe poor families living in
wealthy communities, and we do not often see
their children attending schools with rigorous
academic courses. With observational data, we
are often confined to modeling the amount of
variation in social or academic outcomes that
can be explained by contextual and family fac-
tors in place, given current conditions. There-
fore, we cannot easily determine what might
happen if families and children were to make
large changes in these environments, either in-
dividually or en masse.

Second, families choose neighborhoods and
schools. This makes it hard to know whether
neighborhoods themselves matter more than
parental resources or children’s traits. What
leads families to pick a certain neighborhood
or a school setting is probably also related to
other aspects of the family that affect child de-
velopment (Mayer & Jencks 1989). Volatility in
family structure or parental income partly de-
termines neighborhood options and may also
reflect underlying instability in family dynam-
ics, routines, and the psychological resources
of parents. Such family instabilities also have
direct effects on young people such as how
they perform in school, their mental health,
and whether they engage in risky behaviors

(cf. Fomby & Cherlin 2007, Wu 1996). Simi-
larly, in the sociology of education literature, it
is commonly found that more educated parents
send their children to private schools and also
take an active role in requesting their teachers
and negotiating the courses they take (Cole-
man et al. 1982; Lareau 1989, 2003; Useem
1992). These issues are commonly referred to
as the endogeneity or the self-selection prob-
lem in social science research, and they plague
our attempts to recover causal estimates of en-
vironmental effects (see Duncan & Magnuson
2003, Winship & Morgan 1999).

Generally, the research designs of studies
attempting to estimate neighborhood and
school effects are limited by the use of statis-
tical controls and observational data.3 Typical
approaches involve using nationally repre-
sentative panel data, capitalizing on naturally
occurring variation in school and neighborhood
quality, and modeling the association between
variation in neighborhood or school measures
(such as census tract racial composition or
school test score performance) and individual
youth outcomes (such as high school dropout).
Extensive controls are usually introduced to
adjust for selection into schools and neighbor-
hoods (to substitute for the selection equation).
From these models, regression coefficients of
context effects are estimated, and then extrap-
olated, so that one hypothetically compares
what would happen to children from families
of equivalent SES if one family relocated to a
community that was one or two standard devi-
ations above the mean in terms of affluence or
school test scores, and the other family moved

3There have been many recent exceptions and sophisticated
attempts to advance our use of observational data to overcome
the limitations of nonexperimental designs. See Harding
(2003) for an example of propensity score matching to es-
timate neighborhood effects, Foster & McLanahan (1996)
and Card & Rothstein (2007) for demonstrations of the in-
strumental variables approach, Sampson et al. (2008) for the
use of inverse probability of treatment weighting for esti-
mating time varying neighborhood effects, Jacob (2004) for
the use of a natural experiment (HOPE VI), and Wheaton &
Clarke (2003) who use cross-nested random effects models to
estimate the impact of neighborhoods at different points in
time as well as selection factors on child and youth behaviors.
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to a community that was two standard devia-
tions below the mean on these measures. While
reasonable, this approach is limited not only
because the threat of unobserved characteristics
inevitably remains, but also because poor chil-
dren rarely live in wealthy communities and
children from affluent families rarely reside in
disadvantaged neighborhoods—the data do not
exist. In other words, there are no exchangeable
families in the data, and off-support inferences
are made; the social structural confounding,
or “ecological differentiation” (Sampson 2008)
of society makes it so that we do not often
observe such combinations of individual and
community SES (Oakes 2004).

Our motivation for writing this review stems
in part from a concern about the application of
research that uses relatively weak observational
designs to inform questions of significant so-
cial policy importance. We do not claim that
observational data from national panel stud-
ies tell us little; in fact, quite the contrary. It
is through such research that we discover the
structural correlates of inequality, how social
systems function, the predictive power of so-
cial context, and how the relationships between
social contexts and life outcomes might be me-
diated by family or peer processes. However,
research that examines naturally occurring vari-
ation in social contexts and uses this variation
to explain how outcomes differ cannot ascer-
tain what would happen if we implemented the
social policies and programs that some of these
studies advocate in their conclusions. There-
fore, to understand whether improving neigh-
borhood or school contexts could have benefi-
cial effects on young people, we need to observe
similar youth who experience very different
kinds of social environments, under conditions

Table 1 Programs and policies that allow for switching social contexts

Neighborhood change School change
Assisted housing voucher programs Desegregation and busing efforts
Housing desegregation remedies Charter and magnet schools
Section 8 voucher program School choice vouchers
HOPE VI program No Child Left Behind choice provisions

in which self-selection is a lesser threat to the
results. We consider such examples below.

SWITCHING SOCIAL CONTEXTS

Over the past 15 years, there have been
many opportunities to study what happens
when children experience moderate to radical
changes in their schooling or neighborhood
environments. These opportunities range con-
siderably from government interventions and
court-mandated remedies to social science ex-
periments. These programs and accompanying
research vary in design, but many of them pro-
vide an example of what happens when social
environments change because of external or
exogenous forces. In other words, families and
children change community or school (or both)
contexts not necessarily because of their own
individual attributes, but because a policy or
institutional development changed their social
opportunity structure (i.e., there is an instru-
ment that predicts exposure to a new school or
community that is unrelated to family and child
characteristics) (cf. Angrist et al. 1996). The
literature in education, psychology, sociology,
public policy, and economics we review here
falls into two broad categories: neighborhood
change and school change (see Table 1).4

For this review, we focus on findings from
a selection of these efforts—mainly assisted
housing mobility programs and school choice
vouchers. In large part, our decision to focus on
the results of these programs rests on five ele-
ments: design, degree of environmental change,
availability of individual-level analyses, imple-
mentation of field trials, and replications or
multiteam evaluations (see Tables 2 and 3 for
brief descriptions). First, the research designs
used to evaluate the effects of these mobility and

4We do not consider within-school changes, such as whole
school reform, state-level accountability changes, restructur-
ing, or curricular innovation (see Schneider & Keesler 2007
for a review). Similarly, we do not consider in-place commu-
nity redevelopment or revitalization efforts, such as empow-
erment zones, asset building, or mixed-income initiatives (see
Grogan & Proscio 2001, Joseph 2006, Pattillo 2007, Taub
1994).
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school choice programs, while not without lim-
itations, are more rigorous and allow for more
valid causal inferences. They are based on ran-
domized lotteries, random assignment, position
on a wait-list, or quasi-random selection proce-
dures.5 Second, by design, these programs in-
duced larger context changes than some of the
others. For example, built into the Gautreaux
housing program was the requirement that fam-
ilies relocate to neighborhoods that were less
than 30% African American, and housing units
in such neighborhoods were found for the fam-
ilies by housing counselors; these changes are
much larger than those seen under the regular
Section 8 voucher program in which families of-
ten move to other poor or segregated commu-
nities. Similarly, school voucher programs pro-
vide subsidies for children to change schools,
usually transferring from low-performing pub-
lic schools to private schools; such school sector
changes are not common among less affluent
students (Bryk et al. 1993).

Third, these studies examine changes in
individual-level outcomes, such as test scores,
rather than system-level changes. In other
words, we focus on studies that explore whether
switching from a poor performing public school
to a private school improved math and read-
ing test scores, rather than assessing whether
school choice vouchers induce accountability
and efficiency among public schools in the same
system (or whether housing vouchers reduce
racial segregation on the metropolitan level).
Fourth, the studies we selected provided re-
sults from programs that were fielded, not sim-
ulation models. Last, we tried to include stud-
ies with multiple independent research teams
(such as the MTO research program) or repli-
cations by different researchers with access to
the same data (as in the Milwaukee, Cleveland,

5The power of randomization is that it equates individuals
on the expectation of all pretreatment characteristics and is
an independent determinant of their selection into a treat-
ment. This allows for the estimation of causal effects because,
theoretically, any differences on post-test observations of the
outcome are attributable to the treatment, not to selection
factors.

and New York voucher programs). We do not
mean to suggest that the other kinds of hous-
ing and school programs cannot provide us with
insights about the relationships between social
environments and youth development or have
not provided for benefits to individual children
and adolescents. However, at present, the con-
sensus is that research evaluating some of these
other efforts (such as magnet schools, cf. Blank
1990) is limited in its capacity to produce results
that support causal inference. However, we do
describe some of these research developments
and examples below, given their past and future
significance.

For example, the Housing Choice Voucher
program (formerly the Section 8 program) has
provided for significant voluntary relocation
among the urban poor, although the research is
mixed in terms of whether vouchers could lead
to educational or social benefits for young peo-
ple (Schwartz 2006). Although families using
housing vouchers relocate to communities that
are less poor and segregated than families living
in housing projects, many end up moving to ar-
eas that are still quite impoverished and racially
segregated (Basolo & Nguyen 2006, Cronin &
Rasmussen 1981, Newman & Schnare 1997,
Turner 1998). However, several more recent
studies have shown that in some cities many
voucher holders make large improvements in
housing quality and community safety (Feins &
Patterson 2005, Varady & Walker 2003).

Another major housing program, HOPE
VI, has provided funding for the demolition,
planning, and redevelopment of public housing
communities. On the one hand, some research
suggests that the involuntary relocation in-
volved in HOPE VI severs social ties and makes
it difficult for families to establish new social
networks in their new communities (Clampet-
Lundquist 2004, 2007) and that large numbers
of HOPE VI relocatees end up in other public
housing projects or relocate to other poor,
segregated communities (Venkatesh 2002).
As a result, their children do not experience
improvements in school quality relative to
their peers who remain in the housing projects
( Jacob 2004). On the other hand, recent
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research from a multicity study shows that the
families who use vouchers to relocate end up in
neighborhoods that are significantly safer, and
their children exhibit fewer problems acting
out at home or at school than the children
who relocated to other public housing projects
(Gallagher & Bajaj 2007, Popkin & Cove 2007).
Relocation appears to be a mixed blessing for
HOPE VI families, but research on child out-
comes is still relatively rare, and it is too early to
tell whether families and young people might
benefit from moving back to the mixed-income
developments that have replaced the high-rise
projects.

Since Brown v. Board of Education, there have
also been many different efforts to provide
higher-quality and less segregated schooling for
minority children. Decades of reviews on the
effects of desegregation and busing have pro-
duced mixed results, in large part because of
the methodological weaknesses of the studies
(Bradley & Bradley 1977). However, at present
most researchers conclude that black student
achievement appears to be enhanced (or at least
unaffected) in integrated environments, espe-
cially in earlier grades and especially in studies
using longitudinal data or experimental designs
[Cook (1984a,b), Crain & Mahard (1983), St.
John (1975); however, Armor (2002) reviewed
experimental and quasi-experimental studies
of desegregation and concluded that racially
balanced schools do not seem to improve
achievement gaps]. Charter schools provide the
promise of enhanced educational environments
because, while publicly funded and still subject
to accountability, they have more freedom in
hiring practices and curriculum development
than traditional public schools (Renzulli 2005).
Unfortunately, although most states have char-
ter school authorization laws, knowledge of stu-
dent achievement is still in its early stages. In
their first years of operation, charter schools’
students’ test scores tend to decline, but these
losses are recovered after a few years (Booker
et al. 2007, Loveless 2003). To date, the research
on the benefits of charter schools for minority
children is mixed, with some very recent stud-
ies showing gains in Milwaukee (Witte et al.

2007) and either widening achievement gaps or
mixed effects in other states (Bifulco & Ladd
2007, Gill et al. 2001, Zimmer & Buddin 2006).
There are also questions of whether charter
schools can provide large changes in social en-
vironments, as many are marked by particu-
larly high levels of segregation (Gajendragadkar
2005, Rickles et al. 2005). Magnet schools
are public schools that encourage integration
through enriched environments such as special-
ized math and science programs and additional
resources aimed at attracting more advantaged
students (Lauen 2007a). Using nationally rep-
resentative data, Gamoran (1996) suggested
that magnet schools increase reading scores af-
ter controls for selection, and another study
showed mixed evidence of long-term gains,
such as high school graduation (Crain & Thaler
1999). Unfortunately, we could not find more
extensive research that examined the academic
outcomes of magnet school students.6

Although not an official school voucher pro-
gram, the federal NCLB Act is worth men-
tioning. The legislation includes a provision
that forces failing schools to provide choice
options: Underperforming schools receiving
Title I funds that do not make adequate yearly
progress (AYP) for two years in a row must of-
fer students the chance to attend another public
school in the same district or one nearby that
is making AYP. However, it is unclear what the
effects of this kind of choice will be because
the amount of choice actually exercised under
NCLB has been minimal: Only about 1% of
the 3.3 million students eligible for a school
change in 2003–2004 transferred (Hess & Finn
2006, Lauen 2007b). In large part, this lack of
take-up is due to poor information, the absence
of real alternative local schools, and practical
issues like transportation (Hess & Finn 2006,

6Magnet schools may also fail to provide decreased levels of
segregation. This is in part fueled by application processes
that disadvantage poorer and minority children (Archbald
2004) and by white parents avoiding predominantly black lo-
cal schools (Saporito & Lareau 1999). However, an analysis of
public elementary schools in five California metropolitan ar-
eas found that magnet schools, on average, provided students
with more integrated environments (Rickles et al. 2005).
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West & Peterson 2003). With limited intradis-
trict options and low participation rates to date,
it is not clear the extent to which NCLB will
provide research opportunities to assess the ef-
fects of changing educational contexts for pub-
lic school students.

SWITCHING NEIGHBORHOODS:
EXAMINING THE EVIDENCE
FROM ASSISTED HOUSING
VOUCHER PROGRAMS

Previous research using observational data has
linked the structural and social dimensions of
neighborhoods to the educational and behav-
ioral outcomes of young people. However, poor
and minority youth remain isolated from many
of the resources present in middle-class com-
munities and schools. Therefore, it makes sense
that neighborhood relocation programs that
help low-income families move to safer, more
opportunity-rich communities could have pro-
found effects on their children. In part, such
a move can lead to improvements in neighbor-
hood and housing quality, creating the possibil-
ity of safer public spaces for playing, more jobs
for parents, access to other employed adults,
and new friendships with academically engaged
peers (Mayer & Jencks 1989). If the housing
relocation allows moves across school district
boundaries, there is also the possibility that
children will attend higher-quality schools with
skilled teachers and enrichment programs. Be-
low we assess how housing relocations affect
neighborhood quality and life outcomes for
children and parents, reviewing research from
four housing mobility programs that took place
in six cities, from as early as 1976 and as late as
2002.

The Gautreaux Program

The first major residential mobility program,
the Gautreaux program, came as a result of
a 1976 Supreme Court ruling in a lawsuit
filed on behalf of public housing residents
against the Chicago Housing Authority and
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban

Development (HUD) (Polikoff 2006). The suit
charged these agencies with racially discrimina-
tory practices in the administration of Chicago’s
low-rent housing programs. Between 1976 and
1990, the court remedy provided vouchers for
more than 7000 families in the Chicago metro
area to move to nonsegregated communities.
Suburbs with black populations of more than
30% were excluded by the consent decree. Al-
though the choice to participate in the pro-
gram was voluntary, families did not choose the
housing units into which they relocated. They
were assigned to apartments in new neighbor-
hoods by housing counselors (who were work-
ing with landlords) on the basis of their position
on a waiting list, similar to a random-draw lot-
tery (Rubinowitz & Rosenbaum 2000). Par-
ticipants could refuse an offer, but few did
so because they were unlikely ever to get an-
other. Although only about 20% of the eli-
gible applicants moved through the program,
self-selection does not appear to have affected
program take-up (Peterson & Williams 1995).
Rather than opting out of the program, most
nonmovers were not offered a housing unit and
thus not given the chance to participate. Hous-
ing counselors were forbidden by the consent
decree from making offers selectively among
families, and there is no evidence that they
did so.

The Gautreaux program included three se-
lection criteria to harmonize the relationships
between landlords and tenants. It tried to avoid
overcrowding, late rent payments, and build-
ing damage by excluding families with more
than four children, large debts, or unaccept-
able housekeeping. Although they met these
criteria, qualifying participants shared many
characteristics of poor, single-parent, welfare-
dependent families.7

7These criteria reduced the eligible pool by less than
30%. S.J. Popkin (unpublished manuscript) found that the
Gautreaux participants and a sample of Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC) recipients were similar
in time spent on AFDC (seven years on average), although
the welfare group had more second-generation recipients.
The groups were similar in terms of marital status (45%
never married and 10% currently married), but differed by
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Although Gautreaux counselors worked to
place families in low-poverty, racially integrated
neighborhoods according to the consent de-
cree, at points it was difficult to find housing
in neighborhoods that met these criteria. In
response, the program adjusted its definition
of qualifying destinations to include neighbor-
hoods that were quite poor and segregated but
were judged to be improving. As a result, about
one-fifth of the Gautreaux families was placed
in high-poverty, highly segregated neighbor-
hoods, almost all of which were within the city
limits of Chicago (and an average of seven miles
away) (Mendenhall et al. 2006). This variation
makes it possible to compare the fortunes of
these families with the outcomes of the four-
fifths of participating families placed in more af-
fluent and less segregated neighborhoods, most
of which were in suburban communities (an
average of 25 miles away).8

Early Gautreaux results showed that chil-
dren who moved to the suburbs went to much
more rigorous schools, took more college track
courses, received higher grades, and were more
likely to attend college than their counter-
parts who moved to other city neighborhoods
(Kaufman & Rosenbaum 1992, Rubinowitz &
Rosenbaum 2000). Almost 90% of the children
who moved to suburban communities were
attending schools that were performing at or
above national levels, in stark contrast to their
original inner-city schools. Mothers reported
that their children were getting needed assis-
tance in the new schools and that they were
benefiting from the more challenging academic
courses in the suburban areas (Kaufman &

education and age: 39% of the Gautreaux women dropped
out of high school compared with 50% of the AFDC sample,
and Gautreaux participants were slightly older.
8As a result of the program, participants’ preferences for
placement neighborhoods had relatively little to do with
where they ended up moving, providing a degree of exoge-
nous variability in neighborhood placement that undergirds
Gautreaux research. At the same time, both Votruba & Kling
(2004) and Mendenhall et al. (2006) document significant
correlations between baseline family and neighborhood char-
acteristics and suburban placements. Although these charac-
teristics are controlled in the statistical analyses, there re-
mains the possibility of selection bias.

Rosenbaum 1992). These results suggested that
neighborhood change could improve school-
ing opportunities and educational outcomes,
despite initial disruptions in social ties, family
routine, or schooling adjustments. Suburban
mothers also benefited from higher levels of
postmove employment (Popkin et al. 1993,
Rubinowitz & Rosenbaum 2000).

To improve the design and data quality of
the earlier work, recent research accounted for
more preprogram characteristics and used ad-
ministrative data to locate recent addresses for
a random sample of 1500 Gautreaux movers,
as well as track residential and economic out-
comes for mothers and children. Gautreaux
was indeed successful in helping public-housing
families relocate to safer, more integrated
neighborhoods (Keels et al. 2005). These fam-
ilies came from very poor neighborhoods, with
census tract poverty rates averaging 40–60%,
or three to five times the national poverty rate.
Through the program, they moved to neigh-
borhoods that were 17% poor—less than half
the original rate (the poverty rate for those
who moved to the suburbs was even lower,
at 5%). By the late 1990s, 15 to 20 years af-
ter relocating, Gautreaux mothers continued to
live in neighborhoods with lower poverty rates
than their original public housing communi-
ties. Gautreaux also achieved striking success
in moving low-income black families into more
racially integrated neighborhoods (DeLuca &
Rosenbaum 2003). The origin communities
were 83% black, whereas the communities in
which the program placed families averaged
28% black (most of the suburban moves were to
communities that were more than 90% white).
Some Gautreaux families later moved to neigh-
borhoods that contained considerably more
blacks—48%, on average—or a fairly even bal-
ance of blacks and individuals from other races
(suburban movers were later living in areas that
were about 36% black; DeLuca & Rosenbaum
2003). Despite the increase, these levels were
less than half of what they had been in the ori-
gin neighborhoods.

Parental economic outcomes, such as wel-
fare receipt, employment, and earnings, were
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also influenced by the income and racial charac-
teristics of placement neighborhoods. Women
who moved to mostly black, low-SES neighbor-
hoods received welfare 7% longer, on average,
than women placed in any other neighbor-
hoods; women placed with few (0–10%) ver-
sus many (61–100%) black neighbors had em-
ployment rates that were six percentage points
higher and earned $2200 more annually than
women placed in more segregated and less af-
fluent areas (Mendenhall et al. 2006).

Another striking finding is that there seems
to be a second generation of Gautreaux ef-
fects. Research on the children of the Gautreaux
families has demonstrated that the neighbor-
hoods where they resided in the late 1990s as
adults were substantially more integrated than
their overwhelmingly minority origin neigh-
borhoods (Keels 2008a). With most Gautreaux
children still too young for a reliable assess-
ment of career successes, Keels (2008b) used
administrative data on criminal justice system
involvement to examine arrests and convictions
for the young adults. Males placed in suburban
locations experienced significantly lower odds
of being arrested or convicted of a drug offense
compared with males placed within Chicago;
specifically, there was a 42% drop in the odds
of being arrested and a 52% drop in the odds
of being convicted for a drug offense for sub-
urban movers relative to city movers. Surpris-
ingly, females placed into mostly white sub-
urban neighborhoods had approximately three
times the likelihood of being convicted of a
drug, theft, or violent offense compared with
females placed within Chicago. Although there
has been no long-term follow-up of the educa-
tional achievement of Gautreaux children, re-
search has shown that suburban mover children
were more likely to be referred for special edu-
cation services, even after adjusting for previous
referral (DeLuca & Rosenbaum 2000).

In several qualitative studies (Rosenbaum
et al. 2002, 2005), researchers explored social
processes through interviews with 150 moth-
ers who described how these neighborhoods
helped improve their lives and the lives of their
children. After the moves, mothers described

a new sense of control over their lives and
remarked that their new environments helped
them to see that they had the ability to im-
prove their circumstances. Specifically, women
reported feeling better about not having to put
down a public housing address on job applica-
tions. Other women noted that they and their
children got to know more white people and
would feel less intimidated about interacting
with whites in the future. Similarly, mothers re-
ported social responsiveness from their neigh-
bors. Many said that they could count on neigh-
bors’ help if their child misbehaved or seemed
at risk of getting into trouble, if their child was
sick and could not attend school, or if there was
some threat to their family or homes. Some re-
ported a willingness to take jobs because they
could count on a neighbor to watch their child
if they were late getting home from work.

Moving to Opportunity

The Gautreaux evidence suggested that the life
chances of low-income families and their chil-
dren depended not just on who they were, but
where they lived. Critics questioned the find-
ings, however, raising doubts about whether
families who moved to suburbs and those who
moved to other city neighborhoods were really
comparable. Gautreaux was not a randomized
trial: There was no control group of families
who stayed in their original neighborhoods. In
part to test the promise of Gautreaux, the MTO
program, legislated and funded in the 1990s,
was designed as a rigorous social experiment.
Beginning in 1994, MTO gave public housing
residents in high-poverty neighborhoods in five
cities (New York, Boston, Baltimore, Chicago,
and Los Angeles) the opportunity to apply for
a chance to receive a housing voucher. Fami-
lies were assigned at random to one of three
groups (see Orr et al. 2003). The experimental
group received a Section 8 voucher that would
allow them to rent an apartment in the pri-
vate market, but they could only lease in census
tracts with 1990 poverty rates of less than 10%
(unlike Gautreaux, there were no racial restric-
tions on the destination neighborhoods). This
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group also received housing counseling to as-
sist them in relocating. Another group received
a Section 8 voucher with no geographical re-
strictions. Finally, the control group received
no new housing assistance but could continue
to live in public housing or apply for other hous-
ing assistance.

About 4600 families were part of the MTO
program across all five cities, and more than
1700 were randomly assigned to the group of-
fered the low-poverty vouchers. A little over
half of these families used the vouchers to suc-
cessfully lease up in a low-poverty neighbor-
hood. Nonprofit agencies provided the housing
counseling in partnership with public housing
authorities, who administered the vouchers. Al-
though families were given housing counseling,
they chose their own housing units within al-
lowable census tracts. In most cities, counselors
provided a series of workshops to help fami-
lies manage their budgets, search for housing,
and learn how to present themselves favorably
to potential landlords. In Baltimore, they also
assisted the search process by running neigh-
borhood tours so that the families could see
communities and homes in the outlying coun-
ties (Feins et al. 1997). Although counselors
did try to help families with nonhousing issues
before the move (such as credit problems, em-
ployment, and depression), they did not pro-
vide assistance with transportation costs, job
searches, or local school information after the
family relocated.

As with Gautreaux, families who moved with
MTO vouchers relocated to neighborhoods
with much lower poverty rates than their pub-
lic housing neighborhoods: The new neighbor-
hoods were 11% poor on average, compared
with about 40% or more in the original com-
munities (Feins & Shroder 2005). When they
were contacted after four to seven years, fami-
lies who had moved with low-poverty vouchers
were still in neighborhoods that were signifi-
cantly less poor, but many moved from their
first MTO communities into more disadvan-
taged ones. MTO set no race-based limits on
placement neighborhoods, and MTO families
moving in conjunction with the program both

began and ended up in neighborhoods with
high minority concentrations (Feins & Shroder
2005). Unsurprisingly, when families signed up
for MTO, more than three-quarters reported
that the most important reason for wanting to
move was to escape inner-city gangs, drugs, and
violence; access to better quality housing came
in as the second most important reason. Four
to seven years later, the experimental movers
reported much higher levels of neighborhood
and housing quality than control group fami-
lies. Fewer experimental movers were victim-
ized, and they felt safer at night; they reported
greater success getting police to respond to calls
in their current neighborhoods, and they saw
less drug-related loitering (Kling et al. 2004).

Researchers also found significant reduc-
tions in MTO mothers’ psychological distress,
on par with the benefits of best practices in an-
tidepressant therapies (Kling et al. 2007), sug-
gesting that safer environments could improve
parents’ mental health, which plays an impor-
tant role in children’s well-being (Mayer 1997).
They also found significant reductions in obe-
sity and increases in self-reported healthy eat-
ing habits and exercise among the mothers who
moved. Mothers worried less about violence
and having to constantly monitor their chil-
dren’s safety and seemed thus freer to pursue
other activities (Kling et al. 2004). In terms
of the effects of MTO on family socioeco-
nomic outcomes, results were less overwhelm-
ing. MTO mothers were no more likely to be
employed, earned no more, and received wel-
fare no less often than mothers assigned to the
control group (Kling et al. 2007). In part, this
could be explained by the fact that the control
group was more likely to be employed during
the time as well, given the economic boom of
the 1990s.

Early research on the direct effects of MTO
on young people found that moving to less
poor neighborhoods helped children attend
higher-performing schools and increased chil-
dren’s test scores and school engagement, espe-
cially in Baltimore (Ludwig et al. 2001b). The
Boston site demonstrated a one-third reduc-
tion in delinquent behaviors for experimental

470 DeLuca · Dayton

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. S

oc
io

l. 
20

09
.3

5:
45

7-
49

1.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 a

rj
ou

rn
al

s.
an

nu
al

re
vi

ew
s.

or
g

by
 D

r,
 S

te
fa

ni
e 

D
eL

uc
a 

on
 0

7/
24

/0
9.

 F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.



ANRV381-SO35-22 ARI 5 June 2009 9:33

boys, compared with controls (Katz et al. 2001),
and early analyses for the Baltimore youth
demonstrated a reduction in the proportion
of experimental and Section 8 boys who were
arrested for violent crimes (Ludwig et al.
2001a). However, by the time of the interim
impacts evaluation four to seven years later, re-
sults became more complicated and gendered
patterns emerged. Relative to controls, young
women who relocated with the experimental
vouchers demonstrated large reductions in ar-
rests for both violent and property crimes and
significantly lower levels of depression and anx-
iety, and they were also less likely to drop out of
school, use drugs, drink, or smoke (Kling et al.
2007). Unfortunately, young men in the low-
poverty experimental group evidenced 20%
more behavior problems and were 30% more
likely to be arrested than their control counter-
parts (Kling et al. 2005).

Despite the early educational benefits, the
follow-up study showed virtually no gains in
academic performance or school engagement
for the children from the experimental group,
and only small increases in school quality
(Sanbonmatsu et al. 2006). For example, be-
fore moving with the program, MTO children
attended schools ranked at the fifteenth per-
centile statewide; four to seven years after the
move, they were attending schools that ranked
at the twenty-fourth percentile. After the move,
youth were attending schools with about 10%
fewer minority peers and almost 13% fewer stu-
dents eligible for the federal lunch program
(Sanbonmatsu et al. 2006). In part, the lack
of educational effects could be explained by
the fact that, by the time of the interim study,
almost 70% of the MTO children were at-
tending schools in the same district where they
signed up for the program (Orr et al. 2003).

Researchers wanted to understand the mixed
results of MTO, especially the differences in
youth outcomes by gender, so in 2003–2004
they began to conduct in-depth interviews in
the five MTO cities. Some of the work in
Boston, Los Angeles, and New York suggests
that the young women experienced less anxi-
ety in part because they no longer had to worry

about the sexual harassment and pressure for sex
they experienced in their city neighborhoods
(Popkin et al. 2008). Clampet-Lundquist and
colleagues (2006) explored additional gender
differences in Baltimore and found that MTO
girls and boys socialize in different ways: Boys
were more likely to hang out with their friends
on the corner or on a neighborhood basket-
ball court, and girls were more likely to visit
with friends from school and socialize inside
their homes or go to a downtown mall. Boys
may have been at higher risk of delinquency
because these routines do not fit in as well in
low-poverty neighborhoods, which may explain
why they did not benefit from peers in their new
neighborhoods as much as girls did (Clampet-
Lundquist et al. 2006).

The interviews also suggested that social
and structural processes prevented children’s
access to higher-quality schools (DeLuca &
Rosenblatt 2010). Despite receiving housing
subsidies, the neighborhoods where MTO fam-
ilies moved and the rental housing market con-
straints they faced precluded their access to
the higher-performing schools available in the
adjacent counties. The conditions of life in
poverty also affected program participation—
many families juggled severe challenges such as
drug addiction, suspicious landlords, diabetes,
and depression. At times, these issues made
schooling a lower priority. Parents’ beliefs also
affected whether the MTO move led to school
changes: Some mothers did not want children
to change schools if it was going to be disruptive
or keep them from old friends, and other par-
ents believed that if their children just worked
hard, they could do well in any school (DeLuca
& Rosenblatt 2010).

Yonkers’s and Baltimore’s Programs

Another innovative quasi-experimental pro-
gram of research, the Yonkers Family and Com-
munity Project, evaluated the outcomes for
families who moved to new housing constructed
in middle-class white majority neighborhoods
through a 1985 desegregation court order in
Yonkers, New York (Fauth et al. 2004, 2005,
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2007). The courts found that the “discrimi-
natory siting of public housing had created a
dual system of neighborhood schools resulting
in the denial of equal educational opportunity
for children of color” (Briggs 1998, p. 192).
The remedy was immediate school desegre-
gation and the provision of 200 newly con-
structed, subsidized housing units (in eight
townhome developments) in the mostly white
communities of Yonkers.

To get a chance to relocate to the new units,
low-income minority families (in public hous-
ing or on the wait-list) entered a lottery and
were randomly selected for the subsidy. Be-
tween 1992 and 1994, 189 families moved into
the new units with moving assistance, and hous-
ing counseling was provided for a month af-
ter the move. Because the housing authority
restricted access to the information about the
families who entered the lottery but did not win,
the researchers constructed a control group
from two sources. First, they generated a sam-
ple of nonmovers by asking participants to name
families they knew who did not move, and they
also recruited public housing families who were
eligible for the lottery (about half of this group
actually did sign up for the lottery). From these
two sources, they generated a sample of about
150 black and Latino families with children, and
followed up with them two years later and again
seven years after the program began.

The follow-up research showed that youth
whose families moved to the new units were
exposed to less poverty, substance use, and vi-
olence, and their parents reported more satis-
faction with their housing quality (Fauth et al.
2004). However, because of school desegre-
gation, school quality did not differ between
the mover and stayer control groups, as both
groups attended schools that were more than
70% poor and minority. Early results suggested
that the children who were younger (ages 8–9)
when their families moved were less delinquent
than the stayers, whereas the older adolescents
(ages 16–18) exhibited more behavioral prob-
lems (Fauth et al. 2005). The authors specu-
lated that it could have been due to trouble

adjusting to the radical change in social context
(going from mostly minority to mostly white
communities) or the disruption of the move it-
self (Fauth et al. 2005). Seven-year follow-up
data suggested that mover youth ages 15–18 had
lower educational engagement, more substance
use, and more anxiety than the stayer group and
that in part the higher levels of anxiety and de-
pressive symptoms were attributable to the lack
of contact with neighbors in the new commu-
nities (Fauth et al. 2007; cf. Briggs 1998).

Analyses of the effects of the moves on par-
ent behaviors suggested that the mover parents
were less strict with their children, a result that
is consistent with the literature on how neigh-
borhoods affect parenting (see Furstenberg
et al. 1999) but that in this case might have al-
lowed the youth to act out. The results from the
Yonkers research do not provide strong support
for the role of mobility programs in improving
youth development, but the research does have
limitations that prevent definitive conclusions.
There were no baseline measures recorded for
the children’s outcomes, the outcomes were
all self-reported, and the program itself was
met with great political resistance that might
have affected the extent to which residents who
moved became integrated into the community
enough for children to experience the bene-
fits of the middle-class community (Fauth et al.
2007). The researchers also note that it is hard
to expect large benefits from the move to the
new communities in the absence of supports
and strong connections to middle-class neigh-
bors (Fauth et al. 2007).

The most recent housing mobility pro-
gram in place is the Thompson program in
Baltimore. In 1995, with the assistance of the
American Civil Liberties Union, public hous-
ing residents in Baltimore City filed suit against
the public housing authority of Baltimore City
and HUD, citing that both agencies failed to
dismantle the city’s racially segregated system
of public housing, which had been put in place
as early as the 1930s. In 1996, a partial con-
sent decree was issued, as the first part of a
larger anticipated remedy. As a result of this
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decree, the Thompson program currently pro-
vides 2000 special housing vouchers to be given
to plaintiff class members (former or current
public housing families) to create housing op-
portunity in middle-class, mostly white areas
of Baltimore City and the adjacent counties.
Families are allowed to relocate only within
census tracts that are less than 30% African
American, are less than 10% poor, and have
fewer than 5% of the residents receiving hous-
ing subsidies. As of September 2008, about
1200 families have moved to such neighbor-
hoods with these targeted vouchers, and re-
searchers are currently analyzing these early
moves, which are only 1–5 years after initial
lease up (DeLuca & Rosenblatt 2008a). Early
evidence examining relocations for Thompson
movers relative to several quasi-experimental
comparison groups (including regular Section
8 voucher holders and eligible nonmovers) sug-
gests that the Thompson vouchers have led
to large reductions in neighborhood poverty,
segregation, and crime and to increases in the
quality of the schools children are eligible to
attend because of their relocation (DeLuca &
Rosenblatt 2008b). Research has yet to eval-
uate whether the Thompson moves have af-
fected individual-level youth outcomes. A final
remedy decision is also still pending (which has
the potential to provide several thousand new
vouchers), so it will be some time before we
know the full potential of the Thompson pro-
gram to affect the lives of Baltimore’s poor-
est families and children. (See Briggs 1997;
Goetz 2002, 2003; Popkin et al. 2003; Turner
1998 for additional reviews of housing mo-
bility programs and details about programs
in other cities such as Minneapolis, Denver,
and Dallas.)

SWITCHING SCHOOLS:
EXAMINING THE EVIDENCE
FROM SCHOOL VOUCHER
PROGRAMS

Researchers expected that improving residen-
tial access through these housing programs
could improve access to schooling opportunity,

given the linkage between geographic residence
and school zoning (Orfield & Eaton 1996,
Rivkin 1994). However, the evidence above
paints a mixed picture, as some of the programs
did not lead to large changes in school con-
texts and educational outcomes. Previous re-
search suggests that there has been a lack of con-
sideration for school context in neighborhood
research, what Arum (2000) calls “the most
probable source of institutional variation affect-
ing educational achievement within neighbor-
hoods” (p. 401). Therefore, it might not be sur-
prising that we have not seen large consistent
changes in educational or even some behavioral
outcomes as a result of housing programs.

In this section, we assess the research on
school voucher programs, which by design
lead to more direct changes in school con-
text. Vouchers are distinct from other forms
of school choice, such as charter or magnet
schools, in that they provide the opportunity
for youth to attend private schools, often using
public funds. The political, legal, and social vi-
sion for school vouchers is vast, ranging from
providing individual student benefits of equity,
opportunity, and diversity to providing a source
of accountability and efficiency at the public
school system level (Levin 1998). Voucher pro-
grams are relatively rare, with only about 63,000
recipients funded nationwide in 2000 (Howell
2004). Still, in the decade following the estab-
lishment of the first voucher program in 1990,
dozens of programs emerged across the coun-
try (Howell et al. 2002). More than a decade of
research has scrutinized the influence of vouch-
ers, and we examine some of the studies with the
strongest designs below, using data from pro-
grams in five cities and voucher programs from
the early 1990s through to the present.9

9We focused our attention on school voucher pro-
grams that had some form of a lottery, student achieve-
ment/performance data, and, given the political charge of the
issue, multiple independent evaluations. This ruled out other
research on pilot and ongoing voucher programs in Florida
(Figlio & Rouse 2006 only look at the effect of the vouchers
on school performance), San Antonio (Martinez et al. 1995
had no replications and no random selection), and the pri-
vately funded Children’s Scholarship Fund in North Carolina
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A powerful political charge has surrounded
school vouchers and has colored related re-
search. In a piece discussing reviews of voucher
research, Howell (2002) summarized that
“when scholars survey the nascent empirical
literature on school choice, they see very dif-
ferent things and discern very different lessons.
And they will continue to do so until more, and
better, data are collected from larger, better-
financed voucher programs” (p. 79). Taking
a step back to view vouchers through the
wider lens of public opinion, about 40% of
the U.S. population supports vouchers, and an-
other 40% opposes them (Howell et al. 2008).
Although public school teachers tend to op-
pose vouchers, blacks and Hispanics show five
times as many supporters as opponents (Howell
et al. 2008). Herein, we attempt to present
the strongest available evidence, but it may
be impossible to disentangle entirely even the
most rigorous research from the politically
charged environments in which programs are
implemented.

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program

In 1990, Wisconsin was the first state to ded-
icate public funds to vouchers in the Milwau-
kee Parental Choice Program (MPCP; Witte &
Thorn 1996), implemented under the support
of Republican Governor Tommy Thompson.
Aimed at improving the educational opportu-
nities of disadvantaged youth, vouchers of up to
$4373 were distributed to students from fami-
lies with incomes 175% of the federal poverty
level or less (Rouse 1998). Although more than
1000 vouchers were available, participation fell
short in part owing to limited spaces provided in
private schools (McLarin 1995). As late as 1995,
only 830 youth were participating (McLarin
1995).

Most of the students who signed up for the
program were not performing well in their orig-

(Greene 2001 took advantage of a random lottery, but there
was no published replication).

inal public schools, according to test scores
gathered through the first four years of the
program. Families in the MPCP were more
educated than their public school comparison
group, but were more likely to be single par-
ents, unemployed, and on public assistance than
private school counterparts (Witte 1996). Like-
wise, voucher applicants were more often mi-
norities with lower math and reading test scores
and lower family incomes than Milwaukee pub-
lic school students on average (Rouse 1998).
Among students offered vouchers, blacks and
Latinos were less likely to use them, whereas
students with single parents and lower fam-
ily incomes were more likely to use them
(Witte 2000). By 1996, 20 nonreligious pri-
vate schools in Milwaukee were participating,
including bilingual, African American cultural-
emphasis, Montessori, and Waldorf schools
(Rouse 1998). Around the same time, Governor
Thompson expanded the program to include
more students and allow vouchers to be applied
toward religious school tuition (this expansion
was delayed by the Wisconsin Supreme Court’s
examination of the constitutionality of applying
public funds to religious school tuition; Sanchez
1995).

By the late 1990s, there were three evalua-
tion studies of the effectiveness of the Milwau-
kee program, all confronting challenges posed
by the program’s lack of a formal experimental
design. Witte (2000) did not identify consistent
improvements for voucher recipients when
compared with a group of public school stu-
dents. Greene et al. (1999) compared voucher
winners to students who signed up but lost the
lottery and identified significant testing gains in
reading, which showed up in the later years of
the program. Rouse (1998) reanalyzed the data
using an instrumental-variables strategy to con-
trol for student ability and family background
(as well as nonrandom take-up among lottery
winners) and found small significant testing
gains in math but not in reading. Goldhaber
et al. (1999) examined the extent to which the
differences in results could be accounted for
by the selection of families into the voucher
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program and did not find support for this expla-
nation. Other concerns have been raised about
whether the differences in these results could
be attributed to how authors accounted for
nonrandom attrition, as well as the generaliz-
ability of these results, given that the Milwau-
kee program did not initially include religious
schools and that the assignment was not done
independently of the school system (Goldhaber
et al. 1999, Witte 1996). More recent research
examined Milwaukee’s program following
1998’s expansion and inclusion of religious
schools (Chakrabarti 2008). Using a difference-
in-difference approach, the author identified
academic improvement in multiple subjects
under the expanded program, which stood
up to rigorous statistical testing (Chakrabarti
2008).

Cleveland Scholarship
and Tuition Program

Amid a contentious history of desegregation
struggles, state takeover, and teacher turnover,
the state-funded Cleveland Scholarship and
Tuition Program began in the fall of 1996 (Hess
& McGuinn 2002). Although many suburban
private schools were initially unwilling to ac-
cept the voucher students, by 1998 over 3600
students were participating in the program,
attending over 50 mostly religious schools10

(Hess & McGuinn 2002, Peterson et al. 1999),
and the program grew to over 5000 students
in 100 schools by 2006. Aimed at improving
education for disadvantaged youth, the pro-
gram targeted low-income students (with fam-
ily incomes at or below 200% of the poverty
level) and African American youth who were
current or former students in the Cleveland

10The Cleveland program was met with immense politi-
cal and structural challenges, including the unwillingness of
neighboring suburban districts to participate, given the low
amount of the voucher and the focus of the voucher program
on the poorest of the city’s students. This led the Cleveland
public schools to create several schools specifically so that the
voucher program could operate (see Hess & McGuinn 2002
for a detailed history of the program).

public schools. The program originally used
a lottery to award vouchers in schools where
subscription exceeded slots, though later all
students who applied were awarded vouchers
(Howell et al. 2002). Initially, the program was
limited to students through the eighth grade,
but it extended to ninth grade and later in 2003
(Belfield 2006). The program provides between
75% and 90% of tuition, depending on poverty
level. Newspaper articles published at the time
emphasized the controversy surrounding the
constitutionality of applying public funds to-
ward religious school tuition (Sadler 1996).
Within its first year, Cleveland’s program was
deemed constitutional, then halted as the Ohio
Court of Appeals unanimously determined it to
be unconstitutional (Sanchez 1997). The debate
continued, eventually reaching the Supreme
Court, which ruled by a single vote in fa-
vor of the voucher program (Kronholz &
Greenberger 2002).

Evaluations by Metcalf (2001) found no
statistically significant effects on reading and
math for voucher users beyond the first grade,
but did find some language benefits. Greene
et al. (1998) and Belfield (2006) have criticized
the research design because of poor test
score measures, selective school participation,
inadequate accounting for individual student-
and school-level attributes, and the fact that
their analyses did not include voucher users
who only attended the private schools for a
short time (Belfield 2006). The most recent
research using more appropriate comparison
groups, sensitivity tests, subgroup analyses
of students, and propensity scores finds no
effects of the Cleveland vouchers on the
educational performance of students (Belfield
2006).

New York, Dayton,
and Washington, DC

More recently, privately funded school voucher
programs have been implemented with exper-
imental designs in New York City, in Dayton,
Ohio, and in Washington, DC. In all three
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cities, voucher programs were designed to
open educational opportunities for low- and
moderate-income families, largely from the
inner cities (Howell et al. 2002). Although
students had the option to apply vouchers
to religious or nonreligious private schools,
the vast majority enrolled in religious institu-
tions: In New York, about 85% of recipients
were enrolled in Catholic schools two years
into the program, with the other 15% of
recipients largely distributed among Baptist,
Lutheran, and other Protestant institutions.
In Dayton, a somewhat smaller proportion
(72%) of recipients enrolled in Catholic
schools, and another 22% enrolled in non-
denominational Christian schools. Similarly,
71% of Washington recipients enrolled in
Catholic schools, with another 20% enrolled
in other religious institutions (Howell et al.
2002).

Beginning in 1997–1998, under New York’s
Republican Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s strong
support, students in grades one through four
who qualified for federal school lunch could
apply for vouchers worth $1400 (Howell et al.
2002). This prerequisite for program participa-
tion restricted the applicant pool to the poor-
est youth of all three programs. Thirteen hun-
dred such vouchers were offered. The average
tuition of private schools attended by voucher
recipients was $2100, meaning most families
had to bridge the gap between vouchers’ value
and tuition (Howell et al. 2002); additionally,
families were responsible for transportation be-
tween home and school (Howell 2004). By
comparison, beginning in 1998–1999, kinder-
garten through eighth grade students in Dayton
whose families earned less than twice the federal
poverty level could apply for vouchers worth
60% of tuition (capped at $1200; Howell et al.
2002). Representing the smallest voucher pool,
515 such vouchers were offered. That same
year, students in kindergarten through twelfth
grade in Washington whose families earned
less than 2.7 times the federal poverty level
could apply for vouchers worth 60% of tu-
ition (capped at $1700); 809 such vouchers were

offered. The average tuition of private schools
attended by voucher recipients in Dayton was
$2600 and in Washington $3100 (Howell et al.
2002).11

Taking a closer look at program imple-
mentation, vouchers were randomly assigned
through lotteries in all three cities, making for
a treatment group of students whose families
applied and were given school vouchers (an
intent-to-treat group) and a control group of
students whose families applied but were not
given school vouchers. In New York, more
than 17,000 applications were received in the
program’s first year, nearly twice the num-
ber of applications expected (Steinberg 1997).
Families provided baseline information, and
students were tested annually. Researchers an-
alyzed results both for students who took ad-
vantage of vouchers and transferred schools
and for students who, despite being offered a
voucher, did not change schools (Howell et al.
2002).

Analyses performed by Howell et al. (2002)
revealed statistically significant academic test
score gains of about six points (one-third of a
standard deviation), but only for black students,
not white or Hispanic students. However, the
design had limitations. For example, vouchers
only offered partial private school tuition, so
families given vouchers still had to come up
with enough funding to fully finance private
tuition and also support transportation to the
new school, and families who could do so were
likely to differ in important ways from families
who did not take up the program. Additionally,
attrition was substantial: For the second post-
treatment observation, 66% of the New York

11The constitutionality of applying public funds to religious
schools remained a central issue in public debate. In 1996,
the New York State Board of Regents rejected the proposed
voucher plan (New York Times 1996). However, by using pri-
vate funds, these programs skirted the issue of constitution-
ality (Wall Street Journal 1997). Vouchers were also debated
in Washington. In the face of strong local opposition, a 2001
proposal including $1500 vouchers was rejected, but in 2004
a program with vouchers of up to $7500 passed, marking the
first federally funded voucher program (Hsu 2004).
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sample, 49% of the Dayton sample, and 50%
of the Washington sample responded (Howell
et al. 2002). In subsequent analyses, Howell
(2004) found that, although the parents who
applied for the program were more likely to
be African American and lower income, those
who managed to use the voucher to send their
child to a private school were higher income.
They also discovered that the stayers (the less
than 60% of families who kept their children in
the private schools past three years) were three
times more likely to be white (Howell 2004).
Further, even under ideal implementation, the
findings would still be limited in their gener-
alizability. Data will not generalize to students
whose families did not apply to programs, as no
such students are included in the data, nor to
students from higher-income families, as only
low-income families were offered vouchers. It is
also not clear why the gains were concentrated
only among African American youth (Krueger
& Zhu 2004).

Shortly after the Howell et al. papers were
published, another team of researchers reana-
lyzed the same data for the New York site of the
program, revealing even stronger shortcom-
ings (they focused on the New York program
because it had the highest take-up rate, largest
sample size, and lowest attrition rate; Krueger
& Zhu 2004). Krueger & Zhu (2004) included
students with missing baseline scores (increas-
ing the sample size by 44% in the third and fi-
nal follow-up year), which dramatically reduced
the academic gains observed for blacks. Fur-
ther, they raised great concern with the way in
which race was defined by Howell et al. (2002):
Students were considered black only if their
mothers specifically checked the survey box for
black/African American (non-Hispanic). Stu-
dents with black fathers or whose parents filled
in a race under “other” such as “black Hispanic”
were not considered black. Analyzing the data
with “black” defined as students with a mother
or father who checked “black” or who filled in
a race that includes black further reduced the
size of the program effect for blacks (Krueger
& Zhu 2004).

Chicago
Cullen et al. (2006) analyzed the results of the
extensive and long-running school choice pro-
gram in the Chicago public schools, a program
first designed in response to a 1980 desegrega-
tion consent decree. Although it is not a voucher
program, we include a brief discussion here be-
cause the Chicago open enrollment program al-
lows for substantial change in school academic
quality and employs lotteries. The research is
also less affected by nonrandom attrition be-
cause more than 90% of lottery participants
enroll in the Chicago public schools, and there
was little evidence that those who remain in the
sample differ on observable dimensions from
those who did not. Focusing on eighth grade
students applying for ninth grade admission,
they analyzed administrative data from 194 ran-
domized lotteries and more than 14,000 appli-
cations (through which students applied to at-
tend magnet schools and other programs within
their district) at 19 oversubscribed schools.

Their results show that students given the
opportunity to switch schools (as compared
with those who lost the lottery) landed in
schools with lower poverty and crime rates and
higher peer achievement and attainment levels.
For example, winning the lottery to attend one
of the more in-demand schools reduces the per-
centage of students receiving free and reduced
lunch by over 5 points. Despite the significant
context changes, lottery winners did not seem
to benefit academically. In fact, the academic
performance of some students suffered: Lottery
winners ranked lower throughout high school
and were more likely to drop out after attending
schools with high-achieving peers (Cullen et al.
2006). On measures of nonacademic outcomes,
students attending schools of their choice re-
ported fewer problem behaviors and arrests, but
no improvements in terms of school satisfac-
tion, teacher trust, or aspirations. The authors
tried to explain the results by considering the
role of parent involvement, peer discontinuity,
and travel distances and found that these factors
could not help explain the lack of educational
improvement.
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SUMMARY AND LIMITATIONS
OF PROGRAMS12

Although the housing and school choice
voucher programs differ in many important
ways, we attempt to summarize the impor-
tant takeaway points. The findings from these
programs suggest that many low-income fam-
ilies are motivated to improve the well-being
of their children’s environments by relocating
to a new neighborhood or by coming up with
the difference in tuition to help their child at-
tend a higher-performing school. After all, most
voucher programs are oversubscribed. The re-
search reviewed here also shows that programs
can significantly change the social environ-
ments of families and children, and they have
successfully done so for thousands of youth.
Housing programs have successfully helped
poor parents move to safer and less disadvan-
taged communities and, in some cases, less
segregated neighborhoods, and school choice
vouchers have helped poor students enroll in
private schools. There is some evidence that im-
provements in neighborhood quality and safety
can also improve parental socioeconomic self-
sufficiency and mother’s mental health, but
again, some programs differ on these results,
and other evaluations have not measured them.

Despite the ability for some of these pro-
grams to bring about context changes, it ap-
pears much more difficult to improve the edu-
cational outcomes of children. Early Gautreaux
results suggested large benefits for children

12One concern with any voucher program is that the removal
of the most motivated families and children from schools and
communities will lead to brain drain or the destabilization of
low-income neighborhoods (Caldas & Bankston 2005). On
the contrary, one touted promise of school choice programs
is that they will induce public school improvement through
competition. While these are important considerations, we
do not cover the research that evaluates the community ben-
efits or externalities of these programs. In part this is because
there has not been much research on the topic, especially
with respect to the assisted housing voucher programs dis-
cussed here. For related research on the spillover effects of
housing vouchers, see Galster et al. (1999); for work that ex-
amines the larger effects of school integration plans on public
school segregation, see Saporito & Sohoni (2006); and for a
discussion of the systemic effects of school choice vouchers,
see Hoxby (1996).

moving to the suburbs, but there were no
long-term follow-up studies of these out-
comes, and Gautreaux’s design was only quasi-
experimental. More recent MTO research con-
cludes that neighborhood change is not enough
to substantially improve schooling quality or
educational outcomes. School choice voucher
programs have helped thousands of young peo-
ple attend private and religious schools that far
outperform their local public schools. Although
voucher programs aimed at low-income stu-
dents may lead to academic gains for black
students, evidence for other races/ethnicities is
simply too mixed to draw a strong conclusion
(Gill et al. 2001, Ladd 2002). Although the re-
sults vary by city and to some extent by design,
the evidence to date does not suggest that these
programs have led to large gains in achievement
for children. In terms of other social behaviors,
it appears that living in low-poverty communi-
ties can help to improve the mental health of
female young adults and reduce their substance
use and other delinquency (although even this
research is mixed, as the Gautreaux and MTO
programs come to different conclusions). On
the other hand, young men do not benefit in
the same way from moving to less poor neigh-
borhoods and may be at even higher risk of
getting arrested and participating in problem
behaviors.

However, we may see new results that shed
light on these processes, as the Thompson pro-
gram in Baltimore has relocated families to rad-
ically different communities and is in its early
stages. Researchers are also about to go into the
field for a ten-year follow-up to MTO to see
whether some of the early improvements have
more substantial long-term benefits. For exam-
ple, the reduction in stress among the MTO
movers might translate over time into stable
employment prospects and better outcomes for
their children. There are also ongoing devel-
opments in the evaluation of charter schools
(such as the work of Henry Levin and colleagues
at Teachers College), and a long-term evalu-
ation of the Milwaukee voucher program (see
the current work of the School Choice Demon-
stration Project at the Universities of Arkansas

478 DeLuca · Dayton

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. S

oc
io

l. 
20

09
.3

5:
45

7-
49

1.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 a

rj
ou

rn
al

s.
an

nu
al

re
vi

ew
s.

or
g

by
 D

r,
 S

te
fa

ni
e 

D
eL

uc
a 

on
 0

7/
24

/0
9.

 F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.



ANRV381-SO35-22 ARI 5 June 2009 9:33

and Wisconsin) that might provide insight into
how these environmental changes influence
achievement.

Why were the effects of these programs not
larger? One explanation is that even though
some of these programs used random assign-
ment and other rigorous design elements, it is
possible that the programs (treatments) were
not of sufficient quality, quantity, or duration to
produce large improvements. Some programs
change schools but not neighborhoods; some
change neighborhoods but not schools. Theo-
retically, we might expect larger effects if both
contexts changed, but only one program to date
(Gautreaux) has induced that kind of differ-
ence. For example, many of the MTO fami-
lies moved to neighborhoods that, although less
poor, were still racially segregated and experi-
encing economic declines by the time of the in-
terim survey; many families also moved back to
high-poverty communities after their first year.
Despite housing relocation, most of the MTO
children did not change school districts. In
Yonkers, the movers and stayers both attended
the same high-poverty schools, and there was
little evidence of social integration between the
mover youth and their new neighbors.

Recent research on the private school
vouchers demonstrates that although African
American parents were more likely to sign up
for the voucher lotteries, they were also much
more likely than white parents to remove their
children from the private schools within three
years, reducing exposure to higher-quality
environments (Howell 2004). Additionally, the
criteria parents use to navigate school choice
options may not be those most likely to improve
academic outcomes: Both minority and non-
minority parents used criteria of convenience,
informal word of mouth, and concerns about
their child’s social integration that were racially
influenced (Henig 1995). In the early years of
the Cleveland program, there were no suburban
schools willing to allow the inner-city children
to attend their schools, and in Milwaukee the
limited spaces provided by private schools also
restricted the number of voucher recipients
able to switch schools (McLarin 1995). More

generally, the students that private schools are
willing to accept may also differ in meaning-
ful ways; private school acceptance is quite
different from random school assignment.
These considerations highlight how even
well-designed social programs may not be able
to ensure that all the young people who partic-
ipate in them experience the opportunity-rich
new environments long enough to make a
significant difference.

Following this explanation, another possi-
ble reason that we did not see consistently large
gains in educational and social outcomes is that
we make assumptions that the input, such as a
neighborhood change or school quality change,
will be enough to lead to large improvements in
youth development. However, the kinds of fam-
ilies participating in many of these programs
have often been living in poverty for genera-
tions and have needs that exist beyond those
that the vouchers are meant to remedy. It is pos-
sible that the limited effects seen from research
on housing and school voucher programs are
due to the lack of additional structural supports.

For example, MTO, Yonkers, and
Gautreaux only provided housing vouchers
and did not provide family-based employment
assistance, transportation help, or educational
information and counseling. A housing-only
program, even under optimal conditions,
might have limits. To improve parents’ self-
sufficiency, we may need to couple neighbor-
hood change with the provision of services
and supports tailored to individual families’
needs (cf. Briggs & Turner 2006). Moving to
a safer neighborhood might improve mothers’
mental health and allow children to socialize
more freely in the community. However, these
changes may need to be supplemented with
additional resources so that parents can find
better jobs and children can get some help when
they struggle in more challenging schools. For
example, there is the possibility that the new
Thompson program’s outcomes may differ
from those of other programs because there
are extensive multipartner efforts in place to
help connect these families to resources in
their new communities, such as a city-based
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job-counseling program to include suburban
employers, a local foundation providing cars
for Thompson families working in the suburbs,
and fair housing lawyers working to implement
a school liaison program to help families nego-
tiate new schooling options when they move.
Similar considerations apply for school voucher
programs. As researchers note, the choice pro-
grams vary in the amount of tuition they
provide, and few provide additional support for
transportation or (to our knowledge) tutoring
assistance to help children adjust to the new
and more challenging school environments.
Programs that supplement vouchers with these
additional resources might be more successful.

Another consideration is that the mobility or
disruption of neighborhood and school changes
masks or eliminates possible gains that might
come from exposure to new schools and com-
munities. There are likely to be trade-offs in
terms of developmental outcomes and family
dynamics that accompany changing contexts.
For example, research has suggested that res-
idential and school mobility can lead to high
school dropout and delinquency, in part be-
cause it severs social ties (Astone & McLanahan
1994, Coleman 1988). In most cases, we cannot
tell the difference between disruption effects
and the effects of new environments because
both processes (moving and changing contexts)
occur at the same time (cf. Sampson 2008).

FUTURE RESEARCH
DIRECTIONS AND POLICY

We recommend several directions for research
development. First, although rigorous designs
that try to remove the sources of selection bias
are critical for understanding the effects of so-
cial programs, we also recommend pursuing
research that directly examines selection pro-
cesses. For example, we need to pursue sys-
tematic qualitative research to explore how par-
ents select environments for their children and
to understand better how parents and children
engage new opportunity structures that come
from social policy interventions. For example,
many researchers agree that although we know

a great deal about neighborhood inequality, we
do not know enough about how families pick
neighborhoods (Charles 2003, Rossi & Shlay
1982, Sampson 2008).

Some research has begun to explore the is-
sues of selection, instead of dismissing it as
a “nuisance to be controlled for” (Sampson
et al. 2002). For example, DeLuca & Rosenblatt
(2010) use qualitative and quantitative data to
examine why the MTO program did not lead
to better schooling environments for the chil-
dren in the experimental group. They find that
although parents received housing subsidies to
move to low-poverty areas, most did not acquire
housing in the communities that had the high-
est performing schools. Part of the explana-
tion lies in the constraints of the rental market,
and part of it is influenced by parents’ informa-
tion and beliefs. When asked about their school
choices, many MTO parents did not consider
academic rigor as important as a welcoming at-
mosphere, others thought it was better not to
switch schools, and still others believed that if
their children worked hard enough, it did not
matter where they went to school. Although
these beliefs seem counterintuitive, considering
just how low performing many of their origi-
nal neighborhood schools were, it is important
to remember that these families likely never
had experience with better schools or the infor-
mation that many middle-class parents use in
making choices about their children’s teachers,
courses, and schools. This kind of research re-
minds us that poor parents are not just wealthy
parents without money—they engage oppor-
tunities differently based on the conditions of
their lives.13

We need more research that gives us a win-
dow into these processes so that we can better
understand which programs will work and how

13Similar findings were identified in the school choice lit-
erature: For example, high levels of segregation in magnet
schools appear to be fueled by parents seeking convenient
schools and a good environment for their children’s social
integration rather than academically superior schools and by
parents relying on word of mouth to learn about schools (per-
petuating advantage or disadvantage among certain circles of
parents; Henig 1995).
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they can be improved. Certainly experimental
evaluations of policy interventions can provide
valuable causal estimates and effect sizes, but
we are left not knowing how a program did or
did not produce improvements. This can lead
to the conclusion that some policy approaches
are ineffective when they are really a necessary
but insufficient part of the solution to the prob-
lems poor families face. These differences are
critical. Other examples of qualitative research
that sheds light on how social programs work
include Romich & Weisner’s (2000) research on
how parents manage funds from their Earned
Income Tax Credit, and Gibson & Weisner’s
(2002) research on take-up rates in antipoverty
programs.

Second, in part because of ethical resistance
to randomizing treatments to individuals, as
well as political resistance to bringing poor
or minority children and families into middle-
class neighborhoods, we agree with researchers
who are increasingly advocating for group ran-
domized trials where entire schools or com-
munities get a treatment (St. Pierre & Rossi
2006, Boruch et al. 2004, Oakes 2004). In ad-
dition to the ethical benefits, these designs re-
move concerns about disruption effects, inde-
pendence of treatment, and crossover effects,
in which control group members gain access to
the treatment on their own. Of course, these de-
signs have their limitations as well in terms of
cost, statistical power (given fewer cases), and
the challenge of theory (Shadish et al. 2001,
St. Pierre & Rossi 2006).

Third, there is a difference between (a) re-
search assessing how much variation in exist-
ing neighborhood and school contexts helps
explain the differential life course outcomes
of young people and (b) research that tries to
understand the effects of changes that come
from housing and education policies. There-
fore, we need to be more careful and creative
in our approach to quantitative research that
uses naturally occurring variation in observa-
tional data. Although there have been many ad-
vances (such as propensity score analyses), many
researchers still rely on national panel data to
study the effects of social context. This poses

several problems, as noted by other researchers,
but one significant and rarely discussed issue
is exchangeability. By virtue of social stratifica-
tion, it is rare that we observe poor families in
affluent communities. This poses problems for
estimation because we are making off-support
inferences; in other words, we are applying esti-
mates for regression models to individuals who
are not present in the data (Oakes 2004).

One way to deal with this issue is to focus
more attention on interventions or policy
changes that occur within specific community
or single-city panel studies, or build these
considerations into design (see research using
the Mobile Youth Study in Alabama for an
example; Bolland et al. 2005). The advantage
of such data, relative to a multicity or national
survey, is that by the nature of its homogeneity,
single-site studies control for some hidden bias.
In a recent article, Rosenbaum (2005) noted
that in the absence of randomization, “reduc-
ing heterogeneity. . .reduces both sampling
variability and sensitivity to unobserved bias”
(p. 148). Local samples reduce hidden bias
that might accompany selection into different
environments (cf. Rosenbaum 2005) and also
make it more likely that youth are exchangeable
(Oakes 2004, Oakes & Johnson 2006, Winship
& Sobel 2004). Others provide guidance and
additional modeling strategies to handle these
and other limitations of nonexperimental data
(Heckman et al. 1998, Winship & Morgan
1999).

Fourth, we noticed that, particularly in the
case of school vouchers, there was little research
that helped us understand how the programs
work and what elements need to change in or-
der to observe greater improvements if they
are possible. One of the distinct features of
our review is the large number of nonsocio-
logical sources we bring to bear on our assess-
ment of these topics. In other words, we rely
on a substantial body of economics research. In
part, this is due to the innovative nature of the
counterfactual design and value-added ap-
proaches that the field of economics has devel-
oped over the past few decades. We searched
both sociological and education literatures for
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research that evaluates the impact of school
choice programs on young people and came up
with little. Sociologists have for years been mak-
ing great efforts to understand how environ-
ments affect the behaviors of individuals. In the
case of programs such as those presented here,
we need to make more progress. For example,
what circumstances lead minority families to
leave private schools after receiving a voucher?
What difficulties do children face in more rig-
orous schools, and can these be overcome to in-
crease retention? These questions are ripe for
exploration by sociologists of education.

On a final note, as a discipline that concerns
itself with using social science to inform social
policy, we need to think carefully about how we
interpret the results of our research for poli-
cymaking. Many scholars and funding agencies
want their research to make a difference. But
there are realities that make it hard to come to
quick conclusions about the relevance of social
program research for public policy on a large
scale. The success or failure of school and hous-
ing programs depends on at least two things: in-
dividual choices and community buy in. Many
families do choose to improve their well-being
through opportunities presented in innovative
policies, and many benefit from their participa-
tion. However, the realities of how families ap-
proach social policy opportunities and use pro-
grams can clash with the theory of how these
programs work.14 Housing and school choice
programs rely on parents’ motivation to apply,

14The results from MTO were the subject of an illuminating
exchange between sociologists and economists focused on
the issues of selection and neighborhood choice. Clampet-
Lundquist & Massey (2008) reanalyzed the data motivated
by several of the program’s weaknesses—namely that many
families selected not to move, many also left low-poverty
neighborhoods within a short period of time, and only some
families relocated to neighborhoods of appreciably higher so-
cioeconomic quality and low segregation. The authors used
regression-based analyses to see whether family outcomes
vary by the type of neighborhood families move into and
find results that differ from the experimental analyses pre-
viously published. In turn, Ludwig et al. (2008) wrote a re-
joinder, explaining why the experimental results hold up to
the Clampet-Lundquist & Massey critiques and why nonex-
perimental estimates of program effects are flawed. Samp-
son (2008) added to the exchange by discussing the larger

the marshaling of extra resources to move or
supplement a voucher, information about bet-
ter schools and communities, and realistic op-
tions to access rental housing and schools in
such communities. These are often in short sup-
ply, and most programs do not offer the extra
supports. In other words, some of the very chal-
lenges that prevent poor families from accessing
social opportunities in the first place do not go
away when they participate in a school or hous-
ing intervention. These additional difficulties,
such as poor health or unstable family networks,
continue to influence their lives in ways that
make it hard for them to fully realize the bene-
fits of these programs as policymakers imagined
them.

Additionally, the reality of social stratifica-
tion makes it difficult to know how such pol-
icy efforts will operate in the present system
if we were to scale up these efforts at the ag-
gregate level (metropolitan area or school sys-
tem). There are larger social and structural
forces (e.g., housing discrimination, conflicts
over school funding between cities and sub-
urbs, and selective private school standards) that
explain why we do not see large numbers of
minority families sharing schools and commu-
nities with white middle-class families. These
realities provide the context in which we are
trying to implement social programs, and there
are often difficulties.

We know from the MTO and Yonkers pro-
grams and the school voucher cases that there
is substantial political pushback from existing
social systems, whether they are the suburbs of
Baltimore City or the teachers’ unions in Cleve-
land or Washington, DC. Both housing dis-
persal programs and school voucher programs
were designed in part to address racial and
socioeconomic disparities in access to resources
and to improve life outcomes. Years of research
on the effects of busing and studies of white
flight demonstrate the systemic challenges and
obstacles of political will that stand in the way

relevance of MTO to the field and the realities of structural
constraint in urban areas.
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of realizing the benefits of reducing inequality
for young people (Clark 2008, Coleman et al.
1975, Schelling 1971, Tiebout 1956). Research
on the effectiveness of programs that change
the opportunity structure for small groups
of individuals needs to be considered in light
of larger structural forces that shape that
opportunity structure in the first place.

We are not suggesting that school and hous-
ing interventions are not beneficial—in fact, the
evidence we review supports the idea that the
lives of thousands of children and families have
been changed by these programs. For exam-
ple, families in the Gautreaux program experi-
enced radical changes in the racial composition

of their new neighborhoods, and the experi-
mental MTO families moved to communities
that had poverty rates that were four times
lower than their original housing projects; these
changes are rarely seen in observational data.
However, not all of the individual-level results
for youth who participated in these programs
have been consistently large and long-term.
Therefore, we suggest that researchers seri-
ously consider the individual-level processes
that determine how youth development can be
improved through such programs as well as
the structural and political conditions that can
allow for such programs to work at a larger
scale.
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