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Foreword

SUSAN GEWIRTZ, Annie E. Casey Foundation

MORE THAN ONE out of four American working families (9.2 million
families) now earn wages so low that they have difficulty surviving financially and
providing a secure future for their families. Twenty million children live in these
families (Waldron, Roberts, & Reamer, 2004). As stated in our 2005 KIDS COUNT
Data Book essay, the Annie E. Casey Foundation has “long believed that the most
powerful approach to altering the future of our nation’s most disadvantaged kids is
to enhance the financial security of their parents in the present” (Annie E. Casey
Foundation , p. 5). At the same time, there has been growing media and scholarly
attention to the changing economy due to globalization, demand for workers with
higher skills, decreasing wage mobility at the lower end of the wage scale, and the
increasing percentage of jobs that do not offer health benefits or paid sick leave.
And although there is a sense of growing insecurity even among middle-class
workers, low-wage workers and their families are particularly vulnerable to these
labor market forces. Recent publications have chronicled the struggle of long-
term welfare recipients to join the mainstream economy and the challenges facing
workers who work at jobs that pay the minimum wage.

In 1998, when the research described in this book was begun, there was con-
siderable and important research being initiated related to the impacts of welfare
reform on families and on the effectiveness of welfare-to-work programs. The fam-
ilies in the Casey Foundation’s multicity, multiyear Jobs Initiative include adults
who have been on welfare, but also those with a long history in the low-wage
labor market, men and women returning from incarceration, single-parent fami-
lies, and two-parent working families. The Annie E. Casey Foundation, through its
grant-making strategy related to connecting adults to good entry-level jobs with
career paths, was particularly interested in learning more about the intersection of
employment training, family, work, and community. With its Jobs Initiative as the
setting, the Casey Foundation supported in-depth ethnographic research to help
understand family economic mobility, the impacts of adult employment on chil-
dren’s lives, and the ways working families connect with their communities. The
research that started in two cities, Milwaukee and Seattle, soon led to an expanded
research study in all five demonstration sites with twenty-five families.

Jobs Aren’t Enough places the twenty-five families of this research squarely in
the context of low-wage workers across the United States who are struggling to
get ahead, meet the needs of their children, and find a workable balance among the
many demands on their lives. The families in this book were motivated to seek out
employment and training programs, to work full time, and were generally placed in
or hired by firms that offered health-care benefits. The starting wage for participants
in the Jobs Initiative averages $9.41 per hour (personal communication, Metis
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Associates, May 2005), thus placing their wages above welfare leavers whose
median hourly wage is $8.06 (Loprest, 2003) and well above the earnings of
minimum-wage workers.

By examining the lives of these low-wage working families, this research illus-
trates the particular vulnerabilities of families whose earnings begin to make them
ineligible for critical work supports such as child-care subsidies and government
provided health-care benefits. It also demonstrates the tenuousness of their em-
ployment as they lose good paying jobs in sectors such as manufacturing during
the 2001 recession or see their wages reduced through reduced work hours and
overtime. Although in some ways and for some periods of time a few steps above
America’s lowest paid workers, these families are just like the 9.2 million working
families struggling to make ends meet and to provide a secure future for their chil-
dren. They are in similar jobs, their children are in struggling schools, and their
families provide both support and added financial burdens. This research clearly
demonstrates the challenges that all workers in low-paying jobs face in moving
toward family economic stability.

Rooted in five years of in-depth ethnographic research, Jobs Aren’t Enough
offers important lessons and a theoretical framework for workforce development
professionals, students planning to enter the related fields of sociology, urban
studies, social work, economics and political science, and for decision makers
who can influence the policies and practices affecting low-wage working families.
The framework offers readers a view that looks beyond simple notions of blaming
low-wage workers for their failure to rise to the middle class and the equally flawed
thinking that places all responsibility on society and government policies. Taking
a more complex view based on rich data, Jobs Aren’t Enough urges us to think
about how the family as a whole intersects with the critical institutions that can
either aid or hinder the achievement of family economic success. In this analysis
firms, schools, workforce development programs, families, community supports,
and public policy all play an important role and need to be understood individually
and as they relate to one another as a first step in helping families move toward
stronger financial futures.

This research sheds new light on the challenges facing workers in low-wage
jobs and provides analysis relevant to practitioners, policymakers, and researchers
committed to addressing the problems of urban poverty. The family stories, for
example, reveal the existence of a “life-stage mismatch,” by which well-meaning
and well-designed workforce programs may place individuals into good paying
entry level jobs in physically demanding occupations that might not be a good
fit for a forty-year-old with health problems, family responsibilities, and time
constraints in moving up the career ladder. Jobs Aren’t Enough also highlights
the impact depression has on job seekers’ performance in training and at work
and how employment with adequate wages and the availability of ongoing work
supports may reduce those symptoms. The research also demonstrates a greater
need to focus on career management and reemployment services. Career mobility
is becoming increasingly difficult for low-wage earners, and for even those workers
who may start in a good job in a sector with strong wages and benefits, this analysis
suggests that their ability to translate this opportunity into a clear upward pathway
is not automatic or guaranteed. It is worth noting, however, that despite the multiple
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challenges facing these twenty-five families, over a three-year period their incomes
show an 18 percent increase on average over their initial post-training wages, three
times the average 6 percent gain reported for other low-income earners (Andersson,
Holzer, & Lane, 2005). Yet as the stories behind the numbers suggest, these wages
are not high and steady enough to guarantee family economic mobility.

It is clear that for many families it will be necessary to combine human capi-
tal strategies with publicly funded work supports such as the Earned Income Tax
Credit, food stamps, and health-care and child-care benefits. The families in Jobs
Aren’t Enough vividly illustrate the difference these benefits can make for a strug-
gling family and the consequences for adults and children when these benefits are
removed as earnings increase. In fact, these families are particularly vulnerable to
the loss of work-supporting benefits as wages fluctuate due to reductions in over-
time, during short gaps in employment, and as income rises just above eligibility
levels. This research also adds nuance to recent findings that suggest positive ben-
efits for younger children when their parents are working and income is increased.
The family stories described here demonstrate that although work, which brings
increased earnings and positive adult role models, can have a favorable influence
on family functioning and child outcomes, children are very much affected by the
ups and downs of parents’ work and instability in family income. Furthermore, as
working parents put in overtime and pursue educational and training opportunities
to further their career mobility, time with children may be sacrificed. The inter-
actions or noninteractions among social institutions are most palpable as families
try to balance work, child care, school, and time with family.

Jobs Aren’t Enough presents a theoretical framework that urges readers to look
beyond the individual institutions of family, school, workforce development, firms,
and policy, and to understand how these relate to each other. It also suggests that
we already know a great deal about approaches that work and have the potential
to increase family economic opportunity. For example, we know that good paying
jobs and benefits matter and that publicly supported work supports make a real
difference for adults and their children. We also know that effective workforce
development efforts require partnerships among employers, community-based or-
ganizations, the public sector, and educational institutions. The great challenge
therefore is whether we can create the public will to implement the policies and
practices that can assist the growing numbers of American families who work and
want to provide for their families but are still unable to move out of poverty.
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1 Are Jobs Enough for Economic Mobility?

THE STORY

Twenty-five parents, their fifteen spouses or partners, and their sixty-six children
in Philadelphia, Milwaukee, New Orleans, St. Louis, and Seattle let us share their
lives from the late 1990s to mid-2003 to learn about low-income families and
economic mobility. During this time we also talk with and observe at least one
thousand auxiliaries associated with the families’ mobility efforts. Through these
contacts we learn that the families’ attempts to move up economically through
work both mesh and clash with the characteristics and conditions they encounter
in workforce development programs and systems, firms, children’s schools, and
public policy.

The story begins with the families. Over the years, the families’ infants enter
child care and preschool, their preschool children progress to elementary school,
their elementary-age children move up to middle school, their teenagers enter or
complete high school, and new babies are born. The parents go to their children’s
basketball games, concerts, school conferences, and special education meetings.
They go to the grocery, to the laundromat, to grandparents, to neighbors, to com-
munity centers, and to church. They tend to children with asthma, developmental
delays, and school performance problems. They take children to doctors, go to doc-
tors themselves, and worry about aging parents. The parents read to their children;
the children read to their parents. The parents help with math homework and over-
see school projects. They counsel children about conflicts with peers and give
birthday parties.

At the same time the parents move up, down, and laterally in their jobs. Some
take courses after work hours to try to upgrade their positions. Others wish they
could. On the job they commune with coworkers, strive to get along with supervi-
sors, and worry about how to make more money. They work overtime, get second
or third jobs, and survive—at times relatively well and at other times barely—
on sometimes-rising, sometimes-falling, but generally too-low wages. Many “do
without” to provide enriching after-school or summer activities for their children
and wish they could afford home computers and build assets and savings. Some
make progress on these goals, but many do not no matter how hard they try. They
make decisions they later question and mistakes they later rue about work, parent-
ing, job training, and expenditures.

In many ways these families are like most other families in the United States,
but they are different at the same time. In the richest large country in the world,
they work full time year round, but they still do not earn enough to support their
families. In this they are like one out of four other families in twenty-first-century
America (Waldron, Roberts, & Reamer, 2004), most of whom work at full-time
jobs that keep the country running but do not pay living wages.
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Spending their childhoods and teen years in impoverished urban neighborhoods
means that many of the parents receive too little education and have too few skills
for today’s jobs (Holzer, 1996). Most of their underfinanced, embattled urban
schools yield poor-quality education, and their high school diplomas translate
into eighth-grade reading level at best. These schools often fail to diagnose their
learning disabilities or identify family problems that influence their dropping out
of high school. Some complete their education in a foreign country, in one case
a four-year college degree, to find that American firms do not recognize these
accomplishments. Many seek vocational training in for-profit institutes that does
not lead to a job and leaves them in debt. Policy prohibitions about debt then
disqualify them from further education funding.

Other parents are immigrants and political refugees from war-torn countries who
find that their new communities offer few acculturation or language services. This
lack of services leaves them ill-equipped to navigate the dangers of low-level jobs,
the medical system, and community programs for their children. Still other parents
grow up in families who suffer from substance abuse, mental health problems, or
domestic violence. Some struggle with bouts of depression themselves, which
may result in alternating welfare and low-paid work. A few parents make serious
mistakes in their youth or young adulthood, such as selling or taking drugs. Whether
the cause is perceiving or experiencing few legitimate opportunities in the labor
market or simply making wrong choices, they spend time in prison or rehabilitation
facilities to compensate for these wrongs. Rehabilitation notwithstanding, felony
incarceration may block or limit their access to housing subsidies, financial aid,
and other opportunities that they need to move ahead.

At the same time, the parents, and indirectly their children, contend with a labor
market that relies increasingly on contingent labor and with firms that offer inad-
equate wages and limited or too costly nonwage benefits, like health insurance.
Despite the fact that the families contribute to the national well-being through
production and taxes, they live in a country that denies subsidy assistance to many
immigrants and refugees, disproportionately incarcerates African Americans and
Hispanics, and puts time and allotment limits on transitional public assistance.
Without adequate wages, benefits, and work supports, past history and current so-
cial and labor market conditions intersect to limit the families’ economic mobility
in a country that prides itself on meritocracy, a “second chance” after rehabilitation,
and opportunity for all.

The story continues with the auxiliary contacts who further illustrate that eco-
nomic mobility is highly complex. We learn this from instructors, administrators,
and colleagues in the families’ education and job training programs and insti-
tutions, often attending classes alongside the key parents1 and following them
as they navigate training, jobs, and family responsibilities. We learn this from
neighbors, friends, extended family, faith leaders, human service workers, civic
leaders, and policymakers in the families’ neighborhoods and cities and observe
how these varied community actors aid or constrain family economic mobility.
We learn this from coworkers, managers, supervisors, CEOs, and labor leaders at
the families’ seventy-four firms as we accompany the parents through their work
days and overnight shifts. We learn this from over 120 days spent with teachers,
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administrators, and students in the children’s child-care facilities, preschools, and
elementary and secondary schools, observing how children and faculty alike learn
and simultaneously cope with impoverished and embattled environments.

The fact that these families identify labor market, education, and public policy
institutions that do not but could facilitate mobility is a significant impetus for
this book. In short, Jobs Aren’t Enough argues that multiple social institutions in-
fluence contemporary economic mobility: in particular, the traditional institutions
of the family and the labor market (firms) as they intersect with the institutions
of education (public schools and workforce development) and public policy. As
such this book is an exposé of intersections—their presence and more often their
absence in the world of public beliefs about human and institutional behaviors and
policy solutions to human and institutional problems that exist in the form of con-
tained, unconnected silos. We focus here on intersections between the institution
of the family and other social institutions as well as on intersections among these
institutions in different forms, intensities, and geographies.

We note at the outset that our research in New Orleans took place before
Hurricane Katrina wreaked its havoc on the city and its surrounds. We address
the particular implications of this disaster for the New Orleans families in the
Afterword.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY FAMILY, ECONOMIC
MOBILITY, INSTITUTIONS, LOW INCOME, AND
THE CONTEXT OF CAPITALISM?

First, we define family, economic mobility, institutions, and low income as used
in this book. We then briefly discuss the economic system of capitalism as the
context for the old mobility experiences of the families and institutions here and
as the potential context for a new economic mobility.

FAMILY

Definitions and conceptualizations of “family” range from a strict view of
biologically or adoptively related parents and children residing together to
a constructionist view of whomever one considers “family” is family. In this book
we tend toward the latter definition, privileging the way in which the respondents
define their family constellation in their particular emotional, economic, spatial,
and meaning-centered contexts. We also conceptualize family as “a social group,
and social institution, with an identifiable structure based on positions and interac-
tions among people who occupy those positions” (Gelles & Levine, 1999, p. 405).
As such, families are agents of socialization and cultural reproduction: in effect,
navigational vehicles for older and younger members alike. More broadly, we con-
ceptualize all persons as “familied,” meaning that every person’s life holds others
who are significant to them along the dimensions of structure and meaning that
influence daily work, decisions, and social being.
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ECONOMIC MOBILITY

By “economic mobility,” which we call either mobility or economic mobility,
we refer specifically to the phenomenon of moving forward financially through
wage work. “Labor mobility” is the term commonly used in economics for how
people move between jobs and occupations. “Social mobility” and “occupational
mobility” are the terms commonly used in sociology (Breiger, 1990; Granovetter,
1995). We use the term economic mobility for several reasons. First, our concern
is with the ability of low-earning parents to support their families through wage
income, defined by the Census Bureau as “money income before taxes, exclusive of
noncash benefits and employer-provided fringe benefits” (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor,
& Mills, 2004, p. 1). For our purposes, social mobility is too closely aligned
with social status, class, and systems of occupational ranking, and labor mobility
focuses on individual workers, not on workers as parents or members of fami-
lies. Second, economic mobility suggests an emphasis on the worker–family labor
market interface and is thus more descriptive of our inquiry than is occupational
mobility which addresses prestige criteria that are not relevant here. Economic
mobility is also more consistent with the theoretical heritage of economic sociol-
ogy which is the body of theory we draw upon and aim to extend.

Mobility has generally been viewed and explored as a microeconomic
phenomenon; however we argue that mobility is both micro- and macroeconomic.
In Weberian terms, we look at economically conditioned phenomena, those that
partly—but only partly—can be explained through the influence of economic fac-
tors, and economically relevant phenomena, those that are not economic in them-
selves, but that influence economic phenomena (Weber, 1904/1949, p. 65). Historic
examinations of “family” mobility focus on intergenerational patterns (Blau &
Duncan, 1967), whereas more recent ones have begun to look at intragenerational
patterns (Warren, Hauser, & Sheridan, 2002). Our focus on the family as a gener-
ational institutional unit affords exploration of the dynamic intersections within
families as well as between families and other social institutions—intersections
that have both intra- and intergenerational implications for economic mobility.

INSTITUTIONS

Although some might call the spheres of family, education, firms, and the state
systems, we characterize them as social institutions. So doing we draw attention to
the fact that institutions have structure. All involve aspects of authority and loyalty
and are constituted and molded by policies and laws. All thus inherently intersect
with one another, even if bureaucracies and funding streams do not acknowledge
or attend to these intersections. In Brinton and Nee’s (1998, p. 8) definition, in-
stitutions are “webs of interrelated rules and norms—formal and informal—that
govern social relationships.” In contrast, systems are contained entities that form
a unity or organic whole in which the “relationships and interactions between el-
ements explain the behavior of the whole” (Grint, 1991, p. 137). From a systems
perspective, variation rests within rather than between, which tends to result in de-
terministic conceptions and atomistic silos. From a social institution perspective,
variation occurs dynamically in the nexuses of the intersecting components.
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LOW INCOME

In the United States, wage and salary earnings are the primary source of income for
many families (McCall, 2000), particularly those like the ones in this book. How-
ever, definitions of “low income” vary and the term is often used synonymously
with the term “working poor” (Gitterman, Howard, & Cotton, 2003). Briefly here,
as we discuss this at length in Chapter 6, the most common metric used to define
low income is 100 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL)—commonly called
the poverty line, even though many scholars and policymakers view 200 percent
of the poverty level as the minimum income that families need to meet their basic
needs (Waldron, Roberts, & Reamer 2004). Others define low income more gener-
ously in terms of the median national income (Gitterman, Howard, & Cotton, 2003),
which at $44,686 in 2004 dollars (Fronczek, 2005) is the equivalent of about 300%
FPL. Still others assess income adequacy in terms of an alternative poverty metric
such as the Self-Sufficiency Standard (Pearce, 2000, 2001; Wider Opportunities
for Women, 2001, 2004).

We explicitly focus on wage income alone in the discussion of “low income”
here, as the dominant metric to assess economic mobility and family well-being
over the long run is what a parent can earn. Although transitional subsidies and
wage supports mediate low incomes in the short run, we argue that earnings are ul-
timately the key to economic mobility. Accordingly, Jobs Aren’t Enough uses what
we consider to be a relatively conservative definition of low income—200 percent
or less of the federal poverty level—a definition that, if anything, underreports the
constraints that millions of working parents confront in their attempts to support
their families through work.

For example, according to census analyses for 2004, thirty-seven million
Americans live in families with incomes below 100 percent of the poverty level
(Cadena & Sallee, 2005). In addition, the number of Americans with low incomes
(below 200 percent FPL) increased by seven million between 2000 and 2003 (Ku,
Broaddus, & Wachino, 2005), and by an additional 1.6 percent between 2003 and
2004 (Fronczek, 2005). In 2003 about 24.3 percent of Americans, essentially one in
every four workers in the labor force, earned less than $9.04 an hour, which results
in an annual income that just reaches 100 percent poverty for a family of four, even
working full time year round (Mishel, Bernstein, & Allegretto, 2005). Especially
pertinent to the families here, in 2002 more than one in four (27.4 percent) work-
ing parents with children in the United States was classified as low income by
earning less than 200 percent of the federal poverty threshold (Waldron, Roberts,
& Reamer, 2004). From another perspective, more than one in four children living
with married parents is considered low income (Koball & Douglas-Hall, 2005).
Thus from any vantage point, families with low incomes are widespread across
the United States.

THE CONTEXT OF CAPITALISM

Although a review of the contested definitions and critiques of capitalist economic
and social organization is beyond the purpose and scope of this book (see, e.g.,
Bowles & Gintis, 1987; Braverman, 1974; Edwards, 1979; Hart, 2005; Lafer, 2002;
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Wacquant, 2002), many consider capitalism to be the dominant way of organizing
the economy, legally, politically, and socially in today’s world (Swedberg, 2003,
p. 54). As such, it forms part of the context for the families and other institutions
here.

Common definitions of capitalism incorporate some variation of the theme that
it constitutes an organization of economic interests that allows for the “pursuit of
profit, and forever renewed profit” (Weber, 1904/1949). According to some, the
commodification of and control over the labor process by employers under capital-
ism is the established route to such profit (Edwards, 1979; Marx, 1867/1978). On
this view authority, exploitation and power hold sway and profit-making trumps
other organizational aspects of firms such as investment in training and reci-
procity relations. A contrasting approach to the general nature of capitalism is
what Swedberg (2003, p. 57) calls “the economists’ traditional definition of the
economy as consisting of production, distribution, and exchange.” Although all
economies involve these three factors, capitalism is distinguished from other eco-
nomic systems primarily by the fact that distribution is organized as exchange in
the market rather than as reciprocity or redistribution. Presciently, in Economy and
Society Weber (1922/1978) speaks not of a single capitalism but of capitalisms:
rational (or modern) capitalism, political capitalism, and what can be termed tra-
ditional commercial capitalism. Leicht (2002) echoes this perspective almost a
century later in his global perspective on “capitalisms” as do Hall and Soskice
(2001) in their discussion of “varieties of capitalism,” Esping-Anderson (1990) in
his configuration of “three worlds of welfare capitalism,” Eisenstadt (1963/1993)
in his identification of different “capitalist regimes,” and Nee and Swedberg
(2005) in their presentation of “the many forms and varieties” of contemporary
capitalism.

Although some see capitalism as the cause of all labor market ills, we view
capitalism as a social form that is historically based, nondeterministic, thus one
in which practices and structures can be altered, at least at micro- and mesolevels
of the labor market. Newman (2002, p. 1590) concludes similarly that “reformist
struggles over government policies within capitalist states can change the fate of
the poor for the better.” Fundamentally, institutions are rule-governed social con-
structions (Nee, 2003); thus we argue, as does Miller (1999, 2003), that greater
fairness and cooperation and increased economic mobility are possible through
the reconstruction of contemporary labor and other social institutions, even in a
market economy. In effect, social and economic relations are processes in perpet-
ual construction and reconstruction, as Braverman (1974) suggests earlier and as
Swedberg (2003, p. 63) underscores: “No single form of governance—including
the market—is responsible for the way that a national economy works.” As Bowles
and Gintis (1987, p. xiii) hold, “The view that there is an ineluctable conflict be-
tween moral and material incentives, between cooperation and competition, or
that one of these modes can operate effectively in the absence of the other, is a
quaint and anachronistic aspect of our intellectual heritage. Finally, Heilbroner
(1999, p. 320) argues that “Economic vision (here we might add economic soci-
ology) . . . could become the source of an awareness of ways by which a capitalist
structure can broaden its motivations, increase its flexibility, and develop its social
responsibility.”
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In this vein we are intrigued by the notion of an economic system in which
household and profit matter (Weber, 1922/1978). Although Weber refers to large
capitalist households of antiquity in his discussion, we argue that it may be worth
reexamining this prioritization with an eye toward householding and profit making
in contemporary firms. In this construction, household would not refer solely to
consumption, as in Weber’s formulation and in Aristotle’s earlier one (Swedberg,
2005), but to taking joint responsibility for keeping the property (the firm) intact
and for allocating profits equally to meet the interests of all the involved social
actors. This reformulation is akin to Swedberg’s (2003, p. 6) argument that because
institutions are “durable amalgamations of interests and social relations,” analy-
sis of the capitalist economic system must take the interests of both individuals
and corporate actors into account (Swedberg, 2004). Hart’s (2005, p. xli) similar
position is that “By creating a new, more inclusive brand of capitalism, one that
incorporates previously excluded voices, concerns, and interests, the corporate sec-
tor could be the catalyst for a truly sustainable form of global development—and
prosper in the process.”

We hold that laws and policies currently upholding the modern economic
order can be changed, prevailing political standpoints can be changed, and so-
cial perspectives in current ascendancy can be changed. As we discuss further
in Chapter 8, however, all require significant change in what we refer to as the
“public will.”

PLAN OF THE BOOK

Jobs Aren’t Enough is an ethnographic rendition of the experiences of families who
are trying to transition from prior economic disadvantage to family-supporting
wages through work. Their journeys and our previous work on occupational at-
tainment and workforce development lead us in this initial chapter to question
why and how economic mobility is still limited for so many in twenty-first-century
America. The immediate context is the lived experience of low-income families
trying to move up through work and the daily realities of how they and other social
institutions (firms, workforce development, schools, and public policy) intersect
to foster or obstruct their mobility goals.

The situation facing us and the families is thus. Scholarly and policy interest
in urban poverty in the 1990s and early 2000s is primarily focused on welfare
reform, particularly on the assessment of how different types of welfare-to-work
programs move single mothers into the labor market, thereby lowering the rolls
and costs of public assistance. Little notice is paid to the fact that increasing
numbers of two-parent working families are poor (Annie E. Casey Foundation,
2001a, 2004). Even though rates of child poverty decrease slightly in the early
2000s, from 43 percent in 2000 to 40 percent in 2001 (Child Trends, 2003), two
in five American children remain poor according to the most stringent measure
of poverty—at or below 100 percent of the federal poverty line. Similar to other
states, Wisconsin reports a 20 percent increase in child poverty between 2000 and
2003 (Dresser & Wright, 2004). Why is this occurring? Why are so many parents
unable to support their families through work? This book as a whole implicates
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multiple intersecting social institutions in the persistent limits to family economic
mobility.

The story continues in Chapter 2 with social theory because what the populace
thinks, believes, and assumes about economic mobility forms the lattice for the
relevant actors, social structures, and practices and policies in organizations and
institutions.

FROM THE OLD TO THE NEW ECONOMIC MOBILITY

Chapter 2 first presents what we call the old paradigm for economic mobility. In
this paradigm, jobs are the expected way for families to get ahead financially in
the United States. Yet by the early 2000s over one in four parents works full time
year round but does not earn enough to support his or her family. Explanations for
this often split into two poles: the “it’s their own fault” view and the “it’s society’s
fault” view.

Holders of the “it’s their own fault” view believe that opportunity, meritocracy,
and initiative are realities in today’s America, thus any deviation from the open
terrain of mobility must be the person’s fault. In effect these persons are viewed as
atomistic, individually or personally responsible actors who are thus classified as
the “nondeserving poor.” Less extreme holders of the “own fault” view, especially
those who remember the Great Depression or the civil rights period of the 1960s,
may acknowledge—albeit hesitantly and carefully—that life events outside the
control of individuals sometimes happen. The company goes out of business, the
father becomes disabled from a work injury, or the mother leaves an abusive partner.
These individuals are then classified as the “deserving poor,” even though holders
of this view still tend to believe that atomistic, responsible actors can overcome
these happenstances through initiative if they “just put their minds to it.”

Holders of the “it’s society’s fault” view perceive seismic shifts in the socio-
economic landscape over the past several decades, such as shifts in the struc-
ture, practices, and geography of the labor market and firms; shifts in welfare and
workforce development policy that curtail eligibility and skill training in favor
of rapid job attachment; shifts in how the demography of contemporary work-
ers matches the characteristics of contemporary firms—what we call a life-stage
mismatch (Iversen, 2002)—and shifts that show increasing rates of child poverty
in working households. The most extreme “society’s fault” proponents believe
that capitalism determines immobility; thus the economic chances of low-income
working families cannot improve without radical reconstruction of the country’s
political economy. The more moderate “society’s fault” proponents seek a middle
ground between individual and societal responsibility, understanding that people
sometimes make mistakes, wrong choices, or face structural conditions such as
inadequate housing, poorly funded schools, inadequate wages, or discrimination
that constrains or blocks their opportunity or initiative. More moderate proponents
are also more likely to believe that the children of poor parents should not be made
to suffer for a parent’s limitations or for social structural constraints.

These are simplifications of the worldviews of the American populace to be
sure, but they suggest the landscape of assumptions, beliefs, and theories that
underlies the structure and practices of the contemporary institutions of social
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reproduction that are germane to economic mobility—the family, workforce de-
velopment, firms, children’s schools, and the state through its public policies. The
voices in this book, all of whom inhabit these institutional spheres, show us how
the old paradigm limits or precludes economic mobility for families without prior
economic advantage.

These voices also point to the need for a new paradigm for economic mobility
that we sketch out in Chapter 2, especially as firms and other institutions face
the forces of globalization and restructuring, however great or small these forces
actually are. To maintain our country’s historic philosophical principles and eco-
nomic productivity, we argue that concepts from economic sociology form the
framework for a new paradigm that our ethnographic findings laminate. In effect,
a new paradigm for economic mobility fosters foundational American principles
that are obscured by geographic and political dispersion and by neoliberal reliance
on the market to solve all ills and needs: principles of interdependence, fairness,
equity, and real opportunity.

Understanding that economic mobility is a thoroughly relational process leads
toward the establishment of genuine trust and reciprocity in the intersecting rela-
tionships among education and workforce development institutions, workers and
firms, as well as among families, firms, and children’s schools. Successful mo-
bility outcomes thus require developing and extending social and cultural capital
along with human capital, as the weak ties of social networks (Granovetter, 1973)
and the sanctioned credentials that result from institutionalized cultural capital
(Bourdieu, 2001) merge with human capital attainment to form a legitimizing sig-
nal for those who make mobility-influencing decisions about hiring, promotion,
layoff, and termination.

Finally, understanding that economic mobility is increasingly dynamic and vari-
able, and that choice and decision processes involve both cognitive and emotional
components, leads toward the development of greater mutuality in the authority re-
lations and practices of firms and other organizations. Power relations then become
more horizontal than vertical, multiple voices are sought in the crafting of proce-
dures and regulations, and responsibility becomes relational rather than individual.

BACKGROUNDS AND LOCATIONS OF THE PARENTS AND CHILDREN

This theoretical framework undergirds the remaining chapters in the book. Chap-
ter 3 lays out the characteristics of the key parents that illustrate the confluence
of old paradigm experiences and new paradigm needs. The parents contend with
both personal and structural challenges and constraints to mobility, not the least
of which is a vulnerability to symptoms of depression as they lose hard-won jobs
and employer-paid health insurance during the economic downturn in 2001 and
beyond. The parents utilize extant subsidies and work supports to augment inad-
equate wages and employ geographic strategies and community involvement to
enhance their own and their children’s well-being. These parents are found to be
similar to millions of other low-income adults in the country today on a selection
of demographic characteristics, extending the likelihood that their experiences and
voices express widespread realities and sentiments. Chapter 3 also explores the
role of “place” in economic mobility, concluding that although knowledge about
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place-based particularities is critical to the development of appropriate local poli-
cies and programs, state and national policies are the key to economic mobility
writ large.

Chapter 4 leads us into the world of the children, illuminating the intersection
of family history, developmental environments, violence and safety, and daily lives
through the eyes and voices of the parents’ preschool and school-age children and
youth. Perhaps most important for intergenerational mobility, children of all ages
cast a critical eye on the labor market based on how they experience their parents’
work struggles. Although the children are grateful for the material benefits of their
parents’ new and better jobs, lessened family time, added family responsibilities,
dangers and injuries to their mothers and fathers in the workplace, and mercurial
job tenures seem to lead some children to express these concerns in the form
of behavior and performance problems at school (details in Chapter 7) or through
aggravated health conditions. Many children doubt that their merit will be rewarded
with opportunity in the future as they see that trust, reciprocity, and mutuality are
often lacking in the vital mobility spheres of firms and social policy.

The voices of the families and auxiliaries in the core analytical chapters of the
book, Chapters 5 through 7, then show in depth how the institutions involved in
economic mobility act and intersect.

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS AND SYSTEMS

Chapter 5 takes us briefly through the history of federal education and job training
legislation and programs, showing how they evolve from a human capital to a
“work-first” focus. This evolution also entails a shift in nomenclature from “edu-
cation and training” to “workforce development” which denotes a more systemic
network orientation to employment and economic mobility.

Not fully successful yet in this goal at the federal level, local and regional work-
force development networks, both in and external to the federal system, such as the
one in which the key parents participate, are emerging. These new networks ex-
plicitly engage multiple organizations and institutions in a collaborative approach
to both workforce and community economic development. Network partners often
include but are not limited to workforce intermediaries, social and human service
organizations, community colleges, vocational institutes, workforce policy boards,
area businesses and firms, and state and local policymakers.

In effect, understanding that multiple institutions are integral to real opportunity
for economic mobility leads toward the ways in which trust, power, reciprocity,
and shared meanings can be used, horizontally and vertically, to craft and nurture
dynamic and strategic partnerships among firms and other mobility-relevant social
institutions. These partnerships aim to effectively span what Burt (1992, 2002)
refers to in market relations as “structural holes,” turning them into what we call
structured wholes for the mobility of families and communities.

Countering earlier evaluation findings that education and job training programs
“don’t pay,” conversion of workforce development networks into structured wholes
constitutes the first bridge to economic opportunity for the families here. For
sustained mobility, however, these networks need to be positioned to effect recip-
rocal changes in firms and public policy.
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THE PARENTS’ FIRMS

Despite good initial jobs in a wide array of industry sectors that result from the
parents’ workforce development programs, system reforms, and the tight economy
of the late 1990s, Chapter 6 reveals that yesterday’s firms seldom sustain or forward
the mobility efforts of today’s families. For the most part, the seventy-four firms
in which the key parents work between 1998 and mid-2003 take the form of “au-
tocratic family,” “disengaged family,” “fair-weather friend,” or “roommate” rather
than the more reciprocal form of “firm as partner” per the new mobility paradigm.

Chapters 3 and 5 show that work supports and skill training are important but
not sufficient for economic mobility. Chapter 6 shows that wages, the adequacy of
the wages, and how firms are organized and run profoundly affect the economic
mobility of low-income families. Reportedly, these factors increasingly affect the
mobility of managers and white collar workers as well (Cappelli, 1999; Osterman,
2005). While some view wage inadequacy as expectable in a capitalist political
economy (Braverman, 1974; Edwards, 1979; Lafer, 2002), this chapter suggests
that wage inadequacy results from choices about organizational conditions and
relations that workers, firms, educators, and policymakers make according to old
paradigm assumptions and myths, as other scholars see it in part (Miller, 1999,
2003; Nee, 2003; Newman, 2002; Swedberg, 2003). Turbulent global, national, and
local conditions affecting the production capacities and profitability of contempo-
rary firms, together with old paradigm forms of wage distribution, organizational
structure, and relations, intersect in firms’ and workers’ responses to these external
and internal challenges.

Despite turbulence, two in five of the families make substantial progress toward
family-sustaining incomes—at least for a time. Still, three in five families do
not, many of whose progress is buffeted by firm, economic, family, and policy
disconnects. Although many parents change firms two or three times over the five
years we know them, in line with the old paradigm view of advancement, few find
that their hard work or persistence ensures mobility. For all the families, sustained
mobility requires an intersecting network that consists of their firms, the economy,
public policy, and their children’s schools.

THE CHILDREN’S SCHOOLS

Children’s schools influence children’s mobility vertically (intergenerationally)
through human capital attainment, but they also influence family mobility hor-
izontally (intragenerationally) through their impact on parents’ work. Chapter 7
details the dangers, material inadequacies, and tensions that children confront in
their daily “work” at school that are likely to influence their future mobility. At the
same time parents and schools both confront stumbling blocks to their respective
goals because labor market and educational institutions frequently do not recog-
nize the other’s value. This chapter details two sets of intersecting but misaligned
actors: first, children’s schools, families, and firms; and second, children’s schools,
families, and public and school policies.

Further, because the institutional actors are organized and funded as silos, the
communication and creative strategizing that could emerge from trusted, reciprocal
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relationships is philosophically and operationally absent. Parents make many sac-
rifices as they strive to meet their children’s educational and developmental needs,
often in the form of lost wages or lost jobs as a result of this fundamental mis-
alignment. Inter- and intragenerational mobility are then constrained in turn. Only
where multi-institutional alignments are created, fostered, and sustained can eco-
nomic mobility for low-income families be widespread. What will it take to foster
such alignment?

ENGAGING THE “PUBLIC WILL” TOWARD AN AGENDA FOR FAMILY
ECONOMIC MOBILITY

During the ethnographic research and writing of this book, we expected to present
a set of policy recommendations in Chapter 8. Instead we recognize that a wealth of
program and policy strategies to move low-income families forward through work
have been offered in recent years, yet most have not been funded or implemented,
leaving one to ponder, where is the “public will”?

Accordingly, Chapter 8 expands upon the premise introduced in Chapter 2
that we (the people) can and do make choices about our own and others’ well-
being that keep low-income families relatively immobile but could help them
be economically mobile. We articulate in this chapter how the philosophical and
distributive principles that constitute a new view of mobility, such as trust and
reciprocity, equity and equality, and above all, social relatedness can move toward
institutional structure and form. We ultimately suggest reframing the notion of
individual (personal) responsibility as “responsibility for persons” or “relational
responsibility,” an action that forces attention to the interdependence and mutuality
of purpose that can improve conditions for individuals, families and institutions
alike in today’s world. We conclude with a series of recommendations for action
toward an agenda for family economic mobility.

Finally, we suggest that Jobs Aren’t Enough can be read consecutively or se-
lectively, through either engaging with the “whole story” or through focusing on
chapters that amplify particular institutional and family characteristics and experi-
ences. As with most stories however, we believe the coherence and richness of the
book are cumulative. To enhance accessibility, we put several detailed documents
in Appendices for those who wish to more deeply examine the research design and
data.

Ultimately we hope that the book as a whole, as well as individual chapters, will
be useful for educating students about the intersecting roles in economic mobility
of stratification, poverty, education, workforce development, urban environments,
gender, race and ethnicity, families, and institutions. We hope that policymakers
and professionals will become more informed about the scope of the problems
facing millions of American families that stem from an outdated view of mobility
and be moved to remedy these through collaborative action. We hope that scholars
in economic sociology and related fields will find this book a useful contribution
toward further development of mobility theory. And finally we hope that all readers
will find the families’ stories compelling enough to consider new perspectives on
mobility that can forward the country’s foundational principles of interdependence,
equity and real opportunity for all.



2 From the Old to the New Economic Mobility

EVERYONE HOLDS IDEAS about how things work, what causes events, and
what the good life or good world is. For centuries scholars and others have theo-
rized in particular about people, society, and work. For example, during the period
of widespread industrialization and the development of advanced capitalism, soci-
ologists put forth various explanations for economic differences in the population.
In the late 1800s, Marx (1867/1978) attributed these differences to the exploita-
tion of workers by the owners of the means of production. Holding that mobility
is impossible under capitalism, Marx argues that only a socialist revolution can
eliminate economic inequality. In the early 1900s, Weber (1922/1978) expands
the explanation of economic differences to class, status, and political processes,
positing multiple causes and origins of economic, social, and political inequality.
At the same time Weber holds that bureaucratic forms of organization both create
and mediate such inequalities.

Since the mid-1900s, scholars and policymakers have focused more intensively
on inequality and differential attainment, spurred by Blau and Duncan’s (1967)
research on stratification and mobility in education and employment. Civil rights
activism and legislation, and the growing recognition that, rhetoric to the contrary,
opportunity for economic mobility is for some but not all in America, subsequently
led to a bifurcated line of study. Accordingly, stratification research tends to focus
on the effects of ascribed individual characteristics such as race, gender, or fam-
ily background on attainment (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Kerckhoff, 1996), whereas
poverty research tends to focus on attained individual characteristics such as educa-
tion or work experience (Danziger & Haveman, 2001), although race, as a socially
constructed rather than ascribed category, is a recent focus as well (O’Connor,
Tilly, & Bobo, 2001). At the same time, studies of occupations and organizations
tend to examine the mobility of those at the middle to upper end of the income scale
relative to professions, occupations, firms, or gender (Baron et al., 2002; Gerson
1985; Newman, 1988; Padavic & Reskin, 2002). Recent volumes extend Marx’s
and Weber’s earlier focus on how the interaction between worker characteristics
and firm structure influences attainment (Holzer, 1996; Osterman, 1999). To our
knowledge, none examine how the major social institutions of family, education,
labor market, and the state intersect to affect mobility.

The latest round of welfare and workforce reforms in 1996 and 1998 underscores
the intersections among poor people, society, and work. Although scholars and the
public still focus on how individual characteristics affect attainment, the discourse
increasingly includes the ways that changes in the organization of firms and the
labor market affect families’ economic paths. The confluence of these policy and
scholarly trends slowly extends the focus of inquiry about economic mobility to a
broader swath of low-income workers and families like the ones in this book.
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At base, powerful myths about initiative and opportunity, meritocracy, and in-
dividual responsibility form the platform for the structure and actions of the major
social institutions involved in economic mobility: family, education (workforce
development and children’s schools), labor market (firms), and the state (public
policy). Regardless of their concordance with reality, the theories or views about
people, society, and work underlying these myths have essentially coalesced into
a paradigm (Kuhn, 1970) about economic mobility: what it is, what facilitates it,
what hinders it, and what the relations are between people and institutions in it.
Kuhn (1970; Conant & Haugeland, 2000) ultimately defines paradigm as shared
belief in the particular nature and form of a phenomenon that helps to determine
what are accepted as questions and explanations. We use the notion of paradigm
here to signify the constellation of myths, beliefs, assumptions, and explanations
that intersect in the phenomenon of economic mobility. Importantly, the notion of
paradigm incorporates both micro- and macrolevels of social organization.

This chapter critically analyzes what we call the old paradigm for economic
mobility that has prevailed in our society since the early part of the twentieth
century. We base our argument on the ways that myths about economic mobility
intersect with research and scholarship on stratification and mobility, including the
theoretical origins of that intellectual production. We argue that research, education
and job training, firm practices, popular belief systems, and public policy all reflect
an old paradigm emphasis on individual and atomistic actors and institutions and
on action that is rational, self-interested, gendered, and utilitarian. We further argue
that this old view of mobility is theoretically and practically limited, inappropriate,
and even detrimental to many of today’s workers, families, schools, firms, and
policies.Thus we call for a new paradigm for economic mobility that acknowledges
multiple intersecting institutions, social relatedness, complex choice and decision
processes, and dynamic variability.

We organize this chapter to show the way that we move toward the notion of a
new paradigm for economic mobility. We start with three persistent myths about
economic mobility that are built on assumptions about initiative and opportunity,
merit, and atomistic actors despite research findings to the contrary. We show how
these individualistic assumptions are embedded in the actions of social institutions
that we argue are inherently interconnected: family, education, firms, and ultimately
policy. We move then to identify the perspectives and constructs of the strand of
economic sociology that form the bedrock for thinking about mobility in new ways.
And finally we offer initial premises to be considered toward the construction of a
new paradigm or guiding view about economic mobility.

MYTHS ABOUT ECONOMIC MOBILITY

MYTH #1: “INITIATIVE GETS YOU IN THE DOOR”

“Initiative gets you in the door” is an individualistic, old paradigm myth based on
the assumption that education and work are available to all but attained only by
those who seize the opportunity. In the United States, a person’s education epito-
mizes his or her “initiative” and is considered the key to moving up economically.
For example, standard human capital theory predicts that wages increase with
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experience and time on the job, largely as a function of accumulated education and
training. Thus two educational institutions are centrally implicated in the relation-
ship between initiative and economic mobility: mandatory public schools and the
voluntary workforce development system of remedial, vocational, and job training
programs. The organizations in both institutional domains presumably offer clear
routes to work opportunity, depending on individual initiative. The structures and
practices of these educational institutions are further based on an old paradigm
assumption that the opportunity for attainment is not systematically differenti-
ated according to race, gender, ethnicity, or other ascribed characteristic such that
individual initiative can overcome any inequalities that might randomly exist.

The research literature, however, tells another story about human capital at-
tainment, initiative, and mobility. This literature identifies the complex relation-
ship between education and skills and the mobility of low-earning workers. A
“skills gap” or “skills mismatch” between the education of entry-level workers
and the needs of companies is posited and attributed to the technology revolution
in twenty-first-century firms (Freeman & Gottschalk, 1998). Related, the prac-
tice of deskilling is charged with thwarting mobility (Braverman, 1974; Marx,
1867/1978). In deskilling, technological progress does not necessarily replace
workers by machines but lowers the skill necessary to manage those machines, as
suggested by the pattern of substituting semiskilled operatives for skilled crafts-
men in assembly-line production that Blau and Duncan (1967) report. In both
skills explanations, conclusions about the connections between technology and
mobility are contested (Morris & Western, 1999). Further, although numerous
education-related explanations are offered for growing wage differentials, many
scholars conclude that the overall evidence for a general increase in the demand
for cognitive over mechanical skills is weak (Appelbaum, Bernhardt, & Murnane,
2003; Harrison & Weiss, 1998; Holzer, 1996; Lafer, 2002). This leaves initiative,
as defined by education and skill attainment, a limited explanation for mobility.

Moreover the notion of human capital itself, as developed in contemporary
economics by Becker (1976, 1993), is critiqued by Bourdieu (2001) for failing to
consider processes of education within the family. As Bourdieu (p. 99) holds, “The
scholastic yield from educational action depends on the cultural capital previously
invested by the family.” Importantly, cultural capital is not the motivation or values
of the family toward education, but the family’s ability to provide educational en-
richment for children in the form of computers, encyclopedias, visits to museums,
and travel, on which academic accomplishment builds cumulatively. Insufficient
resources thus inherently affect the capacity of both families and schools to provide
such capital for their children.

Equally problematic for human capital theories of mobility is that even in the
economy of the 1990s, roughly half the workforce never goes beyond high school
and more than two-thirds never attains a college degree (Duncan, Boisjoly, &
Smeeding, 1996). At the same time, high-school-educated workers earn about half
(51 percent) the wages of college graduates (McCall, 2000). If skill and knowl-
edge are mandatory for the twenty-first-century workforce (Lafer, 2002), millions
of today’s workers are already behind. Some suggest, however, that at the entry
and low-wage ends of the labor market, particularly for urban African American
males, the “signal” effect (Beck & Colclough, 1988; Ehrenberg & Smith, 2003) of
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an education or job training program, whereby a firm credits the job seeker with
the positive characteristics of the sponsoring organization, or the “credential ef-
fect” of a vocational certificate that Bourdieu (2001) calls institutionalized cultural
capital, may be as important to occupational attainment and economic mobility
as the associated skill and learning competencies (Iversen, 2002; Parsons, 1947),
although Becker (1993) argues otherwise. If signals are important for mobility, the
impact of social and cultural capital in schools and job programs and workforce
development systems may trump the impact of human capital-based initiative on
attainment.

MYTH #2: “HARD WORK PAYS OFF”

“Hard work pays off” is a myth based on an old paradigm meritocratic view of the
relationship between workers and firms. In effect, if workers proceed according to
the initiative that gets them in the door, the firm will reciprocate in kind. Horatio
Alger and his famous maxim, “Strive and succeed,” epitomize this myth.

The “hard work” or “strive” part of this myth is based on an old paradigm
assumption about firm structure and organization. The myth presumes that firms
are organized according to career ladders that enable workers to steadily move up
in job responsibility and income. This system of career ladders, also called firm
or internal labor markets, is intended to protect employees from volatile external
market pressures via the decisions that firms make about wages, job mobility,
and training (Morris & Western, 1999), although others argue that internal labor
markets provide a way for firms to control labor (Edwards, 1979). Traditional
career theory posits a system of regular wage progression through internal labor
markets that Hunter (1999, p. 1) characterizes as “a job structure within a firm
that includes ports of entry for new workers followed by promotion from within,”
and that Edwards (p. 180) characterizes as “a set of procedures contained within
the firm for performing the functions of the external labor market, the allocation
and pricing of labor.” Typically an internal labor market is characterized by a
lifetime job in which wages progress regularly such that one parent can support a
family while the other parent stays home. Old paradigm assumptions about linear
pathways, worker and firm loyalty, hierarchical relations, gender, and time are thus
entrenched in firms’ policies and procedures.

A large body of literature now refutes the accuracy of these historic norma-
tive assumptions. The importance of a worker’s loyalty to a firm and the presence
of internal mobility ladders are both contested in today’s labor market (Cappelli,
2000). Globalization, downsizing, outsourcing, and flexible management are con-
temporary firm practices thought to lessen job security for workers. In effect,
“flexibility” describes changing employment relationships from the perspective of
employers, whereas “insecurity” describes such changes from the perspective of
workers (McCall, 2000, p. 238). Although scholars disagree about the extent and
nature of the decline in protected internal labor markets, most agree that secure,
firm-based career pathways have eroded (Bernhardt et al., 2001), especially for
low-earning workers (Osterman, 1999; Osterman et al., 2001). Others argue that
career ladders are less one dimensional and automatic than internal labor market
theory posits and that the notion of career-tree models with varied branches and
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portals to and from key positions is more descriptive of how firms are actually
organized (Rosenbaum, 1990).

The “payoff” or “succeed” part of the meritocracy myth pertains to wage in-
come. Wage growth is considered a fundamental measure of a successful career,
which puts it at the core of economic mobility (Bernhardt et al., 2001). This myth
also presumes that even people who grow up in poverty can incrementally accrue
family-supporting wages if they work hard and play by the rules of the firm. Tradi-
tional career theory holds that the majority of lifetime wage growth occurs during
the first ten to fifteen years in the labor market whereas steady but slower growth
occurs thereafter (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Bernhardt et al.). On this view, remaining
in the same firm is the typical route to wage advancement after an initial period of
job hopping yields sizeable increases in income.

Recent research finds that wage mobility for low-earning workers is now pre-
dominantly lateral rather than vertical (Carnevale & Rose , 2001; Osterman, 1999).
Wage growth for less educated workers may seem larger in job changes between
than within firms (Duncan, Boisjoly, & Smeeding, 1996), but only because wage
growth tends to be low when they work for the same employer, not because their
wage returns to job change are high. Importantly, changing firm patterns and
mobility outcomes pertain not only to low-income earners and men but also in-
creasingly to women and middle-income earners (Cappelli, 1999; Hachen, 1990;
Rank, 2004). Moreover, wage disadvantage is found to be cumulative over time:
low returns to job changing early in the career accumulate to generate a persistent
low-wage path (Bernhardt et al., 2001). Thus the expected pattern of substantial
wage increase over time and tenure no longer pertains, especially for those less
well educated. Gottschalk (2001) cautions further that there is considerable hetero-
geneity in wage growth both within and between firms. The bottom line is a marked
deterioration in upward economic mobility that Bernhardt and colleagues charac-
terize as “one that threatens the meaning of prosperity in postindustrial America”
(p. 111). The authors conclude that the “structure of economic mobility has been
fundamentally transformed, to the detriment of the majority of the workforce”
(p. 126).

Other recent research shows that the payoff to hard work is affected by gender,
race and type of work schedule. Morris and Western (1999) report that at the top of
the income distribution men’s wages hold in value from 1973 to 1996, but wages at
the bottom decile drop by 20 percent. In contrast, the gains for the average woman
worker are modest at about 5 percent but the gains for women in the top decile
are nearly 30 percent. McCall’s (2000) recent findings mirror this pattern, noting
further that the real wage of low-skilled women has declined. At best, women’s
earnings per se remain only about three-fourths of men’s (U.S. Census Bureau,
2004a).

Less commitment or attachment to work is a gendered old paradigm explanation
for the wage differential between women and men. Women are thought to choose
to work fewer hours than men or to prefer work at lower paying jobs in a tradeoff
for other benefits such as flexible time or less stress. For these and similar reasons
women are also thought to seek jobs in lower paying industries. In addition, the
assumption still prevails that young women, unlike men, are only intermittently
attached to the labor market (Keith & McWilliams, 1995). The explanation for
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wage inequality underlying Myth #2 is that women don’t work hard enough for it
to pay off.

In contrast, empirical studies find that women are more strongly attached to the
labor force than are men. Bielby and Bielby (2002) suggest that net of other factors
there is either no relationship between gender and work commitment or a slight
tendency for women to exhibit higher levels of commitment than men. In reality,
women have long constituted a significant part of the labor force. In 2003, women’s
labor force participation rate is 59.5 percent, and they comprise 47 percent of the to-
tal labor force (U.S. Department of Labor, 2004). Between 1950 and 2000 the num-
ber of women in the paid labor force increases by more than 250 percent (AFL-CIO,
2004). In contrast, the labor force participation rate of men declines from 80 percent
in 1970 to 76 percent in 2003 (AFL-CIO). Other recent evidence suggests that each
new cohort of women that enters the labor market exhibits higher overall participa-
tion rates, more continuous participation, and more education than the one before
(Keith & McWilliams, 1995, p. 126).

Analyzing the payoff to meritorious hard work according to race shows a dif-
ferent story. As Morris and Western (1999, p. 627) report, “The decline in the race
gap in income that began in the 1960s, ended in the early 1970s and reversed by
the mid-1970s, leaves blacks in the early 1990s at about the same earnings levels
as in the late 1970s.” Corcoran’s (1995) review finds that being born into a black
rather than a white family dramatically reduces a child’s adult economic prospects,
a finding that replicates Blau and Duncan’s (1967) report over three decades ear-
lier. Moreover black men who find jobs will likely encounter discrimination in the
labor market that constrains their economic futures (Moss & Tilly, 2001).

The payoff to hard work also depends on the type of work schedule a firm
offers. The expectation of payoff is founded on the assumption of full-time year-
round work. In 1993, twenty-one million workers (19 percent of the U.S. workforce)
worked part time (Tilly, 1996, p. 13). Although in recent decades fewer women work
part time and more work full time, women still comprise two-thirds of the part-time
workforce (Tilly), often not by choice. Although gender explains almost half of
the increase of the rate of part-time employment between 1969 and 1979 in Tilly’s
study, it explains none of the increase after 1979. Moreover, many part-time workers
prefer to be employed full time, and workers with this preference are growing
faster than the workforce as a whole (Albelda & Tilly, 1997, p. 50). Old paradigm
assumptions about normative full-time work schedules may pertain to yesterday’s
firms but far less to today’s, thus payoff depends on firms’ structural practices as
well as on individuals’ hard work.

MYTH #3: “PULL YOURSELF UP BY YOUR BOOTSTRAPS”

The myth that it is possible to “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” is based on
an old paradigm assumption about individual actors who exemplify normative
demographic characteristics. In earlier decades the entry-level labor market is
populated by young, single, white, physically fit men who are generally high school
graduates. According to Blau and Duncan (1967), such men are assumed to be
in preparatory stages of their careers. In reality, bootstraps were never enough to
achieve mobility, even for these workers. Vocational guidance in schools, nepotism
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in firms’ hiring practices and apprenticeships, and use of contacts, now viewed as
social networks or social capital resources, have always been operative factors in
mobility.

Today’s entry-level workers at preparatory stages of their careers are often with-
out such social resources. They are young school dropouts and parents or they are
older parents with children and partners or other family members to support. They
may be male, female, multiethnic, undereducated, or underskilled. They may be
immigrants or political refugees or they may have spent time in prison or re-
habilitation facilities. Moreover, as older parents they are firmly lodged in the
child-rearing years that are normally among the poorest years of individuals’ work
lives (Gitterman, Howard, & Cotton, 2003). In most ways then, these workers are
chronologically and substantively mismatched to the demands and the lessened
reciprocity, loyalty, and wage sufficiency of today’s entry-level jobs, what we call
a life-stage mismatch (Iversen, 2002). This life-stage mismatch is reminiscent of
what Grint (1991, p. 2) calls “the allegedly archetypal significance of the male fac-
tory worker isolated from his domestic world.” In reality, the fact that the mobility
of these new workers benefits from policy supports and new forms of intersect-
ing organizations, such as workforce intermediaries and workforce development
networks (Giloth, 2004b; Iversen, 2004; Osterman et al., 2001), rebuts the view
of mobility as an atomistic bootstrap process in favor of the view that mobility is
relationally embedded.

Choice and decision processes are also related to bootstrap notions. Accord-
ing to the old view of mobility, choices are made rationally, instrumentally, and
individually based on a calculus of costs and benefits relative to job opportu-
nities. In the old view, although decisions may be conceptualized as “contin-
gent,” the relevant contingencies are typically seen as individual characteristics.
The structure and practices of most welfare and workforce programs exemplify
this view. Related research focuses on which program aspects facilitate partic-
ipants’ optimal job choices (Clymer, Roder, & Roberts, 2005; Kauff, Derr, &
Pavetti, 2004). In contrast, a new mobility perspective views choice and deci-
sion “preferences and actions as fundamentally connected to and affected by cog-
nitive biases . . . nonconscious and ambivalent feelings, role expectations, norms
and cultural frames . . . classifications and myths” (Guillen et al., 2002, p. 7). Im-
portantly, recent views about decision making acknowledge that family mem-
bers and social capital resources often represent critical aspects of choice pro-
cesses. Major decisions are not made in isolation of persons and conditions
that influence workers’ family and economic lives. In effect, decision processes
take the form of “intercontingencies” rather than simple contingencies (Becker,
1998).

March and Simon’s (1958) notions of “bounded rationality” and “satisficing”
also challenge the view of choice making and decision making held by institutions
and programs that reflect the old view of mobility. Recognizing that choices and
decisions are often made under conditions of considerable complexity, the authors
posit that bounded rationality, or cognitive processes that are subjective and con-
textual, and satisficing, or concentrating on a few salient problem areas, are more
descriptive of choice making and decision making than are the classical rational
choice notions of ordered preferences, balancing gains and risks, and maximizing
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utility. Similarly informative, Kahneman and Tversky (Kahneman, 2003) hold that
relative to current status, people are more likely to make decisions to avoid risk
or loss than decisions that hold out the possibility of gain—the opposite of what
rational choice theorists predict. In other words, when the properties of alterna-
tive options are evaluated as advantages or disadvantages relative to one’s current
situation, the disadvantages of the alternatives loom larger than the advantages.
Kahneman and Tversky (Kahneman) also find that people’s choices are influenced
by their emotional responses to the way that choices are framed and ordered. This
has long been recognized in survey and market research but less so in job training
and career assessment practices. These perspectives on choice and decision pro-
cesses thus have profound implications for the direction and content of welfare
and workforce development programs.

In a related view, Granovetter (1978) amplifies Durkheim’s (1933/1984) notion
that most individual actions are influenced by a “collective consciousness” to
posit what he called bandwagon or domino effects in group decision making.
Granovetter finds that outcomes (choices or decisions) are driven by the distribution
of thresholds at which each person in a group will act. Notably, thresholds are
constructed through social interaction or observation of the behavior of others.
However different from “social contagion” models, the decisive factor is each
person’s individual threshold for action in terms of the number of others in the group
whose action thresholds are similar. We argue that the threshold process might
also apply to decision making in contexts such as the family, school, workforce
development program, or job in which choices and decisions may be influenced
by relationships or network ties. Granovetter suggests, in fact, that the bandwagon
model may also pertain to small-group settings. Implications of these challenges
to the old paradigm view about choice and decision processes are particularly
germane to the policy arena.

MOBILITY MYTHS AND PUBLIC POLICY

The three mobility myths and their accompanying old paradigm assumptions also
intersect in the policy arena, especially as these assumptions are reflected in the
design, formulation and implementation of welfare and workforce policy and
programs (Bartik, 2001; Duncan & Chase-Lansdale, 2001; Edin & Lein, 1997;
Friedlander & Burtless, 1995; Iversen, 2000; Lafer, 2002). Recent “welfare reform”
legislation, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
of 1996 and its Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program, lends
initiative to welfare leavers, which enables them to enter the door of economic mo-
bility through work. Time limits and mandatory work requirements are designed
to ensure the hard work it takes to get off welfare and stay off through steady em-
ployment. TANF’s welfare-to-work programs prioritize “work first” over education
and skill training accordingly. TANF programs reflect a bootstraps perspective in
that limited postemployment follow-up and support are considered sufficient for
families to become economically self-supporting. At that point presumably the
normative old paradigm career pathway will be launched.

Similar to TANF, the core service of the “workforce development reform” leg-
islation, the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (WIA) and its One-Stop Career
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Center system, is work attachment. Intensive services and job training through
an Individual Training Account voucher system are available primarily when
the prior service component does not result in employment. Although WIA

requires twelve months of follow-up job search or postemployment support,
which may be extended until an individual achieves “self-sufficiency” as de-
fined by a local workforce development area, limited funding makes more than
twelve months of follow-up rare. WIA’s predominant “work first” orientation, de-
spite the carrot of training for some, also reflects the old paradigm bootstraps
perspective.

Policy-funding streams also reflect outdated old paradigm assumptions. Much
as workers are viewed as atomistic actors rather than as families, funding is dissem-
inated through siloed rather than integrated streams. As Eisenstadt (1963/1993)
argues historically, silos ensure that a central administrative body provides re-
sources to various interest groups—or “lower authorities” as Weber (1915/1946)
calls them—such that resources from these groups are mobilized in return. Al-
though Eisenstadt refers to the ways that institutionalized political systems de-
velop out of autonomous regimes and empires, his framework may apply to the
siloed structure and funding of contemporary institutions as well. Many modern
bureaucracies function along lines that are similar to Eisenstadt’s early “bureau-
cratic empires”: independent groups vie for resources and power to protect their
turf and a centralized administrative and fiscal structure allocates resources on the
basis of political capital and expected resource reciprocity. Silos thus sustain the
bureaucratic order.

So it is with the contemporary American political structure. The federal bu-
reaucracy is organized into self-contained departments that vie for budget alloca-
tion, use the resources they receive reciprocally for their own resource production
(i.e., the job they are charged to do), and thus ensure their survival. As Weber
(1915/1946) acknowledges in his typology of a pure bureaucracy, a silo structure
may be inefficient and less than ideally effective in a complex intersecting society.
Metaphorically, the right hand may not know what the left hand is doing—each is
invisible to the other. In the sphere of public policy then, the targeted beneficiaries
may be the ones to suffer from this lack of integration, and because of the risk
of turf and funding loss, potentially more fruitful collaborations seldom emerge.
Although the federally funded workforce development system under WIA aims to
consolidate departments and funding streams, few states have succeeded in this to
date. Consolidation is not even a goal of TANF.

In sum, despite contradictory research and institutional explanations, individ-
ualistic myths and their underlying assumptions about human and organizational
behavior underpin what we call the old paradigm for economic mobility. The ex-
periences of the families and their associated auxiliaries in this book graphically
illustrate how and where these myths and assumptions persist. The families’ rel-
ative lack of economic mobility, despite initiative and hard work, and the ways
they benefit from sustained policy and relational supports versus being relegated
to bootstrap isolation, propel us toward the vision of a new economic mobility.
Selected concepts from economic sociology further move us toward the construc-
tion of new theoretical components that, if applied across social institutions, might
result in economic mobility for many more working families.
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ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY AND A NEW
ECONOMIC MOBILITY

Over the past couple of decades a strand of scholars in economic sociology has
blended concepts from economics and sociology to more fully explore the ways
in which labor market and individual processes intersect. For example, Swedberg
(2003, p. xi) defines economic sociology as “the patterns of social interaction and
the institutions that people create and use in their attempts to make a living and a
profit.” Patterns of particular relevance to economic mobility involve the notions
of reciprocity, trust, context, power, structured institutional relations, family and
social network relations, and norms, values and preferences.

Given economic sociologists’ concern with processes and outcomes, as well as
with equality and efficiency, pioneering work by Granovetter (1973, 1983, 1985,
1995) examines job search processes as socially and economically embedded phe-
nomena. Granovetter argues that sociological processes such as social networks,
coworker relations, and firm practices are critical factors in labor mobility, not
simply market processes alone. Subsequent research refines knowledge about job
search categories, career dynamics, and firms’ recruitment procedures, but infre-
quently assesses the link among these phenomena and differential wage outcomes
(Granovetter, 1988, 1995). Although neither his nor others’ work in the area finds a
systematic association between job search methods and wages, Granovetter (1995)
suggests that methodological issues may influence this lack of association.

Despite the early attention to labor mobility, recent work in economic sociology
seems puzzlingly muted about this area of study (a notable exception is Granovetter,
1988). For example, the topic of “mobility,” “economic mobility,” “stratification,”
or “inequality” each appears in the index of only one of four major volumes in
the field (Guillen et al., 2002; Granovetter & Swedberg, 2001; Swedberg, 2003;
Brinton & Nee, 1998), although one index (Swedberg, 2003) lists both poverty and
stratification. At the same time these scholars and we heed Granovetter’s (2002,
p. 54) charge: “The challenge for the new century is to build theory for the more
general case where contexts, structure, and individual actions interact and change
together.” As Swedberg (p. 289) adds, “it would be very strange if economic
sociology was not concerned with the end result of the economic process—or
who gets what and how.” Moreover, Fligstein (2000, p. 63) holds that in economic
sociology, “households, labor markets, firms and product markets are all legitimate
objects of study.”

Our ethnographic findings form a platform from which to use the relational,
multi-institutional perspective of this strand of economic sociology to move toward
a new paradigm for economic mobility. The use of ethnography for the exploration
of economic mobility is in concert with what the authors of a major review of
literature on mobility and income inequality suggest: “As the link between firm
restructuring and wage inequality begins to be made, it is natural that we return
to individuals’ work histories to analyze whether wage growth has deteriorated,
whether the rate of job changing has increased, and how the sequence unfolds
over the life course” (Morris & Western, 1999, p. 652). Granovetter and Swedberg
(2001, p. 15) urge “a generally social perspective that sets the interactions of real
people at its center” (p. 1), in particular, “to take into account how and why the
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actors, in their own view, do as they do.” Ethnographic methods and findings thus
move the discourse about economic mobility from the solitary and proprietary
perspective of the analyst to the multiple viewpoints of all involved actors. So
doing, theory as well as knowledge develops inductively.

Granovetter (1985) argues similarly that it is important to embed both supply
and demand factors in institutional contexts. Likewise, Morris and Western (1999)
argue that systems of education and training, labor exchanges, social welfare,
and the penal system all figure prominently as institutional sources of inequality
in sociological research. These positions undergird our focus on multiple social
institutions and their intersections in considering a new paradigm for economic
mobility.

Finally, Bernhardt and colleagues (2001, p. 16) reinforce the importance of
the topic of economic mobility: “Mobility is key to a definitive assessment of the
emerging postindustrial economy, for mobility is where the link between labor
market structure and individual life history is made, where we gain insight into
the dynamic processes that actually generate inequality, and where we assess how
well America is meeting its meritocratic ideal.” We argue that the link needs to
be made between labor market structure and the life histories of whole families.
Understanding the lives of individual workers to be inextricably entwined with
the lives of their family members leads us to the view that “workers are families,
not individuals.” We pose this as a contextual construct to emphasize that the idea
of worker embeddedness in families is critical to a new paradigm, especially in
relation to job choices and actions.

TOWARD A NEW ECONOMIC MOBILITY

We propose four premises toward a new paradigm for economic mobility. These
premises suggest that multiple and multidirectional institutional influence, social
relatedness, complex choice and decision processes, and dynamism are necessary
components for thinking about and analyzing contemporary economic mobility.
The premises are lodged briefly here in the theoretical and research literature and
more deeply in subsequent chapters in the ethnographic findings.

PREMISE #1: MULTIPLE INSTITUTIONS ARE INTEGRAL TO ECONOMIC
MOBILITY, AND THE DIRECTION OF INSTITUTIONAL INFLUENCE IS
SIMULTANEOUSLY VERTICAL AND HORIZONTAL

Multiple institutions constitute society and its opportunity structure for economic
mobility. As Polanyi (2001, p. 36) put it almost fifty years ago, “The human econ-
omy is embedded and enmeshed in institutions, economic and noneconomic.” Al-
though Polanyi’s use of the term embeddedness is slightly different from current
use, Granovetter (1985) subsequently argues that economic actions are embed-
ded in concrete, ongoing systems of social relations and later suggests the oppo-
site as well—that networks or social relationships exist in all market interactions
(Granovetter, 2002). Swedberg (2003, p. 28) also argues that “an economic action
is in principle always ‘embedded’ in some form or another of social structure.”
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Trust, power, reciprocity, and shared meanings thus become salient components
(Fligstein, 2002).

We extend this direction to suggest that economic processes are embedded and
enmeshed in all major social institutions, not just labor market institutions. The
institutions of import here are the family, education, the labor market, and public
policy. Grint (1991, p. 2) also argues that “The spheres of work, employment, and
home are necessarily intertwined. To separate them as if they could exist indepen-
dently is to misconceive the complex reality of work and misunderstand the signif-
icance of the relationships which it embodies.” We argue that educational institu-
tions and public policy need to be added to Grint’s essential entwinement, as these
institutions are also inseparably entwined with those of family and labor market.

Most important, these institutions intersect simultaneously, vertically and hori-
zontally, to influence processes such as economic mobility. Historically, the influ-
ence of education on work and mobility has been conceptualized and examined
individualistically and vertically, as a property of individuals and as a process
between persons and institutions that may involve power and compliance. For
example, a worker’s level of education influences his or her job pathway and chil-
dren’s school performance influences their future attainment. Although the source
of authority in each case is different, power may be a factor in both.

A new paradigm holds that children’s educational institutions influence parents’
and children’s economic mobility through horizontal channels as well. Policies and
practices in children’s schools cumulatively influence not only parents’ employa-
bility but also parents’ choices about jobs and their ability to retain and advance
in jobs. In like manner, policies and procedures in firms, as they intersect with
those in children’s schools, affect parents’ ability to reinforce or ameliorate their
children’s school behavior and performance. A new economic mobility draws par-
ticular attention to these horizontal institutional intersections. Although horizontal
relations may involve trust and cooperation, that is not always the case. Improved
horizontal relations may, however, increase trust and cooperation and decrease the
power imbalance and alienation that often inheres to vertical relations (Granovetter,
2002).

We caution, however, that to some extent the concept of “institution” ineluctably
denotes a silo. If one thinks about the family as institution, its integrity is based on
privacy and autonomy from the state and other “public” bodies. Education, labor
market and policy institutions are constructed according to a similar atomistic
conception. We may eventually have to generate new terms to signify intersection
and interconnectedness. Perhaps the idea of structured wholes that we develop in
Chapter 5, building on Burt’s (1992) concept of structural holes, moves in this
direction.

PREMISE #2: ECONOMIC MOBILITY IS A THOROUGHLY RELATIONAL
PROCESS THAT REQUIRES SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CAPITAL IN
ADDITION TO HUMAN CAPITAL

On the view of mobility as a relational process, explanations that give primacy to the
attainment of human capital should be extended by explanations that incorporate
the accumulation of social and cultural capital.
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Many social scientists theorize about the concept of “capital,” Marx, Weber,
Simmel, Coleman, Becker, Bourdieu, and Lin among them. In most formulations,
capital is both a thing and a set of relations. Coleman (1990, p. 304) defines
human capital as what “is created by changing persons so as to give them skills
and capabilities (thing) that make them able to act in new ways.” Economic mobility
then is commonly thought to be a function of the match between the human capital
characteristics of the individual and the skill and education requirements of the
firm. Educational and training institutions are the main purveyors of human capital,
directly to individuals and thus indirectly to firms.

In recent decades more complex views about capital have been constructed—
social capital and cultural capital, in particular—that emphasize the set of relations
more than the thing. Arguably, contemporary ideas about social capital have roots
in Weber’s (1922/1978, p. 68) Economy and Society, in which he holds that “social
relationships which are valued as a potential source of present or future disposal
over utilities are, however, also objects of economic provisions.” Although Adler
and Kwon (2000) critique the concept of social capital as too inclusive, Woolcock
(1998) characterizes it as over-explanatory, and Portes (1998) cautions that it can
be used in exclusionary ways, Coleman (1990, p. 304) defines social capital as
“what is created when the relations among persons change in ways that facilitate
action.” Similarly, Putnam (1995, p. 67) describes social capital as “features of
social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate co-
ordination and cooperation for mutual benefit,” and Lin (2001, p. 25) defines it
as the “resources embedded in social networks accessed and used by actors for
actions.” Social capital is thus not embodied in an individual but in the relations
among persons—generally persons in the social rather than immediate family
environment. Social networks, social programs, and educational and workforce
development institutions are considered sources of social capital, especially when
the ties between person and source are “weak” and broad rather than “strong” and
narrow (Granovetter, 1973, 1995).

Within the social capital concept, Zelizer (2002) expands on Granovetter’s weak
and strong ties with the notion of “differentiated ties” which recognizes that peo-
ple differentiate among particular kinds of interpersonal relations and give these
relations unique names and meaning that in turn form different practices, rights
and obligations. Differentiated ties thus form in all spheres of social life, including
schools, religious organizations, firms, and policy settings, and are often salient
to choice and decision processes. The crucial point for economic mobility, as ev-
idenced by the families and auxiliaries throughout this book, is that fundamental
concepts like trust, power, norms, and meaning cannot be understood except in
relational terms: their very definition relies on social relationships, they are pro-
duced in social networks (Granovetter, 2002), and they are dynamic (Woolcock,
1998).

Cultural capital, on the other hand, resides largely in the relations among family
members, within the family as social institution. Whether embodied in the form
of personal dispositions (i.e., culture and cultivation), objectified in the form of
cultural goods (i.e., computers and art), or institutionalized in the form of edu-
cational certification (Bourdieu, 1998, 2001), different accumulation of cultural
capital generally results in different attainment. The ways in which the horizontal
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intersections among low-income families, resource-poor children’s schools, and
low-wage firms foster or constrain the development of cultural capital are thus
relevant to intra- and intergenerational economic mobility.

By the use of multiple formulations of capital, the concept of the “individual”
can be replaced by the concept of overarching social and institutional relatedness.
A relational view of persons and responsibility incorporates processes of social
and cultural capital in addition to human capital, as all are necessary for economic
mobility. A relational view of institutions opposes viewing them as isolated or
free-standing silos, which is the way they are generally structured and funded, and
understands them to be philosophically, structurally, and practically interconnected
in ways that can potentially exert more leverage for economic mobility.

PREMISE #3: CHOICES AND DECISIONS INTEGRAL TO ECONOMIC
MOBILITY INVOLVE COGNITIVE AND EMOTIONAL PROCESSES

Scholars report that individuals seek jobs that provide valued extrinsic and intrinsic
characteristics (Johnson, 2001): in other words, pay and status and a work envi-
ronment that may be social, enjoyable, or flexible. In the American employment
opportunity structure, individuals must often make choices and tradeoffs between
such characteristics (Dwyer, 2004), but the old view of mobility posits that such
choices and actions occur through rational, intentional analysis. Job seekers are
thought to calculate the gains and losses of possible job opportunities and choose
the one that will maximize gains and minimize losses. In reality, both cognitive and
emotional processes are used to resolve co-occurring and potentially conflicting
goals such as income, family cohesion, stress reduction, and work pathways.

For example, men supposedly choose a job according to a two-way cost-benefit
analysis of the job’s intrinsic characteristics and their needs, viewing providing
financially for self or family as the calculus for the decision. Decision making
for women, on the other hand, is thought to involve the same two-way process
plus a third one—that of balancing responsibility for children’s emotional as well
as financial subsistence. Women’s decision process is thus exponentially more
complicated and more emotionally fraught. It is also one that many contemporary
fathers share. It seems then that the job choice calculus for both men and women in
today’s America, perhaps especially for low earners who contend simultaneously
with the challenges of dangerous neighborhoods, insufficient incomes, inadequate
housing, unaffordable or unavailable childcare, and other disadvantages of im-
poverished urban environments, involves incorporating work, family, and other
institutional variables.

Thus the new view of economic mobility posits job choice as cognitive, value-
laden, and influenced by social and institutional ties. The new view also holds
that the notion of separate, gendered job decision processes no longer pertains.
Information is always incomplete, thus interpretation and meaning become salient.
In contrast to the pure instrumentalism of rational choice explanations of motiva-
tion and behavior, Granovetter (2002, p. 38, emphasis in the original) argues that
“people typically pursue multiple purposes simultaneously in intersecting social
formations” and that outcomes from these interactions “cannot be accounted for
by the incentives of individuals.” Sen (1977) amplifies Granovetter’s point. Even
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though Sen holds a relatively instrumental view, he argues that actors may make
choices that are contrary to their economic or other self-interest if they are propelled
to this goal by value commitments. For example, although prioritizing children’s
immediate needs may limit a parent’s economic mobility, this commitment may
outweigh what rational choice-based programs and policymakers often view as the
irrational job choices and actions that low-earning parents make. Such a perspec-
tive is useful for understanding why job seekers drop out of training programs, why
low earners switch to an even lower paying job, and why parents may have little
tolerance for discordant working conditions. Similarly, children’s future decisions
about work and mobility may be influenced by both cognitive and emotional re-
sponses to their parents’ low-wage work. As Zelizer (2002, p. 296) cautions, “So
long as analysts presume a sharp, consequential distinction between one world
of instrumental rationality and another of sentimental solidarity, they will never
adequately describe, explain, prescribe or intervene in sites where intimate ties
and economic transactions collide.”

When one considers further that the “benefit” aspect of the rational choice
calculus in terms of work opportunity may be complexly influenced by experiences
or perceptions of racism, the absence of internal advancement ladders, low wages,
moderate or no nonwage benefits, and few on-the-job advancement opportunities,
parents may choose immediate benefits to their children, such as sufficient time
to oversee homework and other direct parenting tasks, over promising but risky
benefits available in the workplace. The choice and decision processes of the
families in this book repeatedly illustrate how the complexity or contingency of
these processes influences economic mobility.

PREMISE #4: ECONOMIC MOBILITY PATHWAYS ARE INCREASINGLY
DYNAMIC AND VARIABLE

In the new view of economic mobility, the old mobility concept of predictable,
normative career paths is replaced by the view that career paths are increasingly
dynamic and variable. This dynamism and variability results in part from the fact
that increased numbers of older, familied, multiethnic workers are trying to forge
career paths in firms that are changing at the same time; in other words, the life-
stage mismatch. The reward structure of the new economy also contributes to
the dynamism and variability of mobility, as industry shifts influence patterns of
wage growth. For example, Bernhardt and colleagues (2001, p. 147, Table 6.7)
report that the finance, insurance, and real estate industries, as well as professional
services, now rank disproportionately in the top decile for wage growth, whereas
construction, manufacturing, entertainment, public administration, and wholesale
and retail trade have dropped relative to their earlier position. Organizational prac-
tices within individual firms, such as type of schedule, use of outsourcing, and skill
requirements dynamically influence the variability in wage growth and mobility
as well. In effect, wage growth is to a great extent an intersection of education and
skill training, access to jobs, and the robustness of the opportunity structure in par-
ticular occupations and firms. As a result, the matching of persons and jobs must
consider not only the wage distribution and mobility opportunities in an industry
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sector as a whole but also how a firm or occupation performs in terms of others in
that industry.

New partnerships and organizational forms for helping low-income workers ac-
cess, keep, and advance in jobs, such as workforce intermediaries (Giloth, 2004b;
Iversen, 2004; Meléndez, 2004; Osterman et al., 2001), exemplify one response to
the intersection of the new demography and the dynamism of today’s firms. The
view that mobility occurs through relationship and negotiated processes, rather
than through atomized individual efforts, is at the core of local or regional work-
force development networks in which workforce intermediaries form the nucleus.
Perhaps most important, these processes are dynamic not static, as Granovetter
and other scholars recently note (Krippner et al., 2004). Although workforce in-
termediaries may not be sufficient (Iversen, 2002; Lafer, 2002), they and other
new forms of organization may comprise an increasingly necessary component of
economic mobility (Iversen; Taylor & Rubin, 2005).

SUMMARY

The myths and assumptions underlying what we call the old paradigm for eco-
nomic mobility no longer apply to many of today’s workers, families, firms, or
policies. Those moving toward a new paradigm might hold that economic mobil-
ity is lodged in a dynamic nexus of actors, social institutions, and social networks,
not in individuals alone. Without the redistributive influence of broad social net-
works and public policies, structural aspects of contemporary institutions mired in
outdated assumptions and myths block opportunity for millions of hard-working
parents and children. The families in this book demonstrate grit, self-reliance,
and perseverance, but their Alger-like big chance has not come, as Chapters 5
through 7 illustrate. Alger’s message is too simple for today’s complex world. As
the voices throughout the chapters challenge the truth of opportunity, meritocracy,
and individual responsibility, we argue that in all social institutions, trusted net-
works, reciprocal responsibility relations, and shared beliefs (Iversen, Furstenberg,
& Belzer, 1999; Nee, 2003) about social and economic phenomena are essential
rungs on any ladder of real opportunity in contemporary America.

Above all, given the persistence of outdated explanations and assumptions about
economic mobility and the equally persistent disregard of years of contrary ev-
idence, a paradigm shift calls for significant change in the “public will” toward
understanding the inadequacy of the “frontier individual” myth in contemporary
society, toward accepting that a healthy, thriving United States requires reciprocity
and cooperation among the social institutions of family, education, labor market,
and state, and toward acting on these realities. Our explicit hope is that the family
stories in this book will be informative and useful toward this end.



3 The Parents

Their Backgrounds, Lives, and Locations

“Never Give Up”

Never give up on your dreams.
Times are hard sometimes; I want to scream.
Just hang in there and tough it out.
You know, that is what it’s all about.
Keep your faith and you will see,
You can be what you want to be.
Stay in school no matter what you do.
You are the prizewinner so keep your head cool.
Never give up, no matter how hard the ride seems.
Never give up on your dreams.

—Written by Rachel Quinn, New Orleans

WHO ARE THE PARENTS IN THIS BOOK?

The section under “The Story,” which opens Chapter 1, provides a broad brush
of who the parents are in this book. More detailed information about them in
this chapter sets the stage for learning how their intersections with other social
institutions forward or constrain their goal of economic mobility. We first ask: are
the parents in this book unique or are they similar to other low-income working
parents in the United States today? In fact we find that on selected characteristics
that are believed to influence economic mobility, the twenty-five key parents seem
very similar to millions of other low-income working parents across the country.
The chapter then looks more intensively at these characteristics at the time the
parents enter a job training program1: specifically, their age, gender, racial or ethnic
background, family composition, education, public assistance, work supports, work
history, assets, and health. We also examine how these characteristics change over
our years of contact with the families.

The second part of the chapter looks at economic mobility in terms of prevailing
economic and labor market conditions and the housing environment of the families
in each of the five cities: Milwaukee, New Orleans, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and
Seattle. Does “place” matter to the families’ experiences and outcomes? Is place
determinative? We find that place plays a role in the particular ways a family
experiences poverty and mobility, which in turn has implications for the design
and implementation of policies and programs at the local level. We ultimately
conclude that family mobility outcomes are affected more deeply and pervasively
by national economic trends and characteristics of the low-wage labor market.

Table 3.1 gives an overview of the twenty-five key parents and how they compare
on selected characteristics to three groups: (1) all adults placed in or locating
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TABLE 3.1. Key Parents Compared to All Training Program Participants Placed in or
Locating Jobs, UI Recipients, and TANF Recipients: Selected Characteristics

All adults
placed in or

locating
jobs in the UI recipients TANF participants

Key parents five citiesa in 1998b in 2001c

Characteristics n = 25 (%) n = 3999 (%) n = 3907 (%) n = 268,575 (%)

Age
Age 18 to 35 52 64 34 (16–34) 74 (20–39)
< 18, > 35 48 36 7 (Teens)

Gender
Male 36 50 56 10
Female 64 50 44 90

Ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 4 11 66 30
Black 72 70 13 39
Hispanic 20 6 13 26
American Indian or 0 2 9.3 (All other) 1

Alaskan Native
Asian, Pacific Islander,

or Filipino
4 7 2

Other 0 3 1
Difficulty with English

Yes 12 11
No 88 89

Marital Statusd

Single 72 77 67
Married 28 23 12

School/Highest Grade
Completed
< 8 0 2 6 (0–6 years)
8 0 2 12 (7–9 years)
9 8 4
10 8 9 30 (10–11 years)
11 20 15
12 44 41 49 (12 years)
13 12 12 3 (13+ years)
14 0 8
15 4 2
16 4 4
17 or over 0 1
School Certification

No Certification 16 12 18
High School Diploma 60 46 54 (Dipl. + GED)
GED 20 14
Technical Certificate 12 8 16 (Tech +
Vocational/Occup. 28 13 Voc/Occup.

Skills + Assoc.)
Associates Degree 0 3
B.A. 4 3 9
Other 3
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TABLE 3.1. (continued )

All adults
placed in or

locating
jobs in the UI recipients TANF participants

Key parents five citiesa in 1998b in 2001c

Characteristics n = 25 (%) n = 3999 (%) n = 3907 (%) n = 268,575 (%)

Family Income at Training
Program Enrollment
< $3,000 16 25
$3,000–$5,999 28 19
$6,000–$8,999 12 14
$9,000–$11,999 8 11
$12,000–$14,999 12 10
$15,000–$19,999 12 8
$20,000–$24,999 4 5
> $25,000 8 7
Public Assistance at
Training Program
Enrollment

TANF + Other 84 56 100
No 16 44

a Hebert et al. (2002).
b Needels, Corson, & Nicholson (2001).
c U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2001).
d Total TANF does not equal 100% because some states switch two-parent families to other assistance

programs.

jobs after participating in demonstration-affiliated training programs in the five
cities, (2) unemployment insurance (UI) recipients, and (3) Temporary Assistance
to Needy Families (TANF) recipients. TANF is the implementation program of the
“welfare reform” legislation of 1996 that requires work in exchange for public
assistance and imposes a lifetime limit of sixty months of assistance.

We compare the key parents with other adults locating jobs after training pro-
grams affiliated with the demonstration to assess whether they are representative
of this broader universe of program completers. We compare the key parents to
UI and TANF recipients because UI is increasingly the “safety net” for low-wage
workers after implementation of welfare reform (Rangarajan & Razafindrakoto,
2004), and because at least one parent in most of the families draws upon TANF

assistance (formerly Aid to Families with Dependent Children [AFDC]) at some
point in their adult lives. In addition, although some parents who are eligible for
UI draw upon it during our contact with them, those who are not eligible—or those
who don’t know whether they’re eligible—may utilize TANF assistance for short
periods between jobs (Vroman, 2002). We use chi-square analysis to test for simi-
larities and differences between the key parents and adults in the other three groups.
Although organization and administrative records are often inadequate sources of
data (Becker, 1998), we know of no systematic deficiency in record-keeping across
sites that would bias the findings in Table 3.1.

How typical are these low-earning parents? First, we find no significant dif-
ferences between the key parents and the almost four thousand other adults who
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attain jobs after attending demonstration-affiliated job training programs in the five
cities. Second, given the size of the UI and TANF samples, some comparisons be-
tween those groups and the key parent group are statistically but not substantively
significant, as we discuss later. Overall the key parents are more similar to than
different from the recipients of UI and TANF. These comparisons thus suggest that
at least on one set of characteristics salient to economic mobility, the twenty-five
key parents are not unique and that their experiences may be generally shared by
millions of other working parents and their families across the United States.

AGE, GENDER, RACE, AND ETHNIC IDENTIFICATION

Although the key parents range in age from eighteen to forty-five years, they are
in their early thirties (average thirty-two) at our first contact with them. They
are similar in age to UI recipients and slightly older than TANF recipients (χ2 =
13.7, p = .0002).

Nine key parents are male and sixteen parents are female. Recipients of UI

tend to be slightly more male (χ2 = 4.0, p = 0.04); and recipients of TANF more
female (χ2 = 18.8, p < .0001) than the key parents, but the real differences are
small.

The key parents are multiracial and multiethnic by study design (see Appendix
A, Research Design). Sixteen are African American, one is a non-Hispanic white,
three are Hispanic American, two are of Hispanic origin, one is an Asian refugee,
and two emigrated from Africa, one an immigrant and one a refugee. UI recipients
show a higher proportion of whites and a lower proportion of African Americans
than the key parent group (χ2 = 81.6, p < .0001) and TANF recipients show a
higher proportion of whites and a lower proportion of African Americans but
the same proportion of Hispanics and Asians compared to the key parents (χ2 =
12.8, p = .01).

English is the primary language for most of the key parents (twenty-one, or 88
percent), but the second language for some (four, or 12 percent) at rates that are
similar across the five cities.

MARITAL STATUS

The classification of marital status in social science research tends to be inexact.
Many mothers technically classified as “single” have resident or near-resident part-
ners who contribute instrumental as well as emotional support (Cancian & Reed,
2001). Program and subsidy eligibility criteria often discourage formal marriage,
rewarding low-income individuals for remaining “technically” single. In addition,
some state TANF records do not include married recipients because they are reallo-
cated to other assistance programs. Thus we regard TANF figures on marital status
as approximate at best. We also find that the ethnographic reports on “marital
status” differ from program administrative data. Because of these inconsistencies
across programs we make “eyeball” but not statistical comparisons of this charac-
teristic.

For example, nearly three-fourths (eighteen, or 72 percent) of the key parents
are reported as single and seven (28 percent) as married in program data, but when
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we first meet them we find that half (thirteen, or 52 percent) are “partnered,” either
married or unmarried and residing with a partner. The remaining half (twelve, or
48 percent) live alone with their children, having never been married or divorced.
Comparing on program data alone, the key parents are similar to their five-city
counterparts. Both groups are classified as “single” at similar rates to TANF parents,
but “married” at about double the rate of TANF parents, likely an artifact of the
program reallocation noted earlier.

In addition, the key parents’ marital status fluctuates over time, as is typical
across America where 1996 calculations show that approximately 20 percent of
men and women have ever divorced and between 23 percent and 30 percent have
never married (Kreider & Fields, 2002). Over half of the key parents (thirteen, or
52 percent) change marital status over the five-year research period. At last contact
in mid-2003, fourteen (56 percent) are “partnered,” and eleven (44 percent) are not.
The importance of the spouses and partners of the key parents to family economic
mobility is evident in the family stories in subsequent chapters. In all, the research
team has regular contact with forty parents over the study period.

NUMBER AND AGES OF CHILDREN

When we first meet the parents, fifty-nine children live with them, ranging in age
from infancy to twenty-one years (data shown in Table 4.1). The families bear seven
more children over our years of contact for a total of sixty-six. Only one family has
children over the age of eighteen in residence. Given the parents’ average age of
thirty-two, it is not surprising that the average age of the oldest child in the family
is eight years and that two-thirds of the children are under the age of thirteen.
Eighteen additional children of the key parents or their spouse or partner reside
elsewhere—with another biological parent, grandparents, or friends, in another
country, or as emancipated young adults over the age of eighteen. Thus a total
of eighty-four children are involved with and affected by the twenty-five families
here. The families average 1.7 adults in residence (median = 2). Two parents live
with their own parents for a period which slightly increases the overall ratio of
adults to children.

EDUCATION

Two of the key parents complete only nine years of school and one parent completes
sixteen years of education. Roughly one-third (36 percent) of the parents complete
fewer than twelve years of school, two in five (44 percent) complete twelve years,
and one in five (20 percent) completes more than twelve years of education. The
mean number of years of completed schooling is 11.8 and the median is 12. The
median educational attainment of TANF recipients is similar to that of the key
parents, but a higher proportion of TANF than key parents drops out of school
before ninth grade and a lower proportion completes schooling beyond twelfth
grade (χ2 = 27.1, p < .0001).

We know, however, that years of education do not translate directly into degrees
received. Fifteen key parents (60 percent) receive a high school diploma and one
earns a bachelor’s degree in his native country. Over the research period, five of
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the nine parents who drop out of school before twelfth grade complete the General
Educational Development (GED) credential. At last contact, four parents (16 per-
cent) still hold no educational degree. These levels of educational certification
are similar to those of UI recipients. In terms of economic mobility, however, the
quality of the parents’ education is generally poor, as most attended schools that
are similar to those their children attend (see Chapter 7).

FAMILY INCOME

Although the focus in this book is on key parent rather than on family income, Table
3.1 shows that the key parents report extremely low annual family incomes at the
time they enter a job training program. Moreover, as we discuss in Chapter 6, the
income metric does not assess how adequate the income is for a family. The annual
family income of the key parents is similar to that of their five-city counterparts.

PUBLIC ASSISTANCE

Considering the family income figures in Table 3.1, it is not surprising that one or
more parents in twenty-one of the twenty-five families (84 percent) uses some form
of public assistance in the late 1990s before they begin their mobility efforts. About
half of the families hold an adult that collected TANF cash assistance (twelve, or
48 percent). Key parents show higher usage of public assistance than their coun-
terparts in the five cities (χ2 = 7.63, p = 0.006). Although this is not a large
difference it suggests that the key parents are slightly more economically disad-
vantaged than their five-city counterparts and, further, that they are not a sample
selected for their economic “success.” Comparison of the key parents with the
TANF sample is significant but meaningless, as eligibility for public assistance is a
selection criterion of TANF.

WORK SUPPORTS

Over time, the families’ utilization of work support programs far outstrips their
participation in the TANF program (Table 3.2), and by the end of the research only
one parent is enrolled in TANF. Work support programs supplement the wages
of low-income working families with children through services rather than cash,
and typically include food stamps, nutritional assistance (WIC), children’s medical
assistance (Medicaid or the State Children’s Health Insurance Plan—S-CHIP), the
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), and child-care and housing subsidies. Al-
though the EITC provides direct income support, it is commonly included under
the broad rubric of work support programs (Zedlewski, 2005). When eligible,
the parents also use Unemployment Insurance (UI). By the “type of assistance”
metric then, the families are moving forward economically. Three families never
use public assistance or work support. Three critical work support programs de-
serve further discussion here: the EITC, Medicaid/S-CHIP, and the Child Tax Credit
(CTC).
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EITC

The EITC is central to the mobility efforts of the key parents and other low earners
across the nation (Table 3.2). The 52 percent utilization rate of EITC among the key
parents is over twice the average national rate of 20.4 percent among tax filers in
large cities in 2001 (Berube & Tiffany, 2004). The parents’ higher rates seem to
result from the fact that they are generally informed about such work supports by
case managers in their job training program—a service that welfare caseworkers
offer less consistently (Joyce Foundation, 2002). Berube and Tiffany also find
that 15 percent to 20 percent of tax filers who are eligible for the EITC fail to
claim the credit, which is mirrored by the parents here (20 percent). Seven parents
(28 percent) are not eligible for reasons ranging from too much income, no income,
or under-the-table income. The parents who access the EITC report using the refund
for necessities such as paying off debt, buying children food and clothing, and
paying tuition or rent.

A further aspect of the EITC should be recalled when reading about the families
and their firms in Chapter 6. The refund for ten of the thirteen families who use
the EITC while we are in contact with them ranges from a low of $341 to a high of
$3,888, the latter figure being the maximum credit allowable for the 2000 tax year
(Berube & Forman, 2001). Although the EITC is rightly credited with improving
the financial well-being of families with household incomes under $35,000, it is
far from a panacea, largely because the base wages of the key parents are relatively
low. In terms of wage adequacy (see Chapter 6), the EITC refund does not raise
any of the families’ incomes to 200 percent of the poverty level (data not shown).
Although the EITC refund increases the adequacy of the parents’ incomes between
12 percent and 23 percent, the federal poverty calculations are based on potential
rather than on actual annual incomes, and are thus overestimates in some cases, as
Chapter 6 details.

Precipitous phase-out rates for income supports such as the EITC also limit
their utility for family economic well-being. The EITC phases out rapidly as family
income increases, regardless of the fact that the income of one or other parent is
often not constant (see Chapter 6). Families are no longer eligible for the credit
when their income reaches $33,692 (or $34,692 filing jointly; Internal Revenue
Service, 2004) or just short of 200 percent of the federal poverty line, which leaves
them still in the range of “low income” (Waldron, Roberts, & Reamer, 2004). That
said, the EITC is a vital support for the mobility efforts of the families here (Berube,
2006). Guidance for its access and utilization needs to be presented consistently
in workforce and welfare programs.

Medicaid/S-CHIP

Despite increasing numbers of persons without health insurance coverage since
2000, allocations for and enrollment in Medicaid and S-CHIP have compensated
for the sustained economic downturn and its associated reduction in employer-
sponsored insurance coverage, particularly among low-income families (Ku,
Broaddus, & Wachino, 2005). Three-fourths of the families here (nineteen, or
76 percent) use Medicaid or S-CHIP for their children for at least some of the research
period (Table 3.2), in two cases only as a supplement to employer-based insurance.
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Fifteen use Medicaid or S-CHIP for the entire research period and four alternate
between employer insurance and Medicaid. Where available, such as Wisconsin,
Louisiana, and Pennsylvania, five parents use Medicaid or S-CHIP during periods
of unemployment. Nine families (36 percent) use employer-based insurance for
their children for all (n = 5) or part (n = 4) of the research period. A few parents
choose to remain on S-CHIP or Medicaid rather than utilize their employer’s health
insurance plan, largely for financial reasons (see Chapter 6).

CTC

Finally, the CTC does not appear in Table 3.2 because only one of the twenty-five
key parents accesses it at any point during our contact with them. Given that the CTC

eligibility threshold in 2002 is an income level of $10,350 or higher (Gitterman,
Howard, & Cotton, 2003), most of the parents here are eligible for as much as $600
per child toward their tax liability or as a refund (increased to up to $1,000 per
child in 2003). However, work support policies are only valuable if parents receive
information about them. According to one report (Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities [CBPP], 2004, p. 11), “most low-income families got little or no benefit
from the CTC before new rules providing for CTC refunds took effect in 2002.” An
additional disincentive may result from the credit’s administrative complexity. De-
spite apparent similarity to the EITC, CTC rules are different (Gitterman, Howard, &
Cotton, 2003). With limited time, navigating the complexities of one more credit
may contribute to low rates of access (CBPP, 2004). Equally likely, after a workforce
or welfare program’s postemployment support period has ended, parents have few
avenues of information about such income-expanding aids. Given that the CTC is
selectively available to immigrants, its administrative complexity and an “infor-
mation gap” could discourage or preclude utilization by families that have few
subsidy alternatives. Moreover, the CTC disproportionately benefits higher earning
families. The proportion of income refunded by the CTC is less than 1 percent
for a family with two children earning $11,000 in 2003 compared to 6 percent
for a family with two children earning $25,000 (CBPP). Problems with access and
utilization of the Child and Dependent Care Credit (CDCC), a nonrefundable tax
credit to help families pay work-related childcare expenses, are similar to those
of the CTC. None of the parents here know about or utilize this potential work
support.

Use of the other subsidies in Table 3.2 is discussed in the context of the family
stories in later chapters.

ADDITIONAL FAMILY BACKGROUND
CHARACTERISTICS

WORK

The key parents have all worked at some point in their adult lives, although not
necessarily immediately before they enter job training. Three parents were in prison
in the years before training, a fourth participated in a residential drug treatment
program, and a few alternated between TANF assistance and short-term jobs. Some
worked in full-time year-round jobs that offered below or near minimum wage
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and others who earned $7 per hour or more worked only part time or part year.
The parents’ employment histories, wages, and the adequacy of their wages are
discussed in full in Chapter 6.

ASSETS

Assessing economic well-being by income alone does not fully reflect a family’s
ability to navigate times of financial hardship. Among low-income families in
particular, the presence of assets and savings may be critical to exiting poverty
(Danziger & Haveman, 2001; Shapiro & Wolff, 2001; Sherraden, 1991). Four
families here hold assets in the form of home ownership, although one loses her
home during the 2001 economic recession (see Table 3.6 later in the chapter). High
mortgage-to-income ratios render the long-term security of the parents’ housing
assets uncertain, especially when labor market turbulence threatens longevity in
employment.

Owning a car may potentially be an asset, especially as it facilitates transporta-
tion to work or meeting children’s needs, such as multiple child-care arrangements.
According to 2000 Census data almost 90 percent of American households hold
one or more vehicles; only 10.9 percent have no motor vehicle (“car”) (Parker,
2002). Almost three-fourths of the families here (eighteen, or 72 percent) own or
have regular use of a car, although most are of relatively old vintage and unpre-
dictable performance. A number of families hold savings accounts for themselves
or their children, but only two families avoid dipping into or depleting these ac-
counts during the sustained recessionary period after February 2001. Several of
the key parents participate in Individual Development Account (IDA) programs
sponsored by their training site in which the program matches their savings to-
ward post-secondary education, homeownership, or business ownership. Their
IDA programs deliver financial and budgeting instruction as well. The families’ IDA

accounts were similarly depleted after the recession.

HEALTH

Health is another kind of asset or deficit for working families. Health problems are
disproportionately severe nationally among families with low or below-poverty
incomes compared to those with higher incomes (Mullahy & Wolfe, 2001). In
person the key parents and their children seem generally healthy and energetic.
On closer inquiry few are without health problems (Table 3.3), although not all
problems curtail the parents’ work efforts. Some of the parents’ health problems
are chronic and severe, some are chronic but tolerable, and some are relatively
recent injuries suffered on the job. Exhaustion, fatigue, and depressive symptoms
are among the most common health problems that impact economic mobility,
either directly or indirectly though vulnerability to workplace injury. As Table 3.3
shows, parents’ health problems often co-occur with children’s health problems
(see Chapter 4 for full discussion of children’s health), increasing the likelihood
that health issues will impact parents’ work lives. The family stories in Chapters
5 through 7 reveal how parents’ and children’s health, work, and school intersect.
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TABLE 3.3. Health Problems of Key Parents, Close Family Members, and Children

Key parent/close family
member/child (age) Health problems: workplace and general

H.W. Blessed (40) Workplace: Two herniated disks; repeated flu; two bouts of pneumonia;
material-related rash

General: Recovered alcoholic; severe whiplash
Spouse (37) Epileptic seizures; intermittent drug abuse; possible cervical cancer

W. Delvalle (32) Workplace: Verbal harassment; chronic gastrointestinal condition
(exacerbated by stress); headaches

Children: (14), (inf) Son (14): ADHD

J. Faithful (23)
Spouse (19) Difficult pregnancies—bedrest
Children (11/2), (inf) Infant born premature

S. Gates (40)
Children: (14), (11), (9) Daughter (11): Chronic condition that causes language and learning

impairment; developmentally delayed
Son (9): Possible ADD

A. Gomez (26) General: Abusive former partner; complications from tubal ligation
surgery

Parents: (in 70s) Child caretakers: Diabetes; suspected heart problems
Children:(8), (3), (inf) Son (8): Possible ADD

R. Jackson (40)
Spouse (28) Insurance not pay for birth control shots
Children: (51/2), (41/2) Sons had ringworm during period of no health insurance

M. Jeremy (42) Workplace: Job-induced back problems
Children: (2), (inf) General: Heart virus; chronic headaches

J. Jenkins (28) General: Gall bladder attacks and surgery; tubal ligation surgery
Spouse (35) Two-month period of disability (on-job back injury)
Parents: Mother: Triple bypass surgery
Children: (11), (10), (1),
(inf)

Son (11): Sickle-cell trait; accident-prone; hit by police car
Son (10): Broken fingers; possible dyslexia
Toddler (1): Surgery for undescended testicle
Infant: Corrective ear surgery

T. Jones (24) Workplace: Hand burns
General: Toxemia; high blood pressure; asthma; repeated flu and

bronchitis; pneumonia; ovarian cyst; pregnancy with forced bed rest
Children: (2), (1), (inf) Daughter (2): Chronic breathing problem since birth; adenoid and tonsil

surgery; reconstructive nasal surgery in future

L. Lopez (27) General: Untreated depression; self-medication with marijuana;
assaulted by child’s father

Parent/Family: Mother: History of alcoholism; massive, debilitating stroke; breast
cancer

Uncle: Disabled (in residence)
Children: (7), (3) Daughter (3): Oral surgery as toddler; speech delay

K. McDonalds (29)
Children: (6), (5), (3) Son (3): Chronic asthma

L. Miracle (46) Workplace: Job-aggravated allergies
General: Arthritis

Spouse (41) Prior on-job back injury; allergies; high blood pressure; appendix and
cyst surgery

Children: (9), (4) Daughter (9): allergies
Son (4): Periodic seizures

(Continued )
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TABLE 3.3. (continued )

Key parent/close family
member/child (age) Health problems: workplace and general

A. Muhammad (45) Workplace: Life-threatening back and shoulder injury as CNA

General: Past domestic abuse; migraines; anxiety attacks; heart
malfunction; high blood pressure; clinical depression

Children: (21), (19), (12),
(10), (10)

Daughter (19): Pregnancy; high blood pressure
Twin sons (10): Premature births; (one twin) lead poisoning and

subsequent developmental delays; ADHD; learning disability.
Other twin: Special learning and behavioral services; ADHD

R. Quinn (42) Workplace: Arm and knee injuries; ankle sprain
General: Chronic arthritis; periods of depression

Children: (16), (15)

A. Raca (18)
Children: (1), (4 mo), (inf)

Workplace and General: Possible dyslexia (number reversals)
Daughter (at 6 mo.): Severe burns from scalding bath water

T. Russell (43)
Child: (10) Son (10): Special education for reading

E. Seabrook (37)
Parent (62)
Children: (41/2), (21/2)

Mother: Severe heart problems
Son (41/2): Chronic asthma
Daughter (21/2 ): Chronic asthma and ear infections; periodic

hospitalization; surgery in infancy for throat problem;
subsequent speech lag

T. Shanks (33)
Children: (15), (14), (11)

General: Cancer surgery; gout
Daughter (15): Rheumatic fever as child; pregnant at age 18

I. Smith (31) Workplace: Job-induced fish asthma
General: Childhood abuse; rare and potentially fatal blood disorder;

former heroin addiction; Hepatitis C; intermittent depression
Parent Mother: Severe mental illness
Children: (41/2), (21/2) Both sons born heroin-addicted; both in therapeutic development

program
Son (41/2): Probable physical abuse in foster care; severe asthma
Son (21/2): In high-risk infant clinic: severe asthma; pneumonia;

chronic ear infections

M. Stewart (24)
Parent/Family

Workplace: Job-induced back injury
Father: Alcoholic
Brother (as child): Hepatitis C; two kidney transplants

Children: (6), (3) Daughter (6): Asthma
Daughter (3): Asthma; acute disorder of peripheral nervous system

T. Tracy (21)
Parent: (36)
Children: (21/2), (inf)

Mother: Low blood pressure (work disability)
Daughter (21/2 ): Born with heart murmur; seizures
Infant: Born 6 weeks premature

S. Tucker (37)
Sister (resident)
Children: (13), (7), (3)

Workplace: Job-induced leg pain; chronic hernia problems
Repeated bouts of depression
Daughter (13): Slight heart murmur
Son (7): Severe stutter; speech therapy; special education for

reading

M. Vanderhand (32) Workplace: Job-induced tendinitis and possible carpal tunnel
syndrome; two shoulder surgeries for Thoracic Outlet
Obstruction syndrome (reason for hand problems)

Spouse (48) On-job back injury; knee operation
Children: (13), (11), (8), (7)
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TABLE 3.3. (continued )

Key parent/close family
member/child (age) Health problems: workplace and general

L. Walker (36)
Children: (13), (9), (5), (2)

General: Domestic abuse (father of children); cyst removal
from eye

Son (13): Severe asthma; medication since age 2; severely
overweight; borderline diabetic

Daughter (9): Severe asthma; severely overweight
Daughter (5): Severe asthma

N.Winters (19) Workplace: Job-aggravated asthma
General: Periods of depression

Partner (17) Physical incident with partner
Children: (11/2), (6 mo) Son (11/2): Asthma; tooth decay

Daughter (6 mo): Asthma

DEPRESSION

Having depressive symptoms or depression is a special health condition that war-
rants deeper attention in terms of economic mobility (Iversen & Armstrong, 2004).
We administer the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D)
(Radloff, 1977; Radloff & Locke, 1986) to the key parents at multiple time points
during the research period to examine the relationship between depressive symp-
toms and their employment status, wages, and child well-being (see details in
Appendix A, Research Design). Although clinical depression and depressive symp-
toms are different in severity and impact, depressive symptoms are associated with
the risk of clinical depression and with poor employment outcomes, particularly
if mediating program or policy supports are limited or absent (Lennon, Blome, &
English, 2001). According to Gotlib and Cane’s (1989) broadly used scale, CES-D

scores below 16 signify “not depressed;” scores from 16 to 20 signify “mild de-
pression;” scores from 21 to 30 signify “moderate depression”; and scores 31 and
over signify “severe depression” (Table 3.4).

We look at the parents’ depression scores according to year of research contact
(Table 3.4) to see if the scores are associated with national economic conditions.
Overall the fathers’ and mothers’ scores are more similar than different. Moth-
ers and fathers both score below the depression range from 2000 through 2002,
although mothers’ scores come close to the score signaling “mild depression” at
the time of the recession in 2001. In 2003, however, the mothers’ average score

TABLE 3.4. Depression Scores (CES-D) of
Key Parents by Year

Fathers’ average Mothers’ average
Year depression score depression score

2000 12 11
2001 8 14
2002 7 10
2003 21 18
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jumps to the mild depression level and the fathers’ average score jumps to the
“moderate depression” level. The final administration of the CES-D in mid-2003
coincides not only with persistent unemployment in the five cities and significant
reductions in already-low wages in many industries, but also with the fact that the
parents’ postemployment contact with staff and case managers at their job training
programs has ended.

Although it is impossible to definitively ascertain the causal direction of situ-
ational and economic conditions and parental depression, the prospective admin-
istration of the CES-D is suggestive. The fact that the initial administration of the
CES-D takes place in 2000 and 2001, yet scores do not move into the depression
range until 2003, suggests that the training, employment, and year, or occasionally
more, of postemployment services provided by the parents’ job training programs
help to mediate negative effects of the economic downturn on parents’ stress levels,
at least for a while.

Further interpreting these results in the context of the ethnographic data, the
fathers’ scores may rise to the depression range in 2003 because of the compound-
ing factors of sustained job loss and volatility in the industries in which they are
more likely to work, such as manufacturing and construction. Although the moth-
ers are more likely to be employed in industries that fare better during the economic
downturn, such as health care and finance and insurance, over time their scores
rise as well. Moreover, the depression scores in 2003 of the mothers employed in
construction and manufacturing resemble the higher scores of the fathers. Most
important, the ethnographic and depression data reveal that during periods in which
the parents’ incomes reach or exceed 250 percent of the federal poverty line, moth-
ers and fathers score in the “not depressed” range, irrespective of differences in
educational attainment, family stress, job tenure, or job quality. Policy and family
supports facilitate their reaching such incomes. Overall, however, such periods of
adequate income are rare and often not sustained (see Chapter 6). The prevailing
economic, labor market and housing conditions in a city, region, or state may in-
tersect with the life experiences of these and millions of similar families to affect
their economic mobility. Thus we turn now to the role of “place” in the families’
lives.

“PLACE”: CITY, REGION, AND STATE

The average visitor to a city sees its alluring “public” face. Visitors to Philadelphia
see the Liberty Bell, Independence Hall, the Art Museum, center-city shops and the
trendy South Street and Seaport areas. Visitors to New Orleans spend time in the
famed French Quarter to view the historic cathedral and park on Jackson Square,
drink in the jazz spots and Preservation Hall, buy multicolor beads and boas in
the voodoo shops, choose among Cajun delicacies in the French Market, have café
au lait and beignets at Café du Monde and stroll among Victorian homes with
intricate wrought-iron railings. Visitors to Milwaukee see a refurbished downtown
and revel in new riverfront shops, boat outings on Lake Michigan, and convention
events. Visitors to St. Louis see the famous arch, attend major sporting events in a
downtown arena and wonder at the mysteries of the mighty Mississippi as it wends
its way downstream to New Orleans and beyond. Travelers to Seattle marvel at
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the confluence of mountains and sea and savor the outdoor Pike Place Market,
gourmet eateries in upscale neighborhoods, ubiquitous parks, museums, and ferry
rides on Puget Sound.

Each of these cities has a different and more “private” side that is the general
environment of the families in this book. Their Philadelphia consists of neighbor-
hoods struggling against the characterization of “most dangerous” in the city,
with drug wars and shootouts on corners that were eased temporarily during
the mayor’s short-lived “Safe Streets” initiative. Their Philadelphia also consists
of a local/federal “Anti-Blight” initiative, overburdened job-training and human-
service organizations trying to counter the city’s problems, and children’s schools
in receivership. Living less than one mile from the city center, the Philadelphia
families are quite isolated from its free library services and cultural events. “Pub-
lic” Philadelphia feels foreign and potentially discriminatory. Less than five miles
from these neighborhoods in an adjacent suburb one family lives in contrasting
safety and resource richness.

The families’ New Orleans is far from the French Quarter in both miles and
milieu. Their New Orleans consists of barren public housing projects because
residents fear that trees and shrubbery will hide thieves and gunmen; far-flung
apartment blocs that gouge renters because they cater to those displaced by pub-
lic housing relocation; generally dilapidated inner-city free-market housing; and
child-care centers in malls that seldom let children play outside. Modest areas of
relief occur in local community colleges, at carefully selected magnet high schools,
and in churches.

The families’ St. Louis consists of a near-deserted downtown, empty of cars,
shoppers, or business people even in midday. The city proper stretches for miles to
affluent county townships but the route holds block after block of vacant lots, some
menaced by packs of wild dogs; burnt-out homes and gunshot-pocked building
facades; old, racially segregated gated communities for rich and poor; residents
openly carrying firearms; streets full of unrepaired potholes; and little commer-
cial activity. Their St. Louis is a city still reeling from violent race protests over
discrimination in the construction trades in 1999; a city with gargantuan regional
economic headaches that result from bi-state political divisions; and a city that has
not recovered commercially from a clause in a charter agreement of the mid-1800s
that prohibited expansion beyond the city–county boundary that was set at that
time. Significantly, at morning rush hour on the largest expressway, three times
as many cars travel from downtown St. Louis to the suburbs as vice versa. The
reverse is of course true at evening rush hour. And for those families lodged in the
city for work, residence, and underresourced public schools, although many family
cultural activities are free, accessing them still means outlay for transportation and
food.

The families’ Milwaukee is relatively benign on the surface—broad streets,
large old homes, sidewalk-lined neighborhoods, and grassy yards. Closer exam-
ination reveals that many of the homes are boarded up or overpopulated. Evan-
gelical churches and church-fronts abound—over a dozen in one particular two-
block square area—but the same area offers no commercial establishments: no
banks, stores, or community centers—nowhere for children or parents to even
shop for a soda without a car. The only commercial signs advertise rat poison and
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extermination services. And although Milwaukee’s downtown has been signifi-
cantly revitalized, sales help and shoppers are predominantly white in contrast to a
local population that is 37 percent African American and 12 percent Hispanic. The
vital downtown convention center that generally draws out-of-town businesspeople
only exacerbates the economic divide.

And finally, the families’ Seattle is a city of more subtle but strong contrasts.
City buses broadly advertised job opportunities until the technology bust in 2001;
at that point job ads were replaced by ads for tourist restaurants and sights. The
families live in neighborhoods far from the compact city center that are ringed
by noisy expressways and nearly inaccessible by public transportation. A portable
Section 8 housing voucher enables one immigrant family to live amid grocery
stores, an elementary school, community associations, child-care centers, and a
neighborhood “block watch” sponsored by the city police crime prevention de-
partment. This residence is mere blocks from a trendy mini-downtown area full
of restaurants, shops, and Birkenstocked young people driving SUVs. The poor
underside of this upscale community is starkly illuminated by the sign posted on
a utility pole outside one of the chic new restaurants:

NO
Sitting or Lying Down on Public Sidewalks

7am to 9pm
Neighborhood Commercial Zone

In sum, we wonder how these environments and their many contrasts matter
to the mobility efforts of the families. Does geographic location or place matter
to economic mobility? If so, how does place matter? In the face of welfare and
workforce policy devolution across the nation, place may or may not be increasingly
salient. We look first at how place is examined in related research, comparing
those views and methods with those of our study. We then look at city and state
specifics through the lenses of metropolitan-level data and the lived experience of
the families.

MULTICITY RESEARCH: DOES “PLACE” MATTER?

Metropolitan-level analyses are increasingly common as urban scholars try to
deepen knowledge about national and local experiences and trends. According to
the Census Bureau, “A metropolitan area usually consists of one or more popula-
tion centers or central cities and the nearby counties that have close economic and
community ties to the central cities” (Jargowsky, 2003, p. 3). Although valuable
for providing a comparative context, census data yield limited information about
families’ daily lives and work. In response, several recent studies have been con-
ducted in more than one city to deepen understanding of lives as they are lived
locally and to explore the similarities and differences across cities under policy
devolution.

The Three-City Study (Winston, 1999) examines how parents and children in
Boston, Chicago, and San Antonio adapt to local implementation of welfare re-
form. The cities are selected opportunistically and strategically as locales that
exhibit ethnic, regional, and policy diversity. The sample is representative of
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families (single mothers and their children) from designated neighborhoods mak-
ing welfare and employment transitions over time. Discussion papers and pol-
icy briefs report findings about TANF sanctions, child outcomes and labor market
opportunities (see www.jhu.edu/∼welfare). Evidence from this study that contra-
dicts other research findings about child and adolescent outcomes under welfare
reform demonstrates the value as well as the difficulty of comparing findings
from varied research designs and locales (Cherlin, 2004; Moffitt & Winder, 2002;
Moffitt, Chase-Lansdale, & Cherlin, 2004). Little has been reported to date about
whether or how place matters to the focal issues in the Three-City Study.

The Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality (Holzer, 1996; O’Connor, Tilly, &
Bobo, 2001) focuses on low-income families, racial divisions and the labor market.
The study sites include a rust-belt city (Detroit), a northeastern city (Boston), a
“new South” city (Atlanta), and a multiracial west coast city (Los Angeles; p. 9)
in parallel with the four census regions. In each city, men and women heads of
households and a selection of employers are surveyed by telephone, and a smaller
group of employers is interviewed in person. Although the researchers report
local differences in how race and urban inequality intersect, they also find broad
similarities across metro areas. Across the four cities aspects of race and social
structure, such as the skills mismatch between inner-city residents and types of
available jobs, the spatial mismatch between inner-city residents and location of
jobs, patterns of residential segregation, and the types of social networks available
to different urban populations, seem to explain more about urban inequality than
place does.

MDRC’s Project on Devolution and Urban Change is another multicity study
that examines the early impact of welfare reform on urban welfare recipients, their
communities and the institutions that assist them (Buck et al., 1999; Michalopoulos
et al., 2003). Four counties are selected to represent a mix of older industrial cities
and younger cities, all of which experience a disproportionate share of the TANF

recipients in their respective states as do most of the cities in the one hundred largest
metropolitan areas. Valuable early information about the effects of TANF policy
implementation on welfare agency staff members and recipients in the four cities
has been reported and in-depth reports from two of the four cities have been issued.
To date, these reports find both differences in implementation and cross-cutting
similarities in agency and family responses to the new welfare policy mandates.

In comparison with these multi-city studies, the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s
Jobs Initiative, which is the national workforce demonstration1 from which we
select the families in this book (see Appendix A, Research Design), is explic-
itly lodged in “place” (Giloth, 1995, 2004a). However, in contrast to place-based
initiatives that target economic activity in high-poverty neighborhoods, the demon-
stration views the notion of place in a broader metropolitan and regional context as
the systemic intersection of characteristics of neighborhoods, residents, city and
regional economies, area labor markets, human service organizations, and local
and national policies. The five demonstration cities (Philadelphia, New Orleans,
St. Louis, Milwaukee, and Seattle) provide a fertile field for our ethnographic ex-
amination of these intersecting characteristics. These five sites, or what Marcus
(1998) calls “multiple connected local determinations,” also provide a base to
discuss the structure or macrosystem through “multilocale ethnography” (p. 44).
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Multilocale ethnography is “an ethnography that while it encompasses local con-
ditions, is aimed at representing a system or pieces of a system” (p. 51). Burawoy
(2003, p. 674) concurs with the position that “the spatially bounded site, uncon-
nected to other sites, is a fiction of the past that is no longer sustainable.” In other
words, do cities or places illustrate “environing conditions” for families and other
social institutions, or do cities and places have characteristics and experiences
in common from which policymakers and program designers can learn? Becker
(1998) suggests the latter view that processes, whether of economic mobility for
low-earning families or other cultural phenomena, are similar no matter where
they occur even though variations in locales create variations in local results.

After spending eighteen months with ten families in two cities (Iversen, 2002),
the initial analyses suggested that having persistently insufficient wage income,
even when parents work full time year round, overrides geographic particularities.
The comparisons in Table 3.1 underscore this conclusion as do the families’ ex-
periences across cities. Even so, we arrive at a more nuanced position in our final
analysis. The variables of interest and import to mobility do vary by locale. For ex-
ample, cost of living, wages, job opportunities, subsidy regulations, housing, food,
transportation, and child care differ considerably in the five cities. But they do not
differ systematically. Place matters then through the ways in which particular state
and local characteristics intersect with particular family characteristics. The dis-
cussion of neighborhood housing and residential mobility later in this section and
the family stories in subsequent chapters illustrate these particularities. Such par-
ticularities thus require locally tailored program and policy efforts. But although
place matters to how families experience unemployment, insufficient wages and
incomes, persistent personal challenges, and local economic and social conditions,
the larger issue is that low-earning families across the country do experience these
problems, independent of their particular configuration. This issue raises serious
questions about the role of the federal government and the character of the “public
will” that we address in the final chapter.

Before we get to that larger discussion, however, we look more deeply into how
place affects mobility. Notably, place is multiple, varied, and contextual in people’s
everyday lives. Each person or family is embedded in a number of different places
or contexts that elicit and receive partial but not entire aspects of their persons.
Place also includes the beliefs and practices that people carry with them into
varied contexts (Lin, 2000), how the context may respond, and how beliefs and
practices may change as a result. Part of what influences family mobility is the
dynamic, changing nature of a city over time: its population, its racial and ethnic
composition, its economy and its local labor market, as we examine next.

METROPOLITAN AREAS AND CENTRAL CITIES: MILWAUKEE, NEW
ORLEANS, PHILADELPHIA, SEATTLE, AND ST. LOUIS

City population

The cities in this book are not only five of the one hundred largest metropolitan areas
in the United States, defined by Census 2000 as those with at least 519,000 residents
(Gottlieb, 2004) but also among the sixty-one metro areas with populations greater
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TABLE 3.5. City Population Demographics: Census 2000 Compared to Census 1990

Population Proportion Proportion African Proportion
Gain/Loss 2000 Hispanic 2000 American 2000 Asian 2000 vs.

City vs. 1990 Census vs. 1990 Census vs. 1990 Census 1990 Census

Milwaukee 5% Loss Higher Higher Higher
Philadelphia 4.3% Loss Higher Higher Higher
New Orleans 2.5% Loss Same Higher Lower
St. Louis 12.2% Loss Higher Higher Higher
Seattle 9.1% Gain Higher Lower Higher

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; 1990 Census; Census 2000; Summary File 1, P1 (SF1 P1); generated by
authors using American Factfinder, http://Factfinder.census.gov/>; 2-25-04.

than one million persons (Jargowsky, 2003). The cities also reflect the four primary
census regions of Midwest, Northeast, South, and West, as well as five of the eight
census regions used in research conducted by the National Governors Association
and the National Association of State Budget Officers (2002, 2003).

In 2000 the one hundred largest metro areas contained about two-thirds (63 per-
cent) of the nation’s total population, three-fourths (78 percent) of its metropolitan
population (Gottlieb, 2004), and two-thirds (67 percent) of all jobs in the United
States (Katz, 2004). Even so, population changes over time may affect family
mobility more than city size per se.

Between 1990 and 2000, four of the five cities lose between 2.5 percent and
12.2 percent of their population, whereas the population of one city increases by
9.1 percent (Table 3.5). Over the same period all five cities became more densely
populated by people of color. Seattle sees the largest proportionate increase in
immigrant population, this in the context of a huge national increase. According
to one report about 44 percent of the nation’s 30.5 million foreign-born residents,
or 13.3 million people, arrive in the United States in the 1990s (Schmitt, 2001). By
2001, immigrants make up 11 percent of the U.S. population—the largest share
since the 1930s. Similarly, immigrants make up 12 percent of our study population.
Although the relationship is complex, downward population shifts, if accompanied
by migration of firms to suburbs, and being foreign-born, if English-language pro-
ficiency limits employment opportunity, may both negatively influence economic
mobility. Given this complexity, we explore the larger economic environment in
which the families and shifting populations are embedded, looking first at state
economic conditions.

State economic conditions

Labor market indicators of the national economic condition, such as rates of un-
employment, job loss, job creation, and wages relative to inflation, indicate that
the sluggish economy following the 2001 recession persists into 2005 (Fronczek,
2005; Von Bergen, 2005). Sustained national economic downturn led to reduced
state revenues and increased spending pressures, particularly on Medicaid, other
health care and education, and created massive budget shortfalls despite states’
curtailment of spending and creative reallocation of budget lines (National Gover-
nor’s Association and National Association of State Budget Officers, 2002; Wallin,
2005). A national survey of state fiscal conditions in late 2002 reports that “nearly
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every state is in fiscal crisis” (National Governor’s Association and National As-
sociation of State Budget Officers, p. viii).

State budget cuts thus take place at the same time that low-wage workers lose
jobs and remain unemployed for longer periods. Thirty-eight states cut more than
$13.6 billion from their fiscal 2002 budgets after the budget was passed (National
Governor’s Association and National Association of State Budget Officers, 2002).
Louisiana did not report figures for FY2002 but cut its FY2003 budget by $100 mil-
lion (6 percent). In FY2002, Missouri’s budget was cut $750 million (4.4 percent),
Pennsylvania’s was cut $310 million (7 percent), Washington’s was cut $112 mil-
lion (4.6 percent), and Wisconsin’s budget from a biennial calculation was cut
$324 million (10 percent). In budget year 2003, twenty-six states planned to cut
their budgets further by more than $8.3 billion (National Governor’s Association
and National Association of State Budget Officers, 2002). In fact, these cuts totaled
$11.8 billion (National Governor’s Association and National Association of State
Budget Officers, 2003), affecting all study states except Washington.

About half of state budget cuts affect city governments through both actual
decreases and select changes in funding (National Governor’s Association and
National Association of State Budget Officers, 2002; Wallin, 2005). Across-the-
board percentage cuts and dipping into Rainy Day funds are the predominant
strategies to reduce or eliminate budget gaps in the five study states as in most
other states. Such cuts affect family economic mobility as they limit the availability
of critical state-funded supports, such as health insurance and work subsidies that,
when coupled with inadequate wages and economic decline at the local level, leave
many families economically stranded. State budget cuts may also affect families
more directly through local labor markets, as we examine next.

Local labor markets

Conditions in local labor markets may parallel or differ from state conditions. Al-
though a broadly similar set of processes underpins the operation of every local
labor market, the local market reflects particular intersections between families
and those processes. Common processes include rates and patterns of local em-
ployment/unemployment; balance between labor supply and demand, including
educational requirements (demand) and performance (supply); job creation rates;
discrimination (gender, race, and ethnicity); dominant industry sectors (whether
growth or not, wage levels and earnings, advancement opportunity, location, and
differences in individual firms within sectors); active labor market programs (skill
development programs, intermediaries, or employment services); passive labor
market policies (UI, EITC, and safety); overall growth of jobs in a regional econ-
omy; and the mix of low-wage, near low-wage, and higher wage jobs.

For example, Milwaukee loses 21 percent of its manufacturing jobs during the
decade of the 1990s (Levine, 2003), experiences a severe and persistent labor
market crisis, sees a switch in its industry base from manufacturing to tourism,
and increasingly locates jobs outside the central city in the suburbs. These local
conditions are reflected in high rates of layoff in the Milwaukee families.

In Seattle, technology and information services, such as the dot-coms, and
the demand for computerized numerical control (CNC) skills in manufacturing
dramatically declined in 2001. Three years after the recession local job creation
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remains sluggish (Nyhan, 2004). The CNC bust prevents two parents from find-
ing technology-based manufacturing positions and the dot-com bust halts another
parent’s notable mobility progress.

Racism persists in the St. Louis construction industry, disadvantaging one of
the families, and transportation systems challenge other families trying to access
jobs in distant county suburbs. Adequate housing is a serious issue as well, as
neither subsidized housing nor accommodations in homeless shelters keep up
with demand, which causes one homeless parent to move her family to another
city.

In New Orleans, a weak industrial infrastructure flows from low levels of edu-
cational attainment in the workforce, but the sectors of construction, services, and
durable goods manufacturing grow during the economic expansion of the 1990s
(Fogg & Harrington, 2001). Poor-quality education limits the mobility of two of
the New Orleans families and three other families find the manufacturing and
construction sectors less robust than state figures suggest.

In Philadelphia, manufacturing trends down during the economic expansion
(Crone, 2000), but because productivity rises, the families with manufacturing jobs
remain in the mobility queue. At the same time the mobility of other Philadelphia
families is thwarted by the expanding spatial mismatch (Kasarda, 1995) between
urban residents and suburban jobs that results in long, arduous commutes, even
though the city is only moderately affected by the 2001 recession because of its
generally flat economy.

The unique ways the families engage these processes and experience particular
outcomes are described in full in Chapter 6. Here we simply identify that the notion
of place is germane to local labor markets as Holzer, Stoll, and Wissoker (2004)
find as well, although they caution as we do that other influences may be stronger
than place.

Nevertheless, the families’ education, work, and personal histories intersect
with the kind of jobs a training program prepares them for and helps them find,
with whether their industry sector can withstand the slings and arrows of economic
turbulence, and with state economic conditions. To conclude this examination of
place, we look at how the more proximal places of neighborhoods and communities
intersect with broader economic conditions to influence family economic mobility.

NEIGHBORHOODS AND COMMUNITIES

In neighborhood-level research, census tracts are common proxies for neighbor-
hoods (Jargowsky, 2003), but tracts often differ in size and climate from resident-
defined boundaries. Real-life neighborhoods are multidimensional. They are “spa-
tial units, associational networks, and perceived environments” (Brooks-Gunn,
Duncan, & Aber, 1997, p. 9). Housing, neighborhood stability and geographic
mobility, and community involvement, each of which we explore below, are thus
salient factors for the families’ economic mobility.

Housing

Table 3.6 shows the type of housing the families live in over our years of contact and
what proportion of their income they pay for that housing, whether their housing
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TABLE 3.6. Income Spent on Housing and Type of Housing, Housing Status, and Reason
for Change in Proportion of Income to Housing: 2000 to Mid-2003

Proportion of Proportion of Housing Reason for increase
income to market income to status: or decrease in

Key parent rate housing subsidized housing same or proportion of
City Year Percent Year Percent change income to housing

Vanderhand
Seattle

’00 – 44% (rent)
’01 – 36% (rent)
’03 – 34% (rent)

Same Decrease:
Variable work

hours—self and
husband

Russell
Seattle

’00 – 27% (Sec. 8)
’01–03 – 18% (Sec. 8)

Same Decrease:
Wages increased

Jeremy
Seattle

’00 – 29% (Sec. 8)
’01 – 22% (Sec. 8)
’03 – 35% (Sec. 8)

Same Increase:
Held lower-paying job;

got larger apt. when
second child born

Smith
Seattle

’02 – 37% (rent) ’00 – 23% (Sec. 8)
’01 – 25% (Sec. 8)
’02 – 68% (Sec. 8)

Change Increase:
Fluctuating employment;

lost job

Miracle
Seattle

’00 – 60% (1 job;
mortgage)

’02– 27% (2 jobs;
mortgage)

’03 – 49% (2 jobs;
new house and
mortgage)

Same Decrease:
Took two full-time jobs;

bought more
expensive house/still
two jobs

Jones
Milwaukee

’00 – 21% to 30% to
15% (rent)

Same Increase/Decrease:
Fluctuating work
attendance

McDonalds
Milwaukee

’00 – 21% (rent)
’01 – 15% (rent)

Same Decrease:
Wages increased (until

unemployed/
self-employed 2001)

Jackson
Milwaukee

’00 – 16% (rent)
’02 – 12% (rent)

Same Decrease:
Wages increased

Shanks
Milwaukee

’00 – 40% (mort)
’01 – 26% (mort)
’03 – 29% (rent)

Change Decrease:
Wage income dropped;

lost house

Blessed
Milwaukee

’00 – 21% (rent)
’02–03 – 27% to

101% to 34% (rent)

Same Increase:
Fluctuating employment

Jenkins
St. Louis

House was a gift; no
mortgage

Same Not relevant:
House too small for # of

residents

Tucker
St. Louis

’01 – 22% (rent)
’03 – 17% (rent)

Same Decrease:
Elig. for Section 8, but

didn’t find adequate
house

Walker
St. Louis/
Second City
of Residence

’01 – 0% (mother’s
house)

’01 – 16% (pub.hsg)
’02 – 14% (pub.hsg)

Change Increase:
Homeless between

mother’s house and
public housing
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TABLE 3.6. (continued )

Proportion of Proportion of Housing Reason for increase
income to market income to status: or decrease in

Key parent rate housing subsidized housing same or proportion of
City Year Percent Year Percent change income to housing

Lopez
St. Louis

’01 – 22% (rent)
’02 – 0% (parents’

house)

Change Decrease:
Fluctuating

employment;
overcrowded
housing; family
stress

Raca
St. Louis

’01 – 7% (Sec. 8)
’02 – 4% (Sec. 8)

Same Decrease:
Job fluctuation; third

child born

Gomez
Philadelphia

’01 – 12% (parents’
house)

’02 – 25% (rent)

Change Increase:
Moved from parents’

to own house

Gates
Philadelphia

’01 – 0% (parents’
house)

’02–03 – 10% (rent)

Change Increase:
Affordable because

of good wage

Muhammad
Philadelphia

’01 – 29% (rent)
’02–03 – 23% (rent)

Same Decrease:
Wages increased

Delvalle
Philadelphia

’01 – 11% (mort)
’03 – 8% (mort)

Same Decrease:
Slight wage increase

Stewart
Philadelphia

’01 – 26% (pub.hsg)
’02–03 – 8%

(relative’s pub.hsg)

Change Decrease:
Move to relative’s

public housing

Seabrook
New Orleans

’02 – 18% (rent) ’02–03 – 14%
(Sec. 8)

Change Decrease:
Section 8; multiple

jobs

Winters
New Orleans

’02 – 25% (rent) ’02–03 – 0%
(mother’s Sec. 8)

Change Decrease:
Couple separated;

moved to mother’s
Section 8 house

Tracy
New Orleans

’02 – 0% (parents’
house)

03 – 0% (parents’
house)

’02 – $129 (no inc.)
(Sec. 8
Mississippi)

Change Fluctuates:
On Section 8

list—expects
two-year wait

Faithful
New Orleans

’02 – 28% (rent)
’02 – 27% (rent)

Same Decrease:
Slight wage increase

(before fired and
self-emp)

Quinn
New Orleans

’02–’03 – 5%
to 15%

Same Fluctuates:
Work hours

inconsistent

Overall – 5
Cities

Average: 26%∗ Average: 20%∗∗ Same = 15
Change = 10

∗ Average proportion of income to market rate housing (rent or mortgage), excluding 0% (live with
family)

∗∗ Average proportion of income to subsidized housing (Section 8 or public housing development)
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status stays the same or changes, whether the amount of income they need for hous-
ing increases or decreases over time, and reasons for those changes. At some point
during the research, sixteen families live in market housing; ten live in federally
subsidized housing—seven of the ten use Section 8 vouchers and three live in
public housing developments; and four own a home. Parents living in market rate
dwellings pay 26 percent of their income for housing on average, whereas parents
living in subsidized dwellings pay 20 percent on average. However, some parents
experience periods in which housing costs them much more than the 30 percent
of income that is considered the federal affordability standard (National Low In-
come Housing Coalition, 2004; Waldron, Roberts, & Reamer, 2004). Moreover
the annual incomes on which these percentages are based assume consistent wage
income, which is often not the reality as Chapter 6 describes fully.

Changes in housing status even more than the particular type of housing itself
illustrate the precariousness of the families’ housing conditions. Two in five parents
(ten, or 40 percent) change the type of housing they live in over the research
period, which affects the proportion of income they pay for housing. Increases
in the proportion of income needed for housing result primarily from fluctuating
employment and unemployment, but also to lower paying jobs after the 2001
recession, variable job attendance, not enough hours of work, or higher wages
that reduce the housing subsidy allotment. Decreases in the proportion of income
needed for housing result largely from wage increases, adding a second or third job,
moving to a parent’s home from a rental property, or accessing a Section 8 voucher.

Although a decrease in the proportion of income spent on housing is the pre-
dominant mode, that does not necessarily signify greater economic security. For
example, one parent was forced to sell her house and move to a market rental and
another moved into a relative’s public housing apartment. Moreover, a partner’s or
spouse’s income does not always lower the proportionate cost of housing as that
income is generally as variable as the key parent’s and not all relationships last over
time. Even so, at times a spouse’s or partner’s income makes housing costs more
reasonable, enabling the key parent to devote more energy to work or to upgrade
education or training such as GED pursuit, apprenticeships, or community college
study. Conversely, inconsistent performance in these upgrade venues often results
from housing problems, which doubly jeopardizes future mobility. To understand
these housing changes more broadly, we look now at residential stability, mobility,
and poverty.

Residential stability, mobility, and poverty

Some hold that residential stability fosters long-standing and productive connec-
tions between families and other adults in the community (McLanahan & Sandefur,
1994). In other words, stability increases social capital through sustained commu-
nity ties (Portes, 1998). Among low-earning families, however, residential mobility
is often a proxy for changes in community resources such as schools, transportation,
and community activities for children that can be positive or negative (McLana-
han & Sandefur). Families may move to improve housing, to access better quality
schools, or to live amid greater ethnic homogeneity. Alternatively, families may
move because they lose their housing due to unemployment, eviction or changes
in family status.
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Neighborhood research tries to track the characteristics and outcomes of resi-
dential stability and change through analysis of tract-level census data. Zip code–
level analysis is increasingly considered equally or more robust.2 Still, because
both levels of data are based on administrative records neither provides deep under-
standing about life in residential neighborhoods or what Coleman calls functional
communities (Gephart, 1997). Zip code and ethnographic analyses together may
partially fill that gap.

Neighborhood-level poverty research finds consistently that the presence of pro-
fessional, managerial, or relatively affluent neighbors increases school attainment
and decreases school dropout rates, largely through the higher level of community
resources that are available (Gephart, 1997; Petit, 2004). Such resources include
but are not limited to quality schools, playgrounds, supervised youth activities,
libraries, adult role models in the labor market, and shared values among families
(Gephart). Changing neighborhoods within cities as a strategy to attain such re-
sources is not uncommon among low-earning families and the families here are no
exception. Almost three-fourths of the families (eighteen, or 72 percent) change
neighborhoods during the study period: six move once, eight move twice, and four
move three times. Thirteen of the eighteen end up in a different zip code from
where they start, and these relocations occur at similar rates across the five cities
(see Figure 3.1).

This raises a salient question: when the families move, do they “move up”?
According to census population data they do not (Figure 3.1). First, all but one of
the moves is from a neighborhood that increases its population or remains the same
to a neighborhood that loses population between 1990 and 2000, as we see earlier
in Table 3.5. By itself this does not automatically signify downward economic
mobility, but it is suggestive, as population loss may reflect area job loss. Second,
all five cities see a decline over the same period in “high-poverty neighborhoods,”
defined as 40 percent or more residents with incomes below the federal poverty
level by Jargowsky (2003) and 30 percent or more residents by Kingsley and Pettit
(2003). However, poverty increases in neighborhoods with middle-range poverty
levels, defined as 11 percent to 30 percent of such residents (Kingsley & Pettit).
Nationally the share of all poor people in census tracts with poverty rates in the
20 percent to 30 percent range increases from 18 percent to 21 percent, and the
share in the 10 percent to 20 percent range increases from 27 percent to 29 percent
between 1990 and 2000 (Kingsley & Pettit, p. 1). These neighborhoods account for
more poor persons than do “high” or “extreme” poverty neighborhoods: 31 million
people compared to 6.7 million people. What are the families’ neighborhoods like
on this metric?

In 2000, eighteen families live in middle-range poverty neighborhoods (Ta-
ble 3.7). One family lives in a neighborhood with a poverty level below 10 percent,
and six live in neighborhoods that exceed 30 percent in poverty. By mid-2003,
fourteen families live in middle-range poverty neighborhoods, two live in low-
poverty neighborhoods, and nine live in neighborhoods in which the poverty level
exceeds 30 percent of residents.

A closer look (Table 3.7) shows that over the three and a half years, twenty
families live in neighborhoods where the poverty level remains the same. One
family moves from a high-poverty to a low-poverty neighborhood and four move
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TABLE 3.7. Family Residence and Neighborhood Poverty by Zip Code: 2000 to Mid-2003

Percentage of
Change in Change in residents

Zip in 2000: Zip in mid-2003: level of percentage of in poverty in
Mid-2003 zip percentage in percentage neighborhood poverty within mid-2003
code area poverty in poverty poverty same level zip code

Milwaukee
53206 25% 39% Middle to

High Level
31%–40%

53215 20% 20% Same Level No Change 11%–20%
53233 47% 47% Same Level No Change 41%–50%
53205 20% 45% Middle to

High Level
41%–50%

53218 25% 20% Same Level Decrease 11%–20%

New Orleans
70122 18% 24% Same Level Increase 21%–30%
70115 29% 29% Same Level No Change 21%–30%
70117 38% 38% Same Level No Change 31%–40%
70117 35% 38% Same Level Increase 31%–40%
70125 39% 39% Same Level No Change 31%–40%

Philadelphia
19140 24% 39% Middle to

High Level
31%–40%

19111 4% 10% Same Level Increase 0%–10%
19140 24% 39% Middle to

High Level
31%–40%

19134 39% 39% Same Level No Change 31%–40%
19144 25% 25% Same Level No Change 21%–30%

St. Louis
63121 17% 17% Same Level No Change 11%–20%
63110 14% 24% Same Level Increase 21%–30%
65109 39% 7% High to Low

Level
0%–10%

63115 19% 26% Same Level Increase 21%–30%
63136 19% 19% Same Level No Change 11%–20%

Seattle
98125 20% 12% Same Level Decrease 11%–20%
98108 15% 15% Same Level No Change 11%–20%
98118 14% 14% Same Level No Change 11%–20%
98126 21% 13% Same Level Decrease 11%–20%
98133 11% 11% Same Level No Change 11%–20%

Total Low = 1 Low = 2 Middle to Increased %
Middle = 18 Middle = 14 High Level = 4 in Poverty = 5

High = 6 High = 9 High to Low Decreased % in
Level = 1 Poverty = 3
Same = 20 No Change in

Poverty = 12

Source: Key Parent Address; U.S. Census Bureau (2000); Summary File 3, P87 (SF3-P87); generated by
authors using American Factfinder: www.Factfinder.census.gov/home/saff/main.html? lang en. 2-11-05.
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from neighborhoods with middle-range poverty levels to neighborhoods with high
poverty levels. An even closer look at neighborhoods where the poverty level ap-
pears to remain the same shows changes in the percentage of residents in poverty
within the broader level. In other words, the concentration or density of poverty
either increases or decreases. For example, among the twenty families whose
neighborhoods remain at the same poverty level between 2000 and mid-2003,
the percentage of residents in poverty actually increases in five of the families’
neighborhoods, decreases in three, and does not change in ten. Overall, combining
these five families with the four who move from middle- to high-poverty neigh-
borhoods, over one-third of the families (nine, or 36 percent) encounter worsened
neighborhood economic conditions over the period, poverty conditions remain the
same for nearly half the families (twelve, or 48 percent), and only four families
(16 percent) “move up,” either through moving from a middle to a low-poverty
neighborhood or through living in a neighborhood where the proportion in poverty
decreases within the broader level.

At the same time, despite census poverty figures and the view in social disruption
theory that residential mobility is counterproductive to cohesive community life
(Petit, 2004), many of the families here feel allegiance to their neighborhoods and
communities and act on this allegiance when they can, as the next section shows.

Community involvement

Ten families are active participants in Catholic churches, Islamic mosques,
Buddhist temples, and churches of varied Protestant and Pentacostal denominations
in either former or current neighborhoods. Seven more attend services periodically
or conduct formal Bible study at home. Several of the families’ religious facilities
also offer ethnic-based community activities and one sponsors an active program of
economic development. All serve as potential forms of cultural and social capital
and suggest further that meaning-centered or associational networks may mediate
spatial shifts.

In addition to religious involvement, eighteen families find bits of time to par-
ticipate in other neighborhood or community activities, most of which are also
associational rather than geographic or spatial. Some of the parents’ activities also
involve their children. Teresa Russell volunteers to teach adult evening classes in
auto skills and basic mechanics at a school-based enrichment program, donates her
catering services to civic events, and chaperones her son’s group at a community-
sponsored overnight camp. Randy Jackson establishes an ethnic cultural dance
troupe in which he and his children perform at fairs and in the children’s school.
Isabell Smith’s family is featured in a school newsletter. Hard Working Blessed
is a volunteer mentor at his former rehabilitation facility. The Miracles partic-
ipate in language lessons for their children at an Asian cultural center. Kevin
McDonalds engages with his family in sports activities at a local community cen-
ter. Tisha Shanks is a community mediation and advocacy volunteer and recipient
of an award for inspirational speeches to children about women’s nontraditional
employment, and she and Randy Jackson deliver similar speeches to manufac-
turing and construction program trainees. Teresa Russell and Kevin McDonalds
participate in national research conferences. Lynn Walker volunteers at a domestic
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abuse center. Loretta Lopez is involved with her son’s scout program. Ayesha
Muhammad is active politically in her city’s mayoral campaign. Joseph Faithful
contributes construction expertise to his church-based community economic de-
velopment projects. Rachel Quinn conducts informal tutoring of children in her
public housing project. In turn, her teenaged son Miguel mentors neighborhood
youths.

Many parents want to serve others to reciprocate for the help they receive to-
ward economic mobility, either from their job training program or from another
service venue. For example, while homeless, Lynn Walker campaigns for afford-
able housing on the steps of the state capitol. Featured on the news, her story
benefits others and results in her family finding housing. Maya Vanderhand serves
on the Board of a nonprofit organization that donates interview clothing to job
seekers. As she sees it, the program helped her and now she extends the same
hand to others. In community building as a means to involve citizens with a vested
interest in neighborhood-strengthening efforts, reciprocity may be an important
factor. Shanquitta Tucker becomes a mentor to her extremely vulnerable sister
through a community advocacy program. In return for her participation in the
program she receives resources and referrals from a trained community advocate.
This partnership benefits the community advocate’s program and both sisters.

Time is of course the crucial variable in parents’ ability to be involved in their
communities. For many parents, extra hours beyond full-time work and full-time
parenting are consumed by a second or third job, overtime, overnight shifts, off-
the-job upgrade training, long daily commutes, efforts to reconsolidate their fam-
ily, economical shopping in far-flung parts of the city, warding off neighborhood
dangers, navigating and negotiating with children’s schools, overseeing home-
work, resolving debt and bankruptcy, fighting depression, tending to chronically
ill children or family members, ferrying children to enrichment activities, seeing
to family needs in foreign lands, repairing old-model cars, bearing an additional
child, and tending to aging parents. Thus despite the parents’ desire to participate
and generate what seem to be positive spillover effects on the children, community
involvement may exact too high a price. Loretta Lopez wants to remain active
with her seven-year-old son’s scout troop, but it requires more parent involvement
than her already-stretched schedule allows. Mike Jeremy’s ethnic cultural group
offers social solidarity for him, his refugee wife, and children. At the same time
such strong ties (Granovetter, 1973) limit his adaptive learning about the American
health insurance system and children’s preschool programs such as Head Start.

A final price of community involvement is exposing one’s children to neighbor-
hood violence. Parents’ concern about letting children play outdoors, exacerbated
by inconsistent or lack of transportation to and from facilities, limits children’s
community participation, as Chapter 4 describes in greater detail.

SUMMARY

The twenty-five parents and their families at the heart of this book are trying to move
up economically through work. They want what millions of other parents in the
United States want—a good job—or what Lafer (2002) calls a “decent job”—with
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family-supporting wages; health insurance and other workplace benefits; decent
and safe housing; good schools for their children; enough food; assets and savings;
and a little money left over to enrich their children’s development. Over time some
parents make significant progress toward economically sufficient futures, at least
for a period, as we see in Chapter 6. But two challenges constrain sustained mobility,
no matter how hard the parents work or try to move forward.

First, past mistakes or persistent life challenges limit parents’ mobility efforts.
Some do not have enough education or the education they receive is poor quality.
Past education then limits becoming more skilled, getting a job and keeping a job
(see Chapters 5 and 6). Some flee war-ravaged countries but face knowledge and
policy obstructions in the United States. Some have felony histories, which means
that jobs and civic rights are limited, even though the parents have paid their debt
to society and feel successfully rehabilitated. Others still suffer from histories of
physical and mental abuse and the often-associated alternation of welfare and work.
Many also face continuing health hazards and other life stresses, such as depressive
symptoms, that together with ongoing family needs complicate attendance and
performance at work. Despite these challenges, the parents labor to overcome
their pasts and move into the future. They subscribe to the old mobility myth that
hard work will pay off if they strive to improve their own and their children’s
futures.

The parents and their families face a second, larger set of mobility constraints in
terms of both national and geographic “place.” Conditions in local labor markets,
as well as in the national and local economy after 2001, thwart financial gains
the workers make during the upturn of the late 1990s and early 2000s. Lacking
flextime and other supportive workplace policies, and vulnerable to changes in
firm structure and organization, many parents’ wages remain too low and their
incomes are inconsistent and precarious, especially after the economic downturn
(see Chapter 6). The parents use work supports that they learn about in their job
training program to make their incomes more elastic, although subsidies such as
childcare or Section 8 housing assistance often phase out before their incomes are
steady. They then pay too much of their income for housing or they are forced
to replace center-based child care with in-home care (see Chapter 4). They move
to more affordable housing or to better their children’s school environments, but
few are able to escape impoverished neighborhoods. They engage in community
activities, but the need to take two or even three jobs limits the time available for
extensive social capital building involvement.

We conclude with three points about “place” from this research. First, cer-
tain aspects of economic mobility related to urban poverty, such as racial and
housing segregation and inadequate public schools, transcend place, falling under
the domain of federal and state public policy. Second, aspects of both place and
job seekers at metropolitan and city levels intersect to require local program and
policy solutions. Third, and overall, all aspects optimally require federal and state
government investment and locally driven solutions.

Looking forward, excerpts from the families’ stories in the next chapters doc-
ument the persistence of the old mobility myths discussed in Chapter 2. Good
workforce development programs and networks and work supports lay the ground-
work for economic mobility, but outcomes are often eroded by the intersection of
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personal and structural challenges and underdeveloped networks (see Chapter 5).
Good jobs lay further groundwork for economic mobility, but that soil is often
eroded by labor market conditions, inadequate wages, and insufficient policy sup-
ports (see Chapter 6). Good public schools for the parents’ children are few, which
threatens present and future mobility for parents and children alike (see Chapter
7). First in Chapter 4 we examine economic mobility from the perspective of the
children of the study parents.



4 The Children

Their Lives and Worlds

I hope they are well brought up. Not disrespectful. Okay, that’s not in the street.
Like getting locked up, because that’s what happens most of the time here. What
I want for my kids is that they grow up, get an honest job, and have a family. It
doesn’t have to be a job that they make a lot of money. I do tell them, you like to
have that, you want this, you want that, so for that, you have to work you know
you have to study. —Aida Gomez, Philadelphia

WHO ARE THE CHILDREN HERE?

Accompanying the sixty-six resident children in this book to school, church, and
family outings we see their lives from many vantage points. Talking to principals,
teachers, family members, pastors, caregivers, and others we experience the chil-
dren’s challenges and successes. We hear their dreams about the future, aware that
for some the distance between the two is lengthened by participation in under-
funded schools and lack of access to affordable quality child care and after-school
programs. We marvel at the children who stay afloat amidst environmental turmoil
that could topple even the most seaworthy adult.

The children span a broad age spectrum, although many are very young. We
see infants and preschool children adjust to busy days, waking early so that their
parents can get to work, sometimes receiving care that does little to stretch their
imaginations, minds, or worlds. We visit the elementary schools children attend,
a few excellent but many with too few books and overburdened teachers, seeing
firsthand what happens when children need far more than they receive. We see
middle school children deal with normal albeit difficult transitions, some increas-
ingly aware of things they want that parents cannot get. We see secondary school
children shepherd young siblings, some managing both jobs and school. We see too
many children with too few carefree moments, much of their lives witness to their
families’ struggles to secure the most basic of material resources. We see children
of all ages, though proud of their parent’s achievements, developing a view of
work as something over which one prevails rather than as something to which one
aspires. We see that celebrating the resilience of children, though inspirational,
poses a false security and comes at a cost.

As we considered how to examine children’s well-being in the context of ethnog-
raphy, we found that prosocial indicators were limited in large surveys of children,
especially those conducted among adolescents (Hauser, Brown, & Prosser, 1997).
We also found formal measures of child well-being too clinical for the purposes of
our study, as have other researchers (West, Hauser, & Scanlan, 1998). As a result,
we look at aspects of child well-being used commonly in child development and
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poverty research (Child Trends, 1999; Furstenberg & Hughes, 1997; Furstenberg
et al., 1999; Magura & Moses, 1986; Parcel & Menaghan, 1994; Scheuren & Wang,
1999). These aspects include family composition and size, health, child care, fam-
ily background, home, neighborhood and community environment, family and
community resources, and responses to parents’ work. We present school-related
aspects in Chapter 7.

We focus on the resident children in this chapter, although we describe the eigh-
teen nonresident children in the developmental environment section. The chapter
first describes the children’s age, family size, and health. We look next at the chil-
dren’s developmental environments. Who are their primary child-care providers
and what is the larger child-care context for such families? Closer to home, what
are the characteristics of the children’s family environments? We then look more
broadly at the children’s neighborhoods and communities. Are children safe or
does violence predominate? Given their context, we then examine where families
turn for help, presenting the policy and program factors that influence how and
whether they have access to the child care, after-school and educational support,
and child support that their children need. Finally we explore children’s views and
opinions about their parents’ work and about their own work futures.

FAMILY SIZE AND CHILDREN’S AGE

Recalling that the average age of the key parents is thirty-two, it is not surprising
that many of their sixty-six children are young (Table 4.1). Half (51 percent) are
age five or under, one-fourth (24 percent) are between age six and eleven, and
one-fourth (24 percent) are age twelve to eighteen. The families have from one to
five children, averaging 2.6 children. The average number of children per family
is thus slightly larger than the national average of 1.9 children in families that have
children (Smith 2004; U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Even so, half of the families
(48 percent) have two children, consistent with national and state averages. Thirty-
six (55 percent) of the children are male and thirty (45 percent) are female. The
average family size, including adults and children, is 4.2 persons.

CHILDREN’S HEALTH

As Table 3.3 (Chapter 3) shows in detail, the children contend with numerous
and varied health conditions that we also discuss here. When more than one child
experiences the condition the number is noted in parentheses.

Learning conditions include: diagnosed attention deficit hyperactivity disor-
der (ADHD) (3); suspected attention deficit disorder (ADD); language and learning
impairment (2); developmental delays (2); suspected dyslexia; special education
for reading (2); and speech. Surgical conditions include toddler surgery for an
undescended testicle, infant corrective ear surgery, chronic breathing problems in-
volving adenoid and tonsil surgery, and oral surgery as a toddler. Pregnancy-related
conditions include two teenage pregnancies (plus one pregnancy in a study child’s
girlfriend) and pregnancy-induced high blood pressure. Asthma-related illnesses
include: periodic asthma (4), chronic asthma (2), and severe asthma (5). Accident-
related conditions include one child with broken fingers, an accident-prone youth
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TABLE 4.1. Number and Agea of Resident Children and Size of Family

Number Total size
of resident of resident

Family name children Age 0–2 Age 3–5 Age 6–11 Age 12–18 Age >18 family

Blessed 3 1 2 5
Devalle 2 1 1 4
Faithful 2 2 4
Gates 3 1 2 4
Gomez 3 1 1 1 5
Jackson 2 2 4
Jenkins 4 2 2 6
Jeremy 2 2 4
Jones 3 2 1 5
Lopez 2 1 1 3
McDonalds 3 2 1 5
Miracle 2 1 1 4
Muhammad 5 2 1 2 6
Quinn 2 2 3
Raca 3 2 1 5
Russell 1 1 2
Seabrook 2 1 1 3
Shanks 3 1 2 4
Smith 2 1 1 4
Stewart 2 1 1 3
Tracy 2 1 1 3
Tucker 3 1 1 1 4
Vanderhand 4 2 2 6
Walker 4 1 1 1 1 5
Winters 2 2 3

Total (Percent) 66 20 (30%) 14 (21%) 16 (24%) 14 (21%) 2 (3%) Average = 4.2
Persons

a Age group during most of the study period.

who is hit by a police car, and an infant scalded in hot bath water as a result
of malfunctioning public housing plumbing. Environmental illnesses include lead
poisoning (2) and two children born addicted to heroin. One of the heroin-addicted
children is suspected of having been abused in foster care while his mother was
in a treatment program. Other conditions or illnesses include ringworm (2), pneu-
monia, chronic ear infections, heart murmur (2), acute disorder of the peripheral
nervous system, tooth decay, possible sickle cell trait, and allergies. Any one condi-
tion on its own may not be life threatening, or even “serious,” but when it intersects
with school attendance, energy for learning, parents’ health concerns, and parents’
work, a child’s health problem can be the proverbial straw that breaks the family’s
mobility path.

Among this list of children’s health disorders, asthma is arguably the most life
threatening. In Canada and the United States, five children die from asthma every
week (Childhood Asthma Foundation, 2005). Although most children have mild
to moderate cases, asthma is the “third largest cause of hospitalization among
children under the age of fifteen and is the leading cause of chronic illness among
children” (American Lung Association, 2004, p. 1). Similarly, among the children
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here, asthma is the main cause for school absence, hospital visits, and hospital stays.
Eleven children suffer from childhood asthma, and one-third of them experience
asthma-related hospitalizations during the research period.

Isabell Smith’s experience exemplifies how work and training policies do not
facilitate caring for sick children. Two-year-old Pedro Smith’s asthma outbreaks
result in frequent trips to the doctor, and one outbreak results in a five-day
hospitalization that coincides with Isabell’s enrollment in advanced computer train-
ing. Forced to drop out of the class because of variable attendance, Isabell misses
upgrade training that could raise her skills sufficiently to land a higher paying job.

Like most parents here, Isabell does not have a reliable “sick child” backup plan.
In hers and at least six other families the backup plan consists of relying on the gen-
erosity of relatives. These extended family arrangements are tenuous, especially
when they depend on elderly caregivers who are often in fragile health themselves.
Another sick child-related complication that influences parents’ mobility efforts
is that some child-care providers refuse to administer medication to children who
need it for routine follow-up of problems such as ear infections. The policy at three-
year-old Abigail Seabrook’s child-care center states that “Staff cannot administer
medication of any kind.” This means that Elizabeth, Abigail’s mother, has to take
time off work or leave her medical technology training class to drive a half-hour
to the facility (and back) to personally give Abigail her medicine. Although the
policy is a child safety precaution to be sure, it also exacts loss of time, wages, and
human capital development that the Seabrook family can ill afford. Such policies
reflect that schools and other organizations often do not understand the constraints
that many firms place on the actions of low-income parents (see Chapters 6 and 7).

Children’s health insurance can be a complex system for families to negotiate
(Wysen, Pernice, & Riley, 2003). When Lynn Walker is laid off, homeless, and
relocates to an available shelter in another city, the disruption in her children’s
heath insurance penalizes child and parent alike:

My plan changed and in the beginning I didn’t have it (children’s insurance) fully in
order. When Kelly got sick (asthma attack) I had to take her to the emergency room
at the hospital. Then we got a good private doctor, but she didn’t take the medical
group. We had to pay over $200 for that visit. That ate up all my emergency money.
I also had to get Waldo Aloysius a physical so he could play football. Lynn Walker,
St. Louis

As all the families experience, the systems that are intended to serve them, such
as shelters and job training, seldom focus on the essential needs of the children in
the families—an oversight that can have serious financial, emotional, or physical
repercussions as family stories in this and subsequent chapters show.

Additional child health data are presented in Chapter 3 and data about chil-
dren’s learning disabilities and influence on school performance are presented in
Chapter 7.

THE CHILDREN’S CHILD CARE ENVIRONMENTS

The thirty-four children who are not yet in preschool or K–12 school are involved
in different types of care-giving environments as Table 4.2 shows. About two-thirds
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TABLE 4.2. Primary Child-Care Status of Children

Number (%) of children
Primary type of child care over the research period

Parent care 8 (24%)
In-home care provided by relative 12 (35%)
In-home care provided by neighbor 2 (6%)
Center-based care: state-funded therapeutic child care

(provided in a facility)
2 (6%)

Center-based care: Head Start 1 (3%)
Center-based care: Head Start/Special Education 1 (3%)
Center-based care: licensed child-care center 8 (24%)

Total 34 (52%)

are involved in in-home care, and about one-third in center-based care. The children
in center care experience a variety of providers, including therapeutic child care,
Head Start, and licensed child-care centers.

The most common child-care provider is a relative, either in a grandparent’s
or in another relative’s home, and a smaller number of children are cared for by
a neighbor, either in the child’s or neighbor’s home. Only a few of these in-home
providers are licensed or eligible for child-care subsidy payments. A few parents
are the primary child-care provider for their children.

In addition, more than three-fourths of the thirty-four pre-kindergarten-age
children (twenty-six, or 81 percent) are in the secondary care of relatives either
before or after going to their primary child-care setting, which includes sporadic
care on sick days or when parents are between jobs (data not shown). In all,
one out of three families with children under age thirteen contend with multiple
care arrangements—up to three different care settings at a time—which requires
parents to fine-tune their schedules and time commitments to stay in contact with
their children’s child-care and learning institutions.

As the literature and ethnographic data both reveal, choosing, accessing, afford-
ing, and arranging child care are persistent challenges for today’s working families,
especially for those with low incomes (Schulman, 2000). Each challenge in itself
can result in lower quality care than the parent or child desires. Most often these
challenges come in twos, threes, or all four, multiplying the likelihood that the
child’s care will be less than optimal, as the exemplars illustrate next. The status
and experiences of school-age children are described in Chapter 7.

Affordability and quality of child care

The average cost of unsubsidized child care in the five cities of this research ranges
from a low of $311 per month in New Orleans to $740 per month in Philadelphia
(Runzheimer International, 2004). Either figure is too high for most families here.
Child-care subsidy payments differ from city to city, as numerous federal- and
state-funding streams and state-determined eligibility criteria are implicated in
subsidy allocation. Complex co-payment rules are often based on such factors as
the number of hours the parent works, the family size, and household income.
One study reports that nationally only 6 percent of children ages zero to six, not
yet in kindergarten, receive child-care subsidies, although utilization is higher at
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10 percent for those designated “near poverty” (100 percent to 150 percent of
the federal poverty level) (Kinukawa, Guzman, & Lippman, 2004), which is the
income status of most of the families here. Another report estimates that states
served about 14 percent of federally eligible children (about one out of seven) in
fiscal year 2000 (Mezey, Greenberg, & Schumacher, 2002).

Despite low utilization rates nationally, ten families here (40 percent) apply for
and receive child-care subsidies at one time or another during our years of contact.
These families pay from $0 to $420 a month. For example, Seattle resident Isabell
Smith pays $75 instead of $650 per month to a licensed child-care center for
each of her two children. Given the average unsubsidized costs noted earlier, the
income benefits of receiving a subsidy are substantial. Even so, the parents’ low
incomes, especially after the 2001 recession, make the monthly cost difficult—
increasingly so as the income eligibility cutoff was lowered in each of the five
research cities between 2001 and 2004, making assistance less rather than more
available (Schulman & Blank, 2004).

Furthermore, child-care affordability and quality are frequently intertwined.
For example, Hard Working Blessed’s family is put in turmoil as he strives to get
a better job. Suffering from depression and what he experiences as racial jokes at
his Printing Company job, Mr. Blessed often brings home the stress of his work.
Though glad to leave these troubles behind when he changes jobs, his lateral wage
move is not enough to ease the family’s serious financial problems:

During the transition from the Printing Company to the Metal Company, things got
a little hard financially. The bills backed up, but we’re getting there. There were two
weeks in between where I only got one check. Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

During the period that Mr. Blessed was unemployed and on probation in a new
job, the family’s child-care subsidy phased out. In response, the parents moved
their daughter from a certified, developmental child-care center that cost $185
a week to what they characterize as less adequate in-home child care that cost
$75 a week. Thus although Mr. Blessed seizes opportunities that may help his
family financially, two-year-old Baby Miracle’s short-term developmental needs
are sacrificed, as Mrs. Blessed reports:

Baby Miracle’s in daycare now through someone we got through my aunt. I don’t like
it. It’s not set up well enough. The house isn’t neat. It’s home daycare. The woman
has teenage daughters. Baby Miracle is so dirty when I pick her up, even though I’ve
sent along a change of clothes. She’s had diaper rash. But it’s $75 a week, which is
affordable. A really good facility would be $185. That’s what the last one cost. I want
one where someone will spend time with her; someone who will cultivate her mind.
She understands nearly everything. I want a daycare with developmental instruction.
Mrs. Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

In another example, although many parents appreciate the ease of access, af-
fordability, and general quality of relative or neighbor care, they are also concerned
about the amount of learning that takes place in such environments (Coley, Chase-
Lansdale, & Li-Grining, 2001). For example, single-mother Aida Gomez struggles
with the competing issues of family culture, parent pressure, access, quality, and
affordability. Aida’s immigrant mother cares for her children, eight-year-old Juan
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before and after school and three-year-old Luis all day. The grandmother’s [trans-
lated] comments display her preference for in-home over center-based care:

I don’t see how the children will be raised, or she’ll have to stop working to care for
them. Because who’s going to take care of them [after I am gone]? You can’t leave
just anyone in charge of them. It has to be the mother, or like me, the grandmother.
Grandmother of Eight-Year-Old Juan Gomez, Philadelphia

Although quality of child care is positively associated with children’s later
school performance (Barnett, 2003), the parents here, like Aida, cannot afford a
high-quality facility. They are not alone: in fourteen states child care costs more
than double the tuition at a state university (Ewen & Hart, 2003). Aida wants to put
Luis in a faith-based child-care center to augment the cultural capital available in
her parents’ home with the social and developmental enrichment available at the
neighborhood facility, but its $100 per week cost is prohibitive. At a $10 per hour
wage that puts her family of three at 133 percent of the federal poverty level, Aida is
eligible for a child-care subsidy, but Pennsylvania is one of twenty states in which
child-care waiting lists are increasing (Schulman & Blank, 2004). Pennsylvania is
also one of only nine states that does not budget support for school readiness, pre-
K, or Head Start programs (Philadelphia Citizens for Children and Youth, 2001).
Aida is particularly aware of the need to help her three-year-old son start school
ready, as her older son Juan has just been retained in second grade.

With these examples we see that child care choice, access, affordability and
quality are not only intertwined with each other, but also with the policy envi-
ronment. Micarla Stewart’s story further illustrates this entwinement, highlighting
the developmental implications of child-care choices that may affect future school
success.

Comparing Center-Based and In-Home Child Care:
Micarla Stewart’s Family Story (Philadelphia)

In twenty-four-year-old Micarla Stewart’s family, a child-care subsidy helps her
chronically ill child begin to compensate for the human capital and social develop-
ment she lost because of a severe childhood illness. Preschooler Latice Stewart has
suffered from an acute disorder of the peripheral nervous system since she was two
years old, one that required repeated hospitalizations and therapeutic treatments.
Finally resuming a relatively normal life at age three and a half, Latice’s mother
enrolled her in a nearby licensed child-care center that cost $137 per week. A
child-care subsidy reduced Micarla’s portion of the payment to $35 per week.

Six months later Micarla worried that the child-care center did not provide
Latice with a stimulating environment and also noticed high staff turnover:

Latice really wasn’t learning anything at the child-care center, and the teachers they
would change every time I went in there, so she always had a new teacher and that is
not good for kids. And then I saw some of them hollering at the kids; the way they
would talk to them (was unacceptable). All the money you have to pay and you are
not getting anything. Micarla Stewart

As a result Micarla withdraw Latice from the center and put her in the care
of her cousin, Karen, who already took care of her developmentally disabled
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three-year-old son at home during the day. The research team spent a day with
Latice and Micarla’s cousin in the informal in-home child care. Now almost four
years old, Latice knew all her colors, even the color gray. She sang the alphabet
perfectly, although she could not yet recognize the letters by sight. She made sev-
eral astute associations however. For example, she noticed that the capital letter
“A” looked like a picture of a triangle. She loved to identify objects and proudly
showed these skills by pointing at things around the house:

This is the boat, and this is the truck, and this is the TV, and this is the ball, and this
is the swing, and this is music, a yo-yo, and this is a clock, and this is a block, and
this is a glove! Four-Year-Old Latice Stewart

Latice’s comments also illustrated that reading was an integral part of the family’s
routine:

This one is the Little Mermaid, and this is Aladdin, and Snow White and Beauty
and the Beast. I read this book . . . My uncle helped me read this book, and my mom
helped me read this book, and Shalon read the Pinocchio book. Four-Year-Old Latice
Stewart

Karen explained the daily routine in her care setting. The children begin the
morning by watching TV, typically educational shows like Barney and Sesame
Street, then bathe and have breakfast. When the weather is good they are allowed
to play outdoors. Karen judged it safe for them to be outdoors on their own,
believing that they know the boundaries within which they could roam. In bad
weather the children play in the living room, which serves as a communal family
space and entertainment center with a TV, a play area, and a computer. It is also a
multigenerational space where members of the extended family come in and out
throughout the day.

Although comfortable, it was not certain that the in-home child-care arrange-
ment met Latice’s educational needs. Karen said that she often reads to the chil-
dren and tries to introduce educational games and activities, but admits that she
does not do this every day. Karen also feels that her son might restrict Latice’s
development:

Latice is very smart. I think she needs to go to school to be challenged and to be with
other kids, because my son is kind of slow when it comes to certain things, so he might
hold her back a little bit. Karen, In-Home Child-Care Provider of Four-Year-Old
Latice Stewart

Ongoing supervision was a further question, as it seemed that these three-
and four-year-old children roamed freely, both inside and outside of the house.
Although this allowed for discovery, the absence of trained adults with energy and
the necessary skills to simulate learning opportunities may not have been optimal.
In the Stewart family as in others, the options for affordable quality child care are
limited (Barnett, 2003).
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Therapeutic child care

In addition to the usual challenges of child-care access, affordability, and quality,
Seattle parent Isabell Smith needs high-level therapeutic developmental child care
for her children. The road for four-year-old Pedro and two-year-old Carlos and
their mother Isabell, preceding the children’s entry into the therapeutic care pro-
gram, is a rough one. Isabell’s first son, Pedro was born addicted to heroin, placed
in the custody of Children’s Protective Services (CPS), and eventually placed with
her partner Domingo’s relatives. Two years later and eight months pregnant with
Domingo’s son Carlos, Isabell entered a rehabilitation facility in order to prevent
the foster placement of Carlos who was born with methadone and heroin in his
system. Isabell kept custody of him on condition that she remain in the residential
facility. Within one month of exiting the intensive eighteen-month treatment pro-
gram Isabell finally unites with Domingo and her two sons. As Isabell said, “I barely
knew how to feed my own face and I ended up with these two little munchkins.”

The therapeutic development program is able to help Isabell improve her par-
enting expertise and assist Pedro to overcome abuse suffered in foster care during
the time his mother was in the recovery program. Over the next couple of years,
both children progress and ultimately enter “regular” preschool and school classes.
These gains were fostered by the therapeutic program’s one-to-four staff-to-child
ratio, its staff expertise, and its comprehensive model that includes a blend of “nur-
turing, education, nutrition, and treatment” focused on the assessed needs of the
family as a whole (Armstrong, 1997). In fact, this program, coupled with Isabell’s
job after participating in a business skills training program, enables the parents to
form and sustain an intact family for the first time.

THE CHILDREN’S HOMES

The home environments of the children in this book are generally developmentally
sound in spite of family disruption and parents’ employment that is inconsistent or
insufficiently compensated (Chapter 6). Children’s substance use or sexual activity
is not reported or detected until the end of the research period when three of the
teenagers become pregnant (two study children and a girlfriend of the third). All
children are expected to wear seatbelts or sit in safety seats although a few families
enforce these rules irregularly. All homes have smoke detectors and most, although
not all, of the homes meet the requirement of one room per person that housing
researchers define as adequate space (Weicher, 1999).

On the more nuanced indicators of child well-being, however, those that com-
monly involve the intersection of parents’ backgrounds, work environments, and
children’s school policies and practices, the developmental environments of the
children look more challenged (Table 4.3). We address the environmental influ-
ences on children’s school performance and behavior in Chapter 7.

LIVING WITH A PARENT WHO WAS A TEEN PARENT OR DROPPED
OUT OF SCHOOL

Some of the children live in families where parents begin their families at a young
age. One-fourth of the children (sixteen, or 24 percent) are born into a family with
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TABLE 4.3. Parent Background Characteristics Influencing Children’s Development

Number (%) of children
Parent background characteristic experiencing the characteristic n = 66

Children who had at least one teen parent 16 (24%)
Children whose parent dropped out of school 24 (36%)
Children who live with a single parent during most of

the research period
47 (66%)

Children whose parent receives little or no child
supporta

27 (84%)

Children who have a parent and/or sibling that is or
was recently in prison

21 (32%)

a The n of children with a noncustodial father from whom child support is indicated is 32.

at least one teen parent, and one-third of the children (twenty-four, or 36 percent)
have at least one parent who dropped out of high school (Table 4.3). As Chapter
3 tells us, five of the nine parents who dropped out later attain GEDs but four still
lack a high school credential.

The vast body of literature about teenage childbearing over recent decades
presents varied and contested perspectives on the developmental, educational, and
occupational outcomes for children of teen parents (Annie E. Casey Foundation,
1998; Dash, 1989; Farber, 2003; Farber & Iversen, 1996, 1998; Freeman & Rickels,
1993; Furstenberg, 1976; Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & Morgan, 1987; Hayes,
1987; Iversen, 1995; Iversen & Farber, 2000; Musick, 1993; Parcel & Menaghan,
1994). Although outcomes seem less dire in recent scholarship than predicted dur-
ing the decades of crisis rhetoric when teen pregnancy was declared an “epidemic,”
the “problem that hasn’t gone away,” and was “risking the future,” most agree that
beginning a family before completing one’s education or becoming established in
the labor market may result in financial and mobility challenges for parents and
children alike. Such challenges include the higher likelihood of low birth weight,
inadequate health care, truncated schooling, and eventual poverty (Annie E. Casey
Foundation). To date, the children of teen parents here suffer few of these outcomes,
although arguably the jury is still out on the children’s later schooling, poverty, or
mobility. Moreover, most of this literature, and even current attention to adolescent
childbearing under welfare reform, pertains only to the children of teen mothers.
Increasingly, as we find in our research, fathers—including teen fathers—are iden-
tified as key players in their children’s developmental environments.

For example, nineteen-year-old Nasir Winters and his seventeen-year-old part-
ner are the parents of a one-and-a-half-year-old and six-month-old when we first
meet them. Arguably still a youth himself, Nasir embraces the responsibilities of
a parent, tending to his children’s immediate as well as neighborhood safety:

I have to watch Damarius [at age two] carefully because he knows how to open a
door now . . . I’m scared to even let my children go over that way [to the nearby park].
There’s too much killing around where we stayed. Nasir Winters, New Orleans

At the same time, Nasir struggles with the dual tension of being both a young
father and a person who wants to complete a GED. His mother points out that
fatherhood interferes with Nasir’s attendance at GED classes, but he feels that
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the need to support his children takes precedence over school, as he tells his
mother:

I can’t get there right now. I need a job . . . I put in so many applications places and
nobody called me. I prayed and prayed that I would get a job. This was my last try.
I was ready to give up and stand on the corner. I had to do something for my kids.
Nasir Winters, New Orleans

LIVING WITH A SINGLE PARENT

Many books and articles have also been written about the disadvantages of growing
up in a single-parent versus a two-parent household. Some highlight that the dis-
advantages of single-parenthood overlap with or compound the disadvantages of
teen parenthood. One of the seminal books on single parenthood (McLanahan &
Sandefur, 1994) reports that whether through divorce or unmarried parenthood,
over half of all children in the generation of the 1980s and 1990s will live in a
single-parent family at some point in their lives. The authors attribute elevated risks
to family structure, similar to those reported for teen parents, but they acknowledge
significant heterogeneity of outcomes at the same time. More recent research finds
that when poverty status and parents’ unemployment are controlled, the negative
effects of family structure on child outcomes lessen or disappear (Rainwater &
Smeeding, 2003). Still, logic tells us that it’s harder to attend fully to children’s
demands when there’s no partner to take a turn.

On the other hand, true single parenthood may be rarer than statistics suggest.
Almost three-fourths of the sixty-six children (forty-seven, or 71 percent) live
with parents that are classified as single in training program administrative data
(Table 4.3). We learn though in Chapter 3 that, in fact, many fewer are actually
single (or divorced) in the sense that no adult partner shares parenting. Rainwater
and Smeeding (2003) find similarly that almost one-third of children in single-
mother families in the United States have another adult present. Still, when we
add income to the equation, the poverty rate of children in single-earner families
in the United States is 35 percent compared to 11 percent in two-earner families.
The “earner” category, however, may reflect labor market conditions rather than
marital or partner status (see also Chapter 6). That said, Micarla Stewart’s comments
exemplify the stress of being the sole financial support of her children:

I need to save money to move out [of dilapidated public housing]. I was trying to
find a easier way but can’t find no easier way out, it is just like me and the kids doing
everything. Micarla Stewart, Philadelphia

CHILD SUPPORT

Almost half of the sixty-six children (thirty-two, or 48 percent) have noncusto-
dial fathers, but only five (16 percent) of these thirty-two children receive child
support (Table 4.3), which leaves twenty-seven children (84 percent) without such
support. The proportion receiving support is thus lower than the U.S. average
of one-fourth of the children in single-mother families (Rainwater & Smeeding,
2003). From the vantage point of the parent, only one in five noncustodial fathers
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(five of twenty-three, or 22 percent) provides support. Most of the fathers’ monthly
payments are low ($21, $50, $62, $174, and $260); only the top payment equals
the national median annual support figure of $3,400 per year (Grall, 2005). The
fathers’ payments are also irregular for various reasons. Some of the fathers work
in low-wage jobs, others are cultivating next families, forgoing obligations to the
former, and the whereabouts of some fathers are unknown. In one case, the father
of four children pays regular support for only one of them. Given that this father
was at one time imprisoned for domestic violence against the mother, it is possible
that holding out child support is a strategy to win back the mother’s interest. If so,
to date this strategy has failed.

The Tucker children’s mother’s efforts to obtain child support are typical. Un-
comfortable about contacting a lawyer, Shanquitta cannot access the child support
system. When she is aided by a professional community outreach worker, the
child support process seems less forbidding and gets off the ground. Later when
Shanquitta is again without regular child support, the support worker’s earlier
guidance seems to give her the confidence to contact an attorney:

I don’t know what’s going on now. But he has gone back to work. I was going to
talk to my lawyer yesterday (but) I haven’t talked to him yet. Chris’ (father is out of)
work, but he doesn’t send a thing. Shanquitta Tucker, St. Louis

Six of the key parents or their partners or spouses also pay child support. Kevin
McDonalds has money taken out of his check for child support debt. Hard Working
Blessed’s accumulated debt of $20,000 includes child support for his minor non-
resident children. Three immigrant parents (Tasha Jones’s fiancé, Randy Jackson,
and Maya Vanderhand’s husband) send money on a regular basis to nonresident
children who live in other countries.

Sam Gates’s experiences shed light on the life of a noncustodial parent who is
very involved in the lives of his children but makes mobility-related choices in
order to pay child support:

After taxes and 401(k) and child support is deducted, I get $150 a week, so moving
out of my parent’s house is basically out of the question right now. In terms of the
demographic, I would like that to be heard. I mean, I have no problem with supporting
my kids, okay. But at the same time, I really have to make some tough choices and
one of them has been not having the kids here three nights a week because I know
that I have to make more money. Now $150 a week isn’t going to cut it, so how do I
do that? I have to take the night courses or work a second shift at another job. That
is where the professional versus the family side of things are clashing at this point,
and it makes for some tough decisions. But when you look at a paycheck that says
$150 a week, it kind of makes the decision for you to a certain extent. Sam Gates,
Philadelphia

To earn enough to pay child support, Sam gives up time with his children—a trade
he accepts but regrets.

What does not receiving child support mean to children? In addition to the
obvious monetary problems, this research suggests that lack of child support affects
some children’s views about gender roles, as all of the “nonpayers” are men. It
also affects the contact children have with noncustodial fathers. In one of many
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examples, Ayesha Muhammad reports her children’s views about the centrality of
her role:

They [the kids] say, “She is my mother and father,” and if they have any problems,
they come to me. They don’t go to their fathers because I’m there 24-7-365. Ayesha
Muhammad, Philadelphia

Confirming her assertion, when the boys were asked who they see as a role model,
ten-year-old Tom answered, “My mom.” Tom’s nineteen-year-old sister Fatimah
expressed stronger disdain for her absent father:

He tried to beat me but I told him I was going to kill him . . . We see them [our fathers]
but they don’t help. We know he don’t love us. He was in jail; he was on drugs. He
used to steal our clothes and stuff. I love my dad because he’s my dad, but other than
that I don’t care about him. Nineteen-Year-Old Fatimah Muhammad, Philadelphia

Ayesha’s goal for her daughters reflects similar disdain for the children’s nonpaying,
nonactive fathers, especially the one Fatimah refers to who used to beat Ayesha as
well: “I want them to grow up to be self sufficient and realize they don’t need a
man to make it.”

Often but not always no money from fathers means no contact too. Only eight
of the twenty-three noncustodial fathers are in regular contact with their children.
Consistent with research that positively associates child support payment and con-
tact with children (Seltzer, McLanahan, & Hanson, 1997), the five fathers who pay
child support are included in the eight who regularly contact their children. The
remaining three fathers do not pay child support but engage with their children in
nonfinancial ways and purchase occasional gifts or clothes for them.

Overall, the complex bureaucracy of the child support system and the limited
time available to working parents to navigate this confusing system are obstacles
to many parents who seek child support. The still-insufficient incomes of many of
the families (see Chapter 6) underscore the need to create strategies to help parents
hold their counterparts accountable.

CONTACT WITH NONRESIDENT CHILDREN

Seven families have a total of eighteen nonresident children living in other cities,
families, or countries (data not shown). Some of these children are under age
eighteen; others are over age eighteen and live independently. Many have regular
contact with their nonresident parent and his or her new family; some do not.
Overall the key parents with nonresident children give considerably more attention
and support to them than do the nonresident fathers discussed earlier.

For example, the three children of Maya Vanderhand’s husband, Jesus, live in
another country but visit occasionally. Although generally congenial, these visits
put a considerable strain on the Vanderhand’s already cramped two-bedroom apart-
ment, which normally houses four children and already exceeds the one-person and
one-room formula for adequate housing (Weicher, 1999). Tasha Jones’s husband
helps to support his three children (ages ten, seven, and three) from a previous mar-
riage who also live in another country. Although admirable, supporting Tasha’s two
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children and an infant that he and Tasha bear together further strains his income
production because his immigration status precludes open-market employment.

Mr. and Mrs. Blessed have a total of six nonresident children from prior mar-
riages. The previously unaffordable orthodontic needs of Mr. Blessed’s thirteen-
year-old nonresident daughter Jasmine are an important factor in one of his job
changes, as he notes:

I can get braces for Jasmine under Printing Company health coverage. When I found
that out, I said, “When can I start?” Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

During our time with the family, Jasmine and Mrs. Blessed’s eighteen-year-old
nonresident daughter, Blessed Daughter, join the family in Milwaukee for the
summer months. Alhough it means more mouths to feed, the daughters help to care
for Baby Miracle while both parents work, which results in helpful economizing
as Mr. Blessed’s job change at that time resulted in only a lateral wage move.

Randy Jackson sends money to his twelve- and fourteen-year-old daughters
in Africa and to other family members there as well. His wife Shawn hopes that
Randy’s daughters will come to America for their education because she is “tired
of all this sending money back and forth.”

Finally, Aida Gomez’s fiancé, Marcos, has two young children from a previous
marriage whom he still supports. Marcos’s devotion to Aida’s two children, as well
as to his own two and the child that he and Aida eventually bear, is endearing
to Aida. It does not, however, fully make up for the fact that Marcos’s lack of
educational certification results in barely minimum-wage employment. Still, as
the literature suggests, emotional attention is critical for children’s development
even if financial assistance is minimal or lacking. On this metric, the study parents
are doing well by their nonresident as well as their resident children.

INCARCERATION

Nearly one-third of the children (twenty-one, or 32 percent) are growing up in
families where a parent or sibling is or was recently incarcerated (Table 4.3).
Over ten million children in the United States are estimated to experience the
imprisonment of a parent. In 2001 alone, approximately four hundred thousand
parents are released from prison and jail sentences (Hirsch et al., 2002). The
children here who live in such families experience heartaches and what we call
“developmental imprisonment,” as they reflect the trauma of separation and legacy
of incarceration. In one stark but not atypical example, the Shanks children view
their mother’s arrest, as their mother Tisha recalls:

They put me on the floor and when I looked out my bedroom door, I looked straight
into the dining room and living room and they had guns. One of them had Lita pinned
to the couch in the living room with a gun to her head. The look on her face, I can’t
describe it. It was awful. Tisha Shanks, Milwaukee

Even years later after Tisha’s rehabilitation, job training, successful manufacturing
employment, home purchase “with legal funds this time,” and location of superior
magnet schools for her children’s education, her by now twelve-year-old daughter
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Maria responds in terror when police apprehend her mother for a minor driving
infraction, as Tisha reports:

So I got pulled over and then I got a ticket for driving without a license because I
don’t have a license until that morning. So what affected me was my younger daughter
[Maria] was in the car with me, she was in the back seat sleeping, and the officer
when he ran my name came up and said I was driving without headlights. He asked
me to step out of the car and he asked me if my daughter was a minor and I said
“yeah” and so he searched me and he asked me if I had any weapons on me, can I
search the car? This was just maybe a month ago and he searched the car and my
daughter is looking at me and my daughter has a mind that that is over with, it is no
more fear, it is supposed to be done, and because she had so much experience with
my past she just started crying, and I said, “He is just doing it, just don’t panic.” “You
sure you are not going to jail mommy?” [Maria queried] and I said “No we are going
home.” After he gave me the ticket then we got back in the car and she was like “My
mom ain’t going to jail.” Tisha Shanks, Milwaukee

Similarly, Hard Working Blessed’s rendezvous with his then thirteen-year-old
son Tank depicts the wrenching absence and dislocation that can result from a
parent’s incarceration, for child and parent alike:

I was away for 5 years. I didn’t see Tank from the time he was 7 or 8 until he was
about 13. After I got myself together I went back to Chicago to see Tank. I met him
outside the house. I said “Are you Tank?” He said, “Yes, who are you?” I said “Your
father.” He said, “What’s your name?” I told him—and asked if he wanted to see my
ID. He started shaking and tears were rolling out his eyes. He hugged me and tears
were coming out of my eyes too. We’ve been inseparable since that day. I thought
my leaving would be better for the whole family. I shouldn’t have cut the contact.
Not a day went by that I didn’t think about them, worry about them. It was goofy—I
thought they’d be better off not knowing where I was, what was happening to me.
But I know now that they’d have been much better off knowing I was alive and that I
still loved them. Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

Nineteen-year-old Fatimah Muhammad conveys a complex array of emotions
when recalling her abuse by an incarcerated parent, as her earlier comment shows
(Child Support section). Further reactions to incarceration ripple through the
Muhammad family when Fatimah’s twenty-one-year-old brother is jailed for eigh-
teen months for a street robbery during the research period. Although Fatimah’s
ten-year-old twin siblings look up to their older brother, Tom’s comments shed
doubt on the brother’s ability to be a role model:

I want to be like my mom and a little bit like my brother but I’m not going to jail.
Ten-year-old Tom Muhammad

THE CHILDREN’S NEIGHBORHOODS AND
COMMUNITIES

VIOLENCE AND CHILD SAFETY

Many children here confront violence in one or more spheres of their life that may
or does affect their developmental pathways. Domestic violence, neighborhood
violence, and school violence confront the children both directly and indirectly.
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Domestic violence and safety

Almost one in three of the sixty-six children has experienced domestic violence.
Notably the children are safe from violence in their homes during the research
years, largely because the mothers no longer reside with their violent partners. At
the same time scholars alert us to the children’s continuing vulnerability. Rates of
lifetime incidence of domestic violence among welfare recipients, as one-third of
the parents (eight, or 32 percent) were earlier, range from 34 percent to 65 percent
(Kalil et al., 1998; Lawrence, 2002), with most in the 50 percent to 60 percent range.
These figures compare to 22 percent women in the general population who expe-
rience domestic violence in their adult lives. Despite such incidence, disclosure
of domestic violence to welfare caseworkers remains low (Lawrence), a finding
that may pertain to workforce program case managers as well. The quality of the
assessment and case management practices in workforce development programs is
particularly important for the identification of domestic violence, as we illustrate
below and discuss further in Chapter 5.

Illustrating the far reach of domestic violence, when Lynn Walker is laid off
from her new job as a computer-assisted interviewer for a research firm and loses
her housing at the same time, she leaves St. Louis rather than risk living with the
abusive father of her four children. Between 15 percent and 30 percent of welfare
recipients, such as Lynn Walker was before her research interviewer job, have been
recent victims of domestic violence (Fremstad & Primus, 2002).

One year earlier the father of Lynn’s children had been jailed for thirty days for
assaulting her. Opting now to extricate herself from this relationship, Lynn and her
family end up living in a shelter for survivors of domestic violence in a smaller
city two hours from St. Louis. Ever resilient, Lynn uses the family detour to earn
her GED at the shelter and secure a satisfying job at a library. However, despite
Lynn’s resilience, the move thrusts her two teenage children into a challenging
new landscape. They enroll in a new middle school where 60 percent of the chil-
dren are Caucasian, compared to their St. Louis school that was predominantly
African American. Compared to living in their grandmother’s home in St. Louis,
they now live in public housing, which Lynn believes stigmatizes them by virtue of
their address and the population distribution in the city that clusters persons living
in poverty near the housing project. Despite these changes, her children attend a
better school in the new city than they attended in St. Louis. From the children’s
perspectives, however, they have been taken from what they know, miss the fam-
ily they left behind, and feel under pressure because the school is much harder.
Their school performance is below grade because their peers had higher qual-
ity elementary educations. Although the Walker children eventually settle into
a new routine, make friends, and improve some of their grades, the adjustment
comes with difficulties that include a school suspension for fifteen-year-old Waldo
Aloysius.

Neighborhood violence and safety

The development of children and youth is often tied to their neighborhood con-
text (Anderson, 1990; Furstenberg et al., 1999; Wilson, 1987, 1996). These re-
searchers connect opportunity with geography, describing how children in im-
poverished inner-city neighborhoods have the least access to human and social
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capital resources and often live in areas with high rates of crime, few employed
role models, deteriorating buildings, and apparent lack of city funds to address
these issues. Similarly, the schools in these neighborhoods are portrayed as hav-
ing fewer financial and material resources and as providing more-limited services
because neighborhood problems are mirrored in the school community (Entwisle,
Alexander, & Olson, 1997).

Most children and parents here perceive their immediate streets and physical
neighborhoods to be dangerous; thus they seek meaning-centered rather than spa-
tial networks for resources and social contacts. In fact, thirty-nine of the sixty-six
children (59 percent) regularly speak of the violence they face in their neighbor-
hoods. The children’s and parents’ perceptions are underscored by FBI Uniform
Crime Report data for 2001 (www.bestplaces.net/crime). Rates of violent crime
(murder, rape, robbery, and assault) and property crime (burglary, larceny, and
theft) in the five research cities are up to four times higher than national rates.
Although Aida Gomez’s and other parents’ responses to unsafe neighborhoods
are protective, they restrict the social capital available for their children’s eventual
mobility:

I don’t let [my eight-year-old son] play outside because it’s too dangerous, especially
for him to play outside by himself. There’s a lot of crime, a lot of traffic, and things
happen here. The other day there was a shoot-out. They were driving. I wasn’t here.
In the summer the only time he goes outside is when I’m outside. Aida Gomez and
Her Seventy-Year-Old Mother, Philadelphia

Aida’s son Juan concurs with his mother’s and grandmother’s assessment, explain-
ing that he doesn’t like to go outside “because the street is too bad,” adding:

They fight [in the street] when they drink a lot of beer. Usually at a party a guy got
drunk and left, and his shirt was off and everything and he was fighting. Eight-Year-
Old Juan Gomez, Philadelphia

Another parent feels that removing his teenage son from an even more dangerous
neighborhood in Chicago is worth the extra cost of locating a semisuburban home:

It costs a lot to live here in the suburbs, but I’m glad to pay. The kids can go outside
and they don’t have to worry about gunshots. Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

In a St. Louis neighborhood, where Loretta Lopez’s rented house was spacious
and carefully tended, open-air drug activity was evident. During several visits the
research team was solicited for drug sales and observed drug arrests at the house
next door. Loretta’s concern for her children’s safety means that her seven-year-old
son is not allowed to play outside:

You don’t know what could happen—there could be a shooting, someone could drive
over the curve, they could snatch and run and I can’t have that. Loretta Lopez, St. Louis

A local member of the research team confirms Loretta’s view about neighborhood
danger:

Things are getting pretty volatile and desperate in north St. Louis and I think
it [Loretta’s neighborhood] has become a hotbed as well. Research Field Notes,
St. Louis
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Moving from a home that was “roach and rat infested” and its roof was “caving
in” to one in a neighborhood that showed above average increases in income and
property values between the 1990 and 2000 censuses did not eliminate the dangers
of the street for Ayesha Muhammad’s family. Ayesha’s strategy to protect her three
middle- and high-school-age sons is to forbid outdoor activity:

It’s better than where we were before. But it’s a drug area. I can’t seem to get away
from that. I keep the kids close and in the house. Ayesha Muhammad, Philadelphia

According to Ayesha and her children, “shooting” remains a problem. The
children report that gunshots and other activity begin “around one in the morning”
around the bar and take-out restaurant on the corner. Playing in the streets is
likewise forbidden, as eleven-year-old James confirms: “You can’t bike in the
street or nothing.”

Even what Isabell Smith perceives as a relatively safe Seattle neighborhood is
subject to violence and consequent restriction of children to the indoors, despite
easy access to a well-appointed neighborhood park: “Yes . . . the kids stay in the
house a lot because there are a lot of crimes here.” The field researcher’s observa-
tions confirm Isabell’s perceptions: “On at least four of my visits to Isabell’s house
I have seen at least one drug deal within a 4-block radius of her home or people
looking fearfully at their neighbors. But this is not the predominant feature of the
neighborhood; it is a background feature.”

School violence and safety

Violence is omnipresent in schools as well as neighborhoods, as Chapter 7 presents
more fully. In just one example, Ayesha Muhammad reported that “A little boy the
same age as Tom and Don [age ten], no younger, put a gun to their head [at school]
and threatened to kill them.” When Tom told the boy, “Instead of me letting you kill
me, I’m going to kill myself,” school officials panicked. The school sent Tom home,
took no action against the perpetrator, and sent Ayesha a demanding procedural
letter that forced her to take extra time off work to find an alternative school for
them:

I was so mad I tore it up. [The letter said] “If you feel as though your children’s rights
are being violated or whatever, you can get in contact with the school board and press
charges.” I’m not going through that. I’ll just take them out. Ayesha Muhammad,
Philadelphia

A number of children (eleven, or 17 percent) encounter or engage in fighting
and violent incidents in their schools. In terms of the ripple effects of violence in
the home noted earlier, children in the families who have experienced domestic
violence are not the only ones who receive suspensions and disciplinary actions
from the school violence we report in Chapter 7, but they are represented in this
group.

WHERE DO FAMILIES TURN FOR HELP?

Most families look first within or on the fringes of their own borders for help. With
varied levels of information, competence, and trust, they also turn to community
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sources. For some researchers, turning the public’s attention to the need for ex-
tended after-school services for older children is a priority (Kurz, 2002).

FAMILIES TURN TO OLDER YOUTH

Welfare reform evaluations are inconclusive about the effects of mothers’ em-
ployment and welfare transitions on adolescent outcomes. One study finds a few
positive effects for young adolescents whose mothers move from no employment to
employment, but increased behavior problems for adolescents whose mother goes
from employment to unemployment (Chase-Lansdale et al., 2003). Our research
suggests that older youths’ need for additional support is high regardless of parent
work status, in part because the family income remains low even when the parent
is employed. As a result, some older youth are expected to mitigate and accommo-
date the needs of the family. At least ten families here have two or more children
under age five, which often puts a logistical and financial burden on single heads
of households and on two-parent households when both parents work. As a result,
nine older youth (ages twelve to eighteen) in the families bear considerable levels
of responsibility, largely through the provision of regular backup parenting support.

For example, fifteen-year-old Lita Shanks exhibits an acute sense of responsi-
bility for her siblings, well honed when her mother was in jail. Receiving a sobering
introduction to adulthood at age eleven as she watched her mother’s arrest, Lita
tries to relieve her mother’s pressure and make her own way. She works weekends
at a fast-food restaurant and uses her earnings to pay for her phone line, buy a
prom dress, and contribute $55 a month to her car insurance. Lita’s willingness to
help her mother is both admirable and necessary, as she notes: “I want the things
my mother can’t give us.” Although her mother is demonstrably proud that Lita
has opened a bank account to save some of her earnings for college, the extra time
that Lita spends earning money and taking care of her siblings while her single
mother works may cut down on the college preparation she needs to make up for
having been retained in grade some years earlier.

As with other families here, Shanquitta Tucker’s work schedule has a signifi-
cant effect on the children. Thirteen-year-old Iesha Tucker provides care for her
seven-year-old and two-year-old siblings on weekends and often after school. Iesha
explains that her mother’s weekend work schedule leaves her confined at home to
watch her brother and sister. When asked what she would be doing otherwise, Iesha
protectively responds “probably nothing.” In fact, her responsibilities at home cur-
tail the after-school activities, such as basketball and cheerleading, that Iesha earlier
reported enjoying. When Shanquitta’s work schedule changes to allow her to spend
a full weekend a month at home, she is glad to relieve Iesha from her babysitting
duties.

Thirteen-year-old Waldo Aloysious Walker bears considerable pressure with
concern and maturity. About his impending homelessness, pondering what life in
a shelter will be like he says:

I feel bad having to be in at a certain time, and all those people. But that’s what we
have to do for a while, at least it’s something. Thirteen-Year-Old Waldo Aloysious
Walker, St. Louis
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Later re-housed, Waldo makes it possible for his mother to work and know that her
four children are safe. As his mother Lynn says, “His presence in the family really
took a load off me.” Offering a description of the children’s after-school life Lynn
adds:

They don’t do a lot because by me working the swing shift, once I get off at three
and come home and get them situated as far as dinner and schooling and homework
and stuff, I have to leave and be back by five fifteen. So by me not having a car, I
am going to have to walk to work so I might have to leave early to get there on time.
So they [older kids] normally watch the little kids while I am at work. Lynn Walker,
St. Louis

Still, the pressures on Waldo, a morbidly obese youth with asthma, seem substan-
tial. Recognizing that he may need backup support, Lynn asks a neighbor to stop
in and check on the children at night. Reflecting on life’s worries after one of many
discussions of family finances, Waldo says wistfully, “I wish we were little kids.
It was simpler then.” Just entering adolescence, Waldo longs for a childhood long
past.

Fifteen-year-old Bill Gates also cares for younger siblings. Life after his parents’
divorce results in new challenges for Bill that his father reports with regret and
pride:

When Joyce first moved out, I think he had a lot of responsibility put on him when
I wasn’t around. He’s been thrust into some difficult situations, I think, in terms of
having to watch his brother and sister at an early age. But Bill has always come home
to an empty house. When Rich and Jill were young they went into the after-school
program (but Bill didn’t). He’s always been fairly responsible in that area. Sam Gates,
Philadelphia

Ayesha Muhammad’s primary helper is her nineteen-year-old daughter Fatimah
whom she calls her “rock:”

If it weren’t for her, I don’t know how I would be able to make it because she is here.
She gets the boys out in the morning. [She makes sure] they are dressed the right
way and everything so she’s here just in case they have to call for somebody to come
pick them up from school because they are sick or whatever. Ayesha Muhammad,
Philadelphia

As a full-time working parent whose commute takes up to one and a half hours
each way, Ayesha relies heavily on Fatimah’s parenting help. However, it seems
that this pressure may have had a derailing effect on Fatimah’s efforts to pass the
GED or pursue a high school diploma. Fatimah’s efforts to pursue a building trade
apprenticeship are similarly not successful. Ayesha describes her as “bobbing
around” but likely to settle on a career path soon. Eventually Fatimah attends
classes at a local college to obtain a high school degree, still providing child-care
support during the day for her younger brothers. Pregnant at the end of the research
period, Fatimah’s future seems both promising and perilous. The responsibilities
of impending parenthood, coupled with ever-changing career goals and lack of
marketable skills, loom as stumbling blocks to her future mobility.
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FAMILIES TURN TO EXTENDED FAMILY

The historic expectation of scholars, programs, and policymakers is that extended
family members are the primary source of material and in-kind support for the
day-to-day lives of low-income families (Stack, 1974, 1996). Our research also
reveals that many families rely deeply on members of their extended family. At
the same time, the families’ experiences illuminate both up- and downsides of
such reliance, which raises the question of whether it is reasonable to expect that
extended family can or should be the first line of defense against poverty. Although
there are compelling examples of how family members step in to provide invaluable
support, equally provocative examples point to the need to take a more circumspect
and nuanced look at the costs of extended family support.

On the upside, a few families offer vital assistance. Sam Gates’s parents let him
move back to their home after his marriage ended, which enables him to pursue
upgrade training and simultaneously provide a stable environment for his three
children, who regularly spend nights and weekends with him. Similarly, Lucky
Miracle’s extended family provides financial assistance that qualifies his family
for a home loan, and their child care and tutoring allow Lucky to work two jobs
while his wife pursues upgrade training. Mr. and Mrs. Blessed’s extended families
play a critical role when Mr. Blessed is between jobs that enables both parents and
children to retain the gains they made through rehabilitation, work, and school, as
Mrs. Blessed explains:

He was not able to pay the rent, the light, the gas, the phone, buy the food, and take
care of three kids and me. My mother said, “Send the bills that have to be paid and I’ll
do that.” My uncle and aunt helped. We phoned Hard Working’s ex-wife and drove
to Chicago to get food from them. Hard Working’s ex-wife and her husband get food
stamps for the kids so they had food. [If people didn’t help, if Hard Working hadn’t
gotten this new job, what would you have done?] We would have separated and gone
back to our respective families. Me to my mother and him to his mother. We’d lose
this apartment. We’d have real problems with the utility budget that we have to pay
on. Some days, I don’t know where we’re going to get the next meal. God, he comes
through with something. Mrs. Blessed, Milwaukee

To varying extents, at least thirteen families receive some kind of help from
extended family members. For many families, though, the help may be tenuous. For
instance, Elizabeth Seabrook calls her mother her “number one support system,”
recognizing that despite frail health, her mother provides invaluable child care and
encouragement:

The hardest part with my children is when they are sick—when they’re sick I’m sick.
If it weren’t for my mom I’d be up the creek without a paddle. With my daughter
sick the way she was, we all just stayed over here [mother’s apartment]. She had such
a fever. I’d give her medicine but the fever would just pop right back up, so I said
“Mom I’m staying here” and that way she’ll give me some release. I’ll have to get
up (sometimes when they are sick) but my mom will say “Go lay down I’ve got her,”
and I feel comfortable with that. If it were someone else I’d be like, “No I’ve got her.”
That’s the best thing, my mom, it really is. Elizabeth Seabrook, New Orleans
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Extremely grateful for this help, Elizabeth notes the tenuous nature of relative-
provided child care:

When my mom gets sick it really puts a damper on things. I was this close to not
being able to work this weekend and I needed to work to pay my rent. Elizabeth
Seabrook, New Orleans

An almost equal number of families are essentially on their own. Separated
either by geography, ideology, or reasonable hope of assistance because their fam-
ily members endure similar financial struggles, Shanquitta Tucker’s experiences
exemplify the downside of reliance on extended family.

New to St. Louis, Shanquitta and her children share a house with her sister as a
means to cut expenses. This choice represents a costly tradeoff. When Shanquitta’s
sister becomes depressed and unable to pay her share of the rent, Shanquitta’s phone
is turned off and both families are evicted. The subsequent living arrangement in
adjacent inner-city apartments stretches Shanquitta’s financial reserves to their
limit, as her sister’s persistent health difficulties and consequent unemployment
mean that Shanquitta often supports two sets of children:

When I took Iesha and Chris for new backpacks for school this year, (my sister’s)
children wanted to know why they didn’t have backpacks too. So I had to buy them
some. That happens all the time. Shanquitta Tucker, St. Louis

These and many similar examples identify that expecting extended families to
provide a “safety net,” haven, or solution to work, life, and neighborhood challenges
may leave low-income parents and their children in complex, vulnerable situations.
The existence or absence of alternative and potentially more stable community
interventions and resources is also important to weigh and consider.

FAMILIES TURN TO COMMUNITY RESOURCES

Parents sacrifice and go to great lengths to provide for their children, yet despite
these efforts children often do without. Nearly half (44 percent) of the children
participate to only a limited extent in enrichment activities after school, in their
neighborhoods, or even in the summer. Lack of information, rigid medical and
subsidy policies, and a scarcity of options contribute to the inability of many
parents to fully meet their children’s needs.

For instance, Mr. Blessed lacked knowledge about between-job health coverage
for his children which means they went without medical care for several months.
The McDonalds family often ends the month short of food despite the fact that
both parents work full time. The family does not qualify for food stamps because
the subsidy eligibility criteria count Kevin’s irregular overtime income as regular.

School policies may also not be designed with the needs of children in mind.
When living in Mississippi, Shanquitta Tucker’s son receives speech therapy for
a serious stuttering problem. Unfortunately her son’s eligibility to receive speech
therapy does not automatically transfer from Mississippi and months pass before
he gets assistance. Sometimes the resources are simply missing as Maria Shanks’s
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middle school counselor reports:

I’d really like to have a mentoring program in place for some of the kids in this school
like Maria. . . . But with the budget cuts, we only have one counselor—me. All of the
teachers and staff are overworked and we don’t have the extra-curricular activities
that we once did, before the funding cuts. Middle School Counselor, Milwaukee

These and other examples show that children’s needs for social support—in
particular what Briggs (1998, p. 178) calls “social leverage” that gives youth an
opportunity to get ahead by helping them, for example, to access scholarships
or get into specialized programs, are seldom met by the children’s underfinanced
schools or impoverished communities.

We also see how children’s lives stall in tandem with their parents. The Rock
Blessed complains that he can not have things like clothes and games because his
mother is unemployed:

I don’t go anyplace. They don’t have gas money because my mother hasn’t worked
for a month. Fourteen-Year-Old The Rock Blessed, Milwaukee

Fourteen-year-old Miguel Quinn’s experiences are similar to those of The
Rock’s. Miguel’s mother, who works in construction, often endures months without
work. Miguel acknowledges that mobility-enhancing enrichment is thus limited
for him:

I can’t go on the field trips now because I didn’t have the money. I have to depend on
mom’s job. If she doesn’t have work I can’t go. Fourteen-Year-Old Miguel Quinn,
New Orleans

Feeling pressured to fit in with his peers, Miguel applies for an early school release
program so he can get a job and earn the money he needs to attend the class picnic
and buy a class shirt and yearbook. For Miguel, the symbols and events tied to the
basic rites of passage in a child’s school life are a privilege, not a right.

Parents often spend scarce income and time trying to secure community re-
sources for their children’s mobility. Hard-Working Blessed pushes successfully
to get fifteen-year-old The Rock into summer school. Rachel Quinn paves the way
for fourteen-year-old Sadé to get into a better school where her counselor helps
her to do what is necessary to be eligible for Louisiana’s Tuition Opportunity Pro-
gram for Students (TOPS) program. This program would offer Sadé free college
tuition as well as money for books and housing that her mother cannot afford. The
McDonalds family researches child-care programs and finds a good one for their
three-year-old son. They also discover that their eligibility for free and reduced
lunch makes it possible for their son to enroll in after-school activities. Theresa
Russell finds a quality summer program for ten-year-old Tom at a school-based
community and family enrichment initiative and also locates scholarship funding
for summer camp.

In contrast, some families need help to conduct this kind of research for their
children—immigrant families in particular. Despite the fact that Seattle parent
Mike Jeremy, an African refugee, makes many phone calls, he does not understand
the procedure to enroll his son in Head Start. Mike is also not able to identify nearby
classes in English as a Second Language that would help him and his wife with
job search and with the ability to communicate with the children’s future schools.
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One of the obstacles for the children of one in four parents is the lack of any
or reliable transportation. Parents’ time at home with their children is reduced by
long bus rides to and from work. One mother walks three miles to and from work.
Lack of transportation also deters some children from attending after-school and
evening activities and often increases the isolation of all family members. Most
schools do not provide transportation to and from extra-curricular events, which
presents an additional obstacle to children’s participation in tutoring, recreation,
and enrichment activities. In response to these challenges that welfare leavers and
other low-income workers frequently experience (Strawn & Martinson, 2000), a
financial literacy-infused transportation program called Working Wheels, created
by Seattle-based Port Jobs, assists Teresa Russell by helping her to secure a low
interest loan to purchase a reliable car. This program also teaches her about insur-
ance and budgeting. Her ability to get to work on time and to transport ten-year-old
Tom to activities improves. She also establishes a credit history and learns skills
that help her allocate her income more effectively.

CHILDREN’S VIEWS ABOUT PARENTS’ WORK

One of the guiding assumptions of the recent welfare and workforce reforms
is that a parent’s employment provides children with an essential role model of
the American work ethic. Reformers believe that without such models children
will not develop positive values about labor market attachment. Our research,
as does DeParle’s (2004), suggests that exposing children to their parents’ work
evokes positive and negative responses. Importantly, the new economic mobility
premise that both cognition and emotion are involved in parents’ job choices
(Chapters 2 and 6) also applies to the way that children evaluate their parents’ work,
as the following examples illustrate. In effect, children “know” that a parent’s work
provides them with necessary material goods, but they “feel” conflicted about the
dangers, abuse, discrimination, and strain their parents contend with in low-wage
jobs. Only the future will tell whether “knowing” or “feeling” decisions will guide
the children’s mobility efforts.

Children here develop a realistic idea of what happens when parents don’t
work, what happens when they do, and what their parents need to do to get ahead
in their jobs. Children’s impressions are formulated via a front seat to the trauma
of joblessness and a lived follow-up, in many families, of both the downside of
working hard in low-wage jobs and the upside of having a parent be more financially
secure and fulfilled. Many children watch their parent go to work tired and return
home tired, wearing the look of a “dead” person as Hard Working Blessed puts it:

At Printing Company [because of the twelve-hour shifts] I’d go to work, come home,
eat, and pass out. Then I’d get up, go to work, and do the same thing. I’m much
happier now—all the way around. Especially with Mrs. Blessed. She sleeps a lot
better if I’m in the house. Like when there was lightening. I missed being here at
night when I worked at Steel Mill & Foundry and at Printing Company. I can breathe
now. I’m not so tired when I come in; I have a pleasant look on my face. I’m not
dead. I have time with my wife and children and my responsibilities. Hard Working
Blessed, Milwaukee
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Children like Tank Blessed know that parents’ jobs are physically demanding and
dangerous:

They both come home tired and my mom is sore when she comes home. The place
where my father works is very hot. You can see sparks flying from outside the
building . . . I really don’t like the type of job he has; he has to carry very hot stuff
around. Fifteen-Year-Old Tank Blessed, Milwaukee

Although this knowledge does not deter Tank from applauding what his parents are
trying to do, “They are for a better future,” it seems to staunch the initial academic
gains he makes after he and his father were reunited. During the period that his
father experiences racial discrimination, multiple injuries, and demotion in wage
and position at work, Tank’s grades and behavior in school fall. Tank told us finally
that he was very worried about his father’s health. Like most teenagers, Tank does
not express this concern openly to his family or teachers. Instead, teachers describe
him as “preoccupied” at school and he makes little academic progress beyond his
initial burst. Tank’s problems at school mean that Mr. Blessed is summoned to
school regularly to consult about his son’s performance, and each time that he or
his wife goes to school they lose wages. As Duncan and colleagues (1998, p. 409)
report, “Economic pressure . . . is particularly detrimental to the self-confidence
and achievement of [adolescent] boys.” Similarly, when Mr. and Mrs. Blessed
separate for a period, Tank returned to Chicago, which he describes as “a messed
up place.” Tank’s choice to drop out of high school in eleventh grade may have been
less a calculated decision than an emotional response to his parents’ separation,
as his father describes: “Tank lay down on the kitchen floor and sobbed when he
heard we were separating and moving.”

In contrast, some children develop an aware and optimistic perspective about
what it takes for a parent to get ahead. Fifteen-year-old Bill Gates exhibits a wise
but cautious take on what his father goes through in order to advance his career:

Interviewer: Do you have an understanding of what is going on now with (your dad
taking) classes rather than just working?

Bill: I guess just so he can get better at it and get promoted or something, gain more
skills so then he’ll have a wider choice of things.

Interviewer: Do you have any feelings about that?
Bill: I think it’s a good idea, but if it’s too much for him I think he should stop. I

mean there’s always room for getting better at things; it’s just if you can handle
it. If he thinks he can handle it I think he should try it.

Still, many children watch parents try to move ahead only to have their plans
go awry. Some take these lessons to heart. When we ask Waldo Aloysious what he
wants to be when he grows up he says, “I still want to be a computer technician.
But if it doesn’t work out, you always have to have a back-up plan.”

It seems that many children, including the youngest, get a view of the work
world that conveys the image of employers as tough, relentless and uncaring of
families, and as yielding benefits that make it nearly impossible for families to
earn enough to save money. “No matter how hard you worked,” as five-year old
Carlos Smith said, “your mother can’t save you money for toys or pizza.”
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The Vanderhand children’s insight about the up and down sides of work is
typical:

Work is good to pay the bills, but if you don’t like your work and can only just pay
your bills work isn’t so good. Ten-Year-Old Max Vanderhand, Seattle

Eleven-year-old Zimba Vanderhand finds his father’s work hard and lacking fair
rewards:

The hassles and thing about my dad’s work it that it is physically hard and your back
hurts and they don’t let you rest and then even if you work hard and long you might
be laid off like my dad. Eleven-Year-Old Zimba Vanderhand, Seattle

Despite their realistic view of the work world, both Max Zimba and Zimba have
strong and persistent career goals. Max wants to become a surgeon and Zimba
a fireman, although they are still young. In contrast, between ages thirteen and
sixteen, their sister Iesha’s career goal shifts downward from interior design to
cosmetology.

Children understand the importance of working and what it means when a
family loses income. When Maya Vanderhand’s husband Jesus is out of work the
financial strain of supporting a six-person family is particularly hard:

We pay all the bills first; we’ve cut down on extra stuff. We used to take the kids to
McDonalds after church, sometimes rent movies, get extra snacks. We don’t do any
of that now. The kids they understand. Maya Vanderhand, Seattle

At age eleven, Maya’s younger daughter understands the family’s stringent finances.
As she works on her homework assignment Sahari notes how she economizes:

If I put the marker upside-down it fills up again. Eleven-Year-Old Sahari Vanderhand,
Seattle

One of the most pervasive threads in the children’s accounts is that they are
frustrated by the lack of time they have with their parents. Inheriting their parent’s
schedule, children often rise early to get to child care so their parent can get to
training or work on time. Not surprisingly, when we visit four-year-old Abigail
Seabrook in her preschool class, she is disengaged and listless, having been awak-
ened at 5:45 A.M. to be transported to her grandmother’s house. The daunting work
schedules of many parents reduce the time they can spend with their children.
Lucky Miracle, who works at two jobs and hopes for a promotion at one of them,
says:

A promotion would depend on whether there was an opening. I could be Head Night
Supervisor. I would like this. I have more responsibility now. I set the alarm at night.
I walk back and forth making sure everyone is out of the building. Then I set it at
11 P.M. I come home and shower, eat, and go to bed at 12:30. At 6:45 A.M. I wake up,
take the kids to grandma’s house, and go to Food Company. I’m tired; really tired.
Lucky Miracle, Seattle

Nine-year-old Special Miracle complains about her father’s seven-day work week.
After hearing him praise her singing ability and writing skills, she says to him and
the researcher, “But you never check it after I write something. He’s too busy.”
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Fatigue is a factor in many of the parents’ jobs and also in their efforts to advance.
Working in a high pressure Tech company that requires mandatory overtime and
rapid-fire workdays, Isabell Smith regrets not having enough rest or time to be with
her children. Her son Pedro, although acknowledging that he wants his mother to
work so “she can buy me stuff and food,” first and foremost wants his mother to
be more available:

Maybe you can read us the (bedtime) story when you’re not tired. Four-Year-Old
Pedro Smith, Seattle

Some parents, such as Tasha Jones, the mother of two pre-school-age children,
choose to spend time with their children over efforts to advance:

Some of the advancement could take more days and I don’t think I would be able to
do that because the more time I spend with my children is the best time I could spend
with them. Tasha Jones, Milwaukee

Tasha’s mother notes that fatigue also plays a role in Tasha’s decision to leave the
well-paying manufacturing job she went to training for:

Sometimes she might come home from work and she is tired and the babies are
crying, both of them are crying at the same time, and she has to hold both of them at
the same time and sometimes she might scream at them or something, and sometimes
you can see the sadness on her face or feel the hurtness in her voice that I am failing
because I am tired. Mother of Tasha Jones, Milwaukee

Children in these families are keenly aware of the sacrifices families must make
to survive. Many develop opinions about their future that lead them to alternately
embrace and question the role of work, as Juan Shanks observes:

You have to work. And you have to look for what you want. You should give up
something to get what you want, but you shouldn’t sacrifice too much. My mom’s
made a lot of sacrifices. She works hard and she likes her job. She gets interested in
a lot of stuff. I think the job training is a good thing because it’s helped her go on to
stuff and she learns about a lot. She seems really interested in what she’s doing. It’s
helped the family in general. Fourteen-Year-Old Juan Shanks, Milwaukee

In addition to being exposed to their parents’ work, children often hear advice
from their parents about the connection between school and work. Elroy Jenkins,
though experiencing difficulty in school, exhibits artistic skills. His drawings fre-
quently display highly detailed dragons and ninjas, as we observe and Elroy’s
mother reports:

He’s an excellent drawer. He can really draw and he loves to draw, but that got him
in trouble. He wanted to be a cartoonist when he grows older, so I told him, “As long
as you keep your grades up; you need to get your grades up. You have to have some
kind of schooling.” Jane Jenkins, St Louis

Children’s exposure to their parent’s workforce development program (see
Chapter 5) may help them to regard people and/or institutions as beneficial. When
thinking about his mother’s manufacturing training program, Juan Shanks says he
believes that success is achieved through balance and meeting the “right people.”
It is possible that watching parents struggle at work may have a less positive effect



The Children 87

on children’s future mobility efforts than does watching how parents prepare for
and get jobs.

SUMMARY

Children are growing up in families where parents work long hours and are often
exhausted. Parents are under particular stress when a child has a chronic illness such
as asthma. The dangers in neighborhoods and schools are everyday circumstances
that children and parents both confront. At least half of the sixty-six children here
live in neighborhoods where drugs and violence are commonplace. Parents confine
their youngest children within their homes and fear that their oldest will be lured
by the street. School and community resources to counter this isolation or resist
this lure are in short supply.

After attending training programs, the parents’ jobs and subsequent increases in
income help them to provide greater cultural capital for their children. At the same
time, practical supports such as affordable child-care and after-school programs
for children and youth are often absent or not accessed by parents. Although a few
parents have the energy, networks, and information to connect their children with
better child-care programs, most do not. Restrictive subsidy and work-support
policies contribute to this disconnect. The few times that such social leverage
(Briggs, 1998) is available, as with Miguel and Sadé Quinn’s access to magnet
schools and Tom Russell’s involvement with a school-based community and family
enrichment program, they prove valuable sources of human and cultural capital.

Children want their parents to work and earn money. Their appreciation and
understanding of the importance of education and training, and sometimes work,
is advanced by watching their parents. Older youth may apply the lessons of their
parents’ training and work engagement to the way they approach their own lives,
as evidenced by Juan Shanks’s observation that it is important to “know the right
people.” At the same time, seeing the daily struggles of parents renders these efforts
suspect, leaving one to wonder what the ultimate cost of children’s disillusionment
may be to their mobility futures.

This chapter shows that families, communities, schools, firms, and social poli-
cies intersect to influence child and youth development and student achievement.
The next three chapters elaborate further on these intersecting relationships.



5 Workforce Development

Systems and Networks

Without a start, there is no finish.
—Kevin McDonalds, Milwaukee

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT: PAST AND PRESENT

As the previous two chapters show, the parents and children in this book exhibit
strengths and competencies. Like millions of families in the United States they
also contend with personal and labor market challenges that constrain their ability
to support their families through work. Based on the old mobility paradigm as-
sumption that acquisition of human capital is the key to labor market success, job
seekers like these parents often intersect with “workforce development systems,”
which are the focus of this chapter.

Three main routes are available to persons who seek to expand their pre- and
postemployment knowledge and skills: four-year colleges; two-year community
colleges; and a scatterplot of public, nonprofit, and for-profit programs for those
not wishing or eligible for “college.” Each of these routes can be accessed directly
through the national system of One-Stop Career Centers or through a regional or
local workforce development network. Actually, many community college pro-
grams overlap with public and private programs, serving some youth and adults
who will transfer to a four-year college, other youth and adults who enroll for voca-
tional credentials, and—again overlapping—still other youth and adults who need
remedial and specialized programs to compensate for inadequate or incomplete
secondary education before they can advance to higher education or skill training.
General Educational Development (GED), English as a Second Language (ESL),
and Adult Basic Education (ABE) are the most common compensatory programs.
This complex array of employment-related programs constitutes the landscape for
the parents and their families here as they pursue economic mobility through both
preemployment and postemployment efforts. To the extent that these programs are
interconnected through the national system of One-Stop Career Centers, they are
known as the “workforce development system.”

We ask several questions about this workforce development system in relation
to its role in economic mobility. What is the history of the system and how does
that history guide the present? How is the system configured under recent welfare
and workforce legislation? At regional and local levels, what additional or alter-
native workforce development networks and programs are available to job seekers
like these parents, and how do the parents experience them? Finally, how can work-
force development systems and networks be further structured and positioned to
improve family economic mobility?
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FEDERAL WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT SYSTEM

Over its seventy-year history, employment-related programs in the federal work-
force development system (known earlier as the “education and training system”)
have been designed to help individuals with histories of educational and eco-
nomic disadvantage bridge the labor market. This history begins in the 1930s
when the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the Civilian Conservation
Corps (CCC) vigorously attacked adult and youth unemployment during the Great
Depression. With nearly one-third of American workers out of work during the
Depression years, national solutions, such as public job creation and national eco-
nomic planning, eclipsed independent local efforts. After World War II, as the
economy recovered and these programs dissolved, the G.I. Bill spurred enroll-
ment in college and vocational education (National Center for Public Policy and
Higher Education, 2002). Yet despite the prosperity of the postwar 1940s and
1950s, access and sustained attachment to the labor market remained a problem
for many. Thus a new stream of job training initiatives emerged from the De-
partment of Labor, separate from public education and from broader economic
development. These initiatives prioritized the strategy of training individuals for
employment in the private sector over the strategy of public job creation (Lafer,
2002).

The new stream begins with the Manpower Development and Training Act
(MDTA) in 1962 which spawned an array of remedial education, vocational train-
ing, on-the-job training, subsidized work experience, and job search programs both
for workers dislocated by technological advances and for economically disadvan-
taged job seekers. Job Corps, a specialized, primarily residential academic and job
training program for youth, was added in 1964. The Comprehensive Employment
and Training Act (CETA) was passed in 1973 in an effort to consolidate these various
job training programs. At the same time CETA decentralized program responsibil-
ities to local governments (Karger & Stoesz, 2002). During the recession of the
1970s, decentralization resulted in a revival of public sector job creation as well
as a continued focus on training individuals with little or no work experience for
private sector employment. The subsequent Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA)
of 1982 kept training attention on those who are chronically unemployed, creating
the system of Private Industry Councils (PICs) to synchronize training and job op-
portunities locally (Karger & Stoesz). Despite intentions to the contrary, programs
emanating from these legislative acts were plagued by fragmentation, antiquated
pedagogy, and inadequate funding. Evaluations found that these programs were
of limited effectiveness in increasing employment and earnings (Bloom et al.,
1993).

At the same time another strand of federal work programs, commonly called
“welfare-to-work,” emerged through the public assistance system and targeted
welfare recipients. The Work Incentive Program (WIN) created by the Economic
Opportunity Act of 1967 and the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills (JOBS)
program of the Family Support Act of 1988 are perhaps the best known of
these. Both programs served recipients of Aid to Families with Dependent Chil-
dren (AFDC), the cash assistance (“welfare”) program before TANF. Evaluations
of these welfare-to-work programs similarly reported modest if any increase
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in employment and earnings (Friedlander & Burtless, 1995; Gueron & Pauly,
1991).

Although these earlier welfare-to-work programs incrementally emphasized
work attachment over training, the shift becomes fully articulated through pas-
sage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996 (PRWORA) and its Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program,
commonly known as “welfare reform.” The reform legislation mandates a lifetime
limit of sixty months’ receipt of public assistance and makes receipt of assistance
contingent upon participation in work activity. PRWORA devolved major respon-
sibility for funding decisions to states through block grants and major control to
states over implementation.

This scatterplot of federal programs also includes specialized pre- and postem-
ployment programs that are aimed at persons who want or need to upgrade existing
skills or learn a new field. These programs are available to economically disad-
vantaged individuals, but they also target current workers and persons who are
temporarily unemployed, whether from layoff or from another form of dislocation.
Such programs receive funding from multiple sources: commonly, the federal
departments of Housing and Urban Development, Health and Human Services,
Education and Labor, and a variety of state-level departments.

Responding to tepid evaluation results from what is less a “system” than an
array of atomistic, un- or loosely connected education and training programs, the
Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (WIA) attempts to integrate public and private
programs into a more unified network, now called the “workforce development
system” (America’s Workforce Network, 2002). Devolution of funding and imple-
mentation to states is a feature of WIA as of PRWORA. Partnerships among multiple
community and institutional actors toward this end are a key goal of this newly
configured system at the local level. Workforce Investment Boards (WIBs) led by
local businesses replace PICs, and programs in adult education and literacy, voca-
tional rehabilitation, and vocational and technical education are to be integrated
into a national system of One-Stop Career Centers to be used by individuals seek-
ing employment and by businesses seeking skilled workers. The One-Stops also
provide access to training services for economically disadvantaged job seekers
and dislocated workers who have a demonstrated need for training and give them
a choice of training providers. Another key system aim is active demand-side en-
gagement with employers toward sustained labor market attachment and retention
for job seekers. To date, the workforce development system has had only limited
success in consolidating programs and funding streams (Buck, 2002; Employment
and Training Administration, 2005), and statutory adjustment of WIA-related pro-
grams remains stalled in reauthorization (Workforce Alliance, 2005). Similarly,
WIA hasn’t yet had broad success in its aim to engage local businesses as partners
in design and hiring (Van Kleunen & Spence, 2003).

Despite the attempts at integration and broader configuration, federal employ-
ment efforts share three characteristics. First, they are funded from separate, often
disparate federal streams and rely heavily on state resources to supplement feder-
ally funded training. As such, most are structured and evaluated as self-contained,
siloed programs, without acknowledgment of the roles that other social institutions
play in economic mobility.



Workforce Development 91

Second, these initiatives have never been funded adequately to meet demand
or outcomes, especially during the post-2001 recession period of sustained job-
lessness. As O’Leary, Straits, and Wandner (2004, p. 13) report, “Federal expen-
ditures on job training in 2000, at 0.4 percent of gross domestic product (GDP),
position the United States in the bottom 20% of OECD nations in terms of gov-
ernment spending on job training.” Lafer (2002, p. 43) reports similarly that “The
entire federal training budget is only sufficient to serve 5% of the eligible popu-
lation.” Inadequate funding is partly due to the fact that employment-related pro-
grams are conceptualized and funded outside the system of “regular” (i.e., public)
education (Grubb, 1996) and outside national economic development (Giloth,
2004c).

Third, the effectiveness of these initiatives has seldom been assessed over a
long enough period of time. The few studies that assess program outcomes over
the long term, up to nine years after program completion, report better results
than do the short-term evaluations (King, 2004; Krueger, 2003). Nevertheless, and
stemming largely from these three characteristics, reports of limited outcomes of
employment-related programs in the 1980s and early 1990s led the press, public,
and policymakers to the conclusion that “job training does not pay” (Friedlander
& Burtless, 1995; Gueron & Pauly, 1991). This conclusion then paved the way for
the antitraining, “work-first” reforms in the 1996 welfare legislation and the 1998
workforce legislation.

Recent research challenges the conclusion that job training doesn’t pay. In the
early evaluation designs, success or failure was measured primarily by employ-
ment, annual earnings, and reductions in welfare payments (Grubb, 1996), rather
than in longer term measures such as job retention and career advancement. Labor
market variables were rarely included. One might ask whether the weak condition
of labor markets for modestly skilled work could explain the pervasively mediocre
results of workforce development programs (Grubb, 1996, p. 100), but evaluations
do not ask this question. In contrast, evaluation of outcomes over a longer period of
time finds what most workforce providers know: that education and skills training
“do pay” (Acs, Phillips, & McKenzie, 2001; Fleischer, 2001; Hebert, St. George,
& Epstein, 2003), even for job seekers whose educational and work backgrounds
are most disadvantaged (Grubb, 1996; Carnevale & Desrochers, 1999; Krueger,
2003; Mathur, 2002; Smith et al., 2002). Regardless, a work-first philosophy and
its accompanying reductions in allowable education and job training prevail in the
federally funded workforce development system.

In response, local and regional workforce development initiatives have emerged
to better help economically disadvantaged residents get jobs, keep jobs, and move
toward family-supporting wages. To the extent that initiating organizations co-
operate and collaborate with one another, these initiatives form regional and lo-
cal workforce development networks that are characterized by structured part-
nerships among a broad range of community and institutional actors and by
the multipronged goal of poverty reduction, employment and earnings increases,
and area economic development (Harrison & Weiss 1998). Similar workforce
development networks that are structured to some extent outside of the feder-
ally funded workforce development system form the landscape for the parents
here.
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WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT NETWORKS

DEFINING WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT

What exactly is “workforce development”? Although there is no single definition,
Meléndez (2002, p. 2) describes workforce development as “a synthesis of the fields
of employment and training, social services, economic development, and corpo-
rate human resources.” More broadly, workforce development “encompasses the
traditional social and supportive services necessary for job seekers to succeed in
the labor market, as well as employer services and employer-intermediary relation-
ships that influence successful recruitment and incorporation of workers into the
workplace, career advancement, and increased productivity” (Meléndez, 2004, p.
29). In short, multiple community organizations, institutions, and entities partner
to form a workforce development system utilizing the One-Stop Career Centers as
a backbone, whereas the same or different array of actors forms regional and local
networks toward simultaneous development of the workforce and local economies.

FROM STRUCTURAL HOLES TO STRUCTURED WHOLES

Contributions from economic sociology frame the notion of this network structure
and function. On the job seeker side, Granovetter (1973, 1983, 1995) argues that
weak ties, those characterized by distance and infrequent interaction, are more
likely than strong ties to be sources of novel information about job possibilities.
Interactions among the institutional actors in a workforce development network
and between training program case managers and job seekers are examples of
relational but nonfamilial weak ties. Strong ties reflect connection with others who
are close to a job seeker and are thus less likely to transmit new information or
provide new connections. Family or ethnic networks are examples of strong ties.

On the side of corporate actors—here we would substitute workforce develop-
ment actors that include but are not limited to corporate actors—Burt (1992, p. 2)
holds that “structural holes,” or the “network of relations that intersect in a player,”
can be bridged for “entrepreneurial opportunities for information access, timing,
referrals, and control.” Further, “structural holes are an opportunity to broker the
flow of information between people and control the projects that bring together
people from opposite sides of the hole” (Burt, 2002, p. 155). Granovetter (2002,
p. 52) similarly posits the importance of cross-cutting ties that are a “level of
coupling between discrete networks or institutions that provide channels through
which a strategic actor may leverage weak attachments across segments so as to
assemble resources into a larger social entity.” Again, the actors comprising a
workforce development system or network, such as training providers, intermedi-
aries, policymakers, human and social service organizations, businesses and K–12
schools, are examples of discrete institutions. In effect, trusted relationships and
reciprocal partnerships among these actors toward the goal of economic mobility
and economic development (Blair, 2005; Giloth, 1995) form what we amend Burt’s
(1992) concept to call structured wholes to benefit job seekers, workers, firms, and
communities alike.
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WORKFORCE INTERMEDIARIES

These structured regional and local networks are often initiated and coordinated by
a new form of workforce organization called a “workforce intermediary” (Giloth,
2004b). A workforce intermediary, which holds no single definition, is broadly
conceptualized as a local or regional coordinator of job seekers and workers,
workforce development programs, business, and community-based organizations
(CBOs). More than simply employment brokers, workforce intermediaries initiate
development strategies, coordinate funding streams and services, and navigate
“on-the-ground partnerships” aimed at career advancement (not just “a job”) and
business development (Giloth; Poppe, Strawn, & Martinson, 2004). In effect, work-
force development intermediaries structure intersecting public and private pro-
grams and organizations into a systematic whole to address employment-related
and economic development concerns. In the federally funded workforce devel-
opment system under WIA, local WIBs are charged with fulfilling these workforce
intermediary functions. In local and regional workforce development networks,
both public and private entities serve as workforce intermediaries: for example,
city government offices, CBOs, nonprofits, business associations, and others. Fam-
ilies, firms, education, job training programs, and policymakers are among the
essential actors that must intersect if a workforce development system or network
is to be broadly effective. Given the myriad policies, program missions, beliefs,
bureaucracies, unions, organizations, and political allegiances involved in local
workforce development networks, it is not surprising that job seekers experience
them in varying ways, as the family stories show next.

STRUCTURE OF THE PARENTS’ WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
PROGRAMS AND NETWORKS

Broadly, the workforce development programs that the families experiences are
flexibly affiliated with a national demonstration whose goal is systemic work-
force development reform (see Appendix A, Research Design). The structural
core of the reform effort is a workforce intermediary in each of the five research
cities (Philadelphia, New Orleans, Milwaukee, St. Louis, and Seattle) that devel-
ops strategic partnerships with an array of education and workforce development
programs and other community organizations and institutions to create a regional
or local workforce development network. The array of workforce development
programs for the parents here includes welfare-to-work or “rapid attachment” pro-
grams; short-term job readiness (“soft skill”) and basic computer skill programs;
soft-skill programs that feed into vocational training at unions, technical insti-
tutes, and community colleges; and programs that offer extended skill training for
specific trades, industries, or occupations. These programs receive time-limited
funding from the intermediary, direct funds from federal and state sources such as
TANF and WIA, and occasional supplemental funding from private sources such as
local foundations and business consortia. Although a few programs were created
by the local intermediary, all but one job readiness program are structurally and
programmatically autonomous and serve job seekers beyond the demonstration.
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The parents’ workforce development and job training programs offer services on
site or in conjunction with their network partners. Program components generally
include orientation, assessment, employment or career planning, preemployment
training, job placement or job search guidance, case management, and follow-up or
postemployment services. The extent and delivery of these components, however,
as they intersect with the parents’ histories, interests, and characteristics, variably
influence mobility. As context for understanding the effects of these variations, we
briefly describe the typical menu of program components.

Eligibility and orientation

The parents’ workforce development programs are generally guided by the income
eligibility criteria of federally funded programs: in all cases below 200 percent of
the federal poverty level. Some programs explicitly target youth and young parents
(age eighteen to thirty-five) and all target residents of impoverished inner-city
communities and African American men. The parents generally learn about the
program through marketing efforts, referral from another organization, or word
of mouth. When they contact a program they receive a general orientation to its
structure and scope of services. Information and referral services are generally
provided to those who are not interested in the program’s menu of offerings.

Assessment

An initial assessment generally explores what the parent wants from the program,
her or his strengths and challenges in terms of getting and keeping jobs, and the
programs or services for which she or he may be eligible or appropriately matched.
Assessments typically examine educational skill levels, occupational skills, prior
work experience, employability, interests, aptitudes, and supportive service needs.
Ideally assessment includes evaluation of the parent’s eligibility and need for work
supports such as housing, medical and food assistance, and the Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC). These inquiries may be conducted by a case manager or another staff
member. Variations in intensity and efficacy depend on both program structure and
assessor expertise.

Preemployment training

In the current “work first” environment, preemployment training is not universally
available to job seekers. Where it is available it includes job readiness training that
may offer elementary computer training but primarily emphasizes “soft skills” such
as workplace behavior, job search techniques, résumé construction, and English
and math. Preemployment training programs in local workforce development net-
works may also include “hard skill” training content that is (or is not) aligned with
a job seeker’s assessment results and is keyed to an industry sector or occupation.
Soft- and hard-skill training may be offered sequentially or concurrently through
an integrated approach.

Case management, follow-up, and career advancement

In these and most other workforce development programs, case management covers
a broad terrain. When programs have no official “case manager” role, the parents
often informally seek out a staff member for career guidance, emotional support,
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and policy information about work supports and subsidies. Other programs struc-
ture intensive and extended relationships between case managers and trainees and
program graduates. Although most of the parents’ programs offer some form of
follow-up or postemployment (retention) service and support, as is increasingly
expected under TANF and WIA, these services and supports vary in intensity and
relevance. Programs in workforce development networks that are articulated with
registered apprenticeships offer postemployment upgrade training for career ad-
vancement, but most programs are funded and designed to help job seekers get
and keep rather than advance in jobs.

Employer involvement

Increasingly workforce development programs try to engage employers as network
partners for program design, implementation, and job placement. In some cases,
firms guarantee jobs to successful program graduates. In other cases partnerships
between programs and employers are as yet underdeveloped.

Given the complexity of the network formation task, the structuring of re-
gional or local workforce development networks, within or external to the federally
funded system, takes place to greater and lesser degrees. As such, the workforce
development programs that the key parents experience are generally typical of the
landscape of relatively independent job training enterprises focused on specific pur-
poses and service niches. Accordingly, the families/job seekers contend with issues
that cut across workforce programs and networks to affect economic mobility.

The remainder of the chapter draws on family stories and the views of family
members, instructors, work supervisors and others who are vested in the parents’
success to elaborate upon five such cross-cutting issues: (1) assessment, (2) pre-
employment training, (3) case management, (4) the “signal” effect or reflected
credibility of the program or system partners on employers (Ehrenberg & Smith,
2003), and (5) postemployment training and services. Some stories show that local
networks of employers, intermediaries, and workforce training organizations form
structured wholes that help job seekers develop knowledge about careers and career
paths (Osterman et al., 2001) and make fruitful contacts to this end. Other stories
show that more isolated programs or underdeveloped networks may constrain new
workers’ economic mobility, particularly if postemployment training and services
are limited or nonexistent. Most stories identify that policy actors are necessary
but generally absent actors in workforce development networks.

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES IN WORKFORCE
DEVELOPMENT

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUE # 1: ASSESSMENT

Workforce development programs commonly conduct initial assessments of job
seekers’ strengths, challenges, and career goals. In their landmark evaluation of
welfare-to-work programs, Gueron and Pauly (1991, p. 242) describe the typical
process as “a structured, intensive upfront assessment, followed by the development
of an individualized employability plan and referral to services deemed appropriate
by the case manager and/or welfare recipient.”
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Focus of assessment—individual or family?

Commonly, however, program assessments focus on the “individual,” which means
that the family context in which the job seeker is embedded is addressed tangentially
if at all. The families here illustrate how the experiences of partners, spouses,
children, and grandparents affect the key parents’ mobility efforts, for good and
ill.

For example, because Mike Jeremy is a recent refugee, comprehensive assess-
ment of the family’s financial status might have resulted in a way to help Mike nego-
tiate the complex and confusing world of American medical payment (Armstrong,
Lord, & Zelter, 2000). Before Mike entered training, his wife Christine needed
medical care for a broken collar bone that resulted from a car accident in which
Mike’s friend was the driver. The bill remained unpaid for several years until a
judgment was rendered against Mike’s friend. The lengthy challenge of dealing
with the world of medical insurance required Mike to take unpaid days away from
work that had a debilitating effect on his family’s income and credit.

Another important but generally underexamined aspect of workforce develop-
ment assessment is the employment status of the job seeker’s partner or spouse.
Although case managers or other staff assessors may ask generally whether a part-
ner or spouse is employed, few pursue this critical element of family well-being in
depth or at later points in the program. The partners and spouses of the key par-
ents exhibit equally if not more tenuous holds on employment and wage earning,
which markedly influence how the key parent navigates job training and, as we see
in Chapter 6, makes choices about promotion and retention at work. For example,
Maya Vanderhand’s decision to not pursue an advancement opportunity at work
rests largely on her husband’s intermittent income production.

A few parents persuade their training program to help their partner find a job
in its network of firms, but more often workforce development networks are not
yet deep enough to address the “other half” of the mobility equation. For exam-
ple, Lucky Miracle’s case manager learns from the research team that Lucky did
not locate a job through the manufacturing training program’s network and thus
remains stuck in a job he’s held for ten years without promotion or advancement:

We did career assessment when he first came. The program was just starting. Some-
times there was not enough time to go into his history, how he got here. I rely on what
clients tell me. I guess I need to question them. Case Manager of Lucky Miracle,
Seattle

When program staff members were unable to find employment for Lucky because
of an industry slowdown, a comprehensive family assessment could have revealed
that Lucky’s wife would soon lose her job, which would then mean the loss of
family health insurance coverage, and that a recent move put Lucky’s family in
debt. These circumstances led Lucky to abandon his search for a manufacturing
position—and career—and take a second job as a school custodian instead, thus
sidetracking his economic mobility progress. When his wife lost her job, she was
misguided into a computer training program that surpassed her language ability,
which further stalled the family’s progress.

Mike’s and Lucky’s are two of many parents’ experiences here that suggest how
comprehensive family rather than individual assessment can better inform partners
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in workforce development networks, such as training institutions and firms, about
job seekers’ or new workers’ needs.

Assessing the match between job seeker and training program

The subject of assessment raises the critical issue of “matching” for economic mo-
bility, identifying that mobility may be slowed when the training choices available
in a workforce development network are underdeveloped. In related research, Batt,
Hunter, and Wilk (1998) identify that the worker–firm match significantly influ-
ences retention. Our findings suggest that the ability of a workforce program to
match a job seeker to appropriate training similarly influences mobility. Appro-
priate matching may be aided by comprehensive family assessment and a broad
network of skill training and employer partners, as Tasha Tracy’s somewhat oppo-
site experience suggests.

Job Seeker Training Network Match/Mismatch:
Tasha Tracy’s Family Story (New Orleans)

Tasha Tracy does not lack determination. Her rallying cry is, “If I say I’m going
to do something, I’m going to do it.” When Tasha entered the job readiness portion
of her training program at age twenty, she was in her words, “going all kinds of
ways.” Health care training advisors in the program encouraged Tasha to hone her
“soft skills” so that she might one day fulfill her goal of becoming a pediatric nurse.
Tasha valued the guidance the job readiness program provided toward her goal of
establishing her own household. At the same time, underdeveloped assessment of
her goals and abilities in the context of her family needs, coupled with underdevel-
oped articulation between the job readiness program, health care training partners
and state policy, slowed her forward movement.

Mother of two-and-a-half-year-old Rachel, Tasha is a high school graduate who
received business technology training in the Job Corps but left before she received
certification. When it was time to fulfill the community service component of the
training, Tasha’s mother became ill and Tasha felt obligated to help care for her
younger brother. Although her mother recovered, Tasha did not return to training.
Instead she used six months of TANF assistance while she devised her next plan.

Having expressed an interest in nursing, Tasha’s TANF caseworker referred her to
a job readiness program that partnered with a Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN) pro-
gram at a local community college. The readiness program planned for graduates to
enter the college immediately after program completion, but this proved a difficult
transition for most because New Orleans secondary schools did not prepare them
academically for the community college’s challenging and competitive environ-
ment. A readiness program administrator reported that the program learned about
the community college entry problems over time: “We severely underestimated
the need [our readiness graduates had] for academic remediation.”

In response, the readiness program next attempted to partner with a for-profit
institute for a medical coding program under development and with a vocational
institute for its existing LPN program. According to the readiness program adminis-
trator, the vocational institute’s eighteen-month LPN program was less demanding,
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but it was also unaccredited, which meant that credits Tasha earned would not
transfer to an accredited LPN or RN program. Conversely, the community college
program would be longer, more challenging, and accredited, but Tasha was not
referred to it. Speaking generally, the administrator acknowledged that assessment
was very important for a good training placement match:

We need to do a better assessment to decide who needs to go to the community
college, who to the vocational college, and who to a coding class. Health Care
Administrator at Tasha Tracy’s Job Readiness Program

Given Tasha’s interests and academic record from a public high school consid-
ered “academically above the state average” (Louisiana Department of Education,
2001), it was unclear why the readiness program did not steer Tasha to the commu-
nity college’s LPN program. Her entry into the readiness program before its training
network developed beyond a single partnership, and the fact that her program ap-
plication did not show that she held a high school diploma (she had marked “no
degree” because “I have no college degree”), may have interfered with a compre-
hensive assessment of her academic potential. Although Tasha scored at the high
school level (between grades 10 and 12) on the math and spelling sections of her
Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT), she scored at grade 5 on reading. Even
though the reading result was not consistent with her academic record, she was
steered away from the college LPN program without further assessment of these
discrepancies.

While Tasha waited for the readiness program to more fully develop its part-
nerships with the noncollege health care programs, the readiness program placed
her in a dietary service position at Hospital-LA at a wage of $5.58 per hour. This
full-time wage resulted in an annual income of $11,606, approximately $350 below
the federal poverty level (FPL) for a family of two in 2002. Complicating matters,
subsidy policies in Louisiana were not generous, according to Tasha: “I had to go
four weeks, a whole month, just to get the money for child care.” Although the
cost of child care was partially subsidized by the state for the first two months of
employment, by the third month, regardless of income, parents must shoulder the
cost alone:

I was on the program Child Care Assistance that pays child care for you. But once
you get a job or anything that consists of income it automatically cuts everything
off. . . . Once you get any kind of income it ends. Tasha Tracy

The readiness program did not seem aware of the effect that child-care policy had
on the emancipation goals of its graduates. Subsidy assessment and information
were considered the domain of the program’s peer mentors who generally based
their knowledge on their own experience. Although valuable, personal experience is
rarely adequate in a rapidly changing, complex policy environment. Many families
here, including Tasha’s, have difficulty interpreting and negotiating housing, food,
and child-care subsidies, often spending countless hours on such efforts.

Over the next year Tasha took several below-poverty wage jobs while she waited
to be matched with health care training. Tasha’s job readiness program sought
permission from the state to certify the vocational institute’s LPN program, but
certification was not approved during our time with Tasha. The onset of the medical
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coding program was also postponed—a common occurrence in the articulation of
new policies and programs that disadvantages trainees (Iversen, 2000). Although
Tasha had little interest in the field of medical coding, she viewed it as a step
closer to her goal of nursing: “If that’s just the start, it would probably help me
to get where I want to go.” Further driving Tasha in this direction, the readiness
program’s tuition benefit for the community college LPN program had expired. As
she waited, Tasha lost traction toward a health care career and bore the opportunity
cost of not being able to increase her wage from minimum to skilled level.

By our last contact with Tasha, eighteen months after she completed the job
readiness program in preparation for health care training, neither program had
materialized. Although she located a security service position that paid more than
her earlier jobs had, her career and emancipation goals are thwarted by continued
program delay. For Tasha to reach the level of career advancement she is capable of
reaching, her tenacity needs to be matched by a workforce development program
that offers comprehensive family assessment and an effective network of training
partners.

Assessing debt and financial literacy

Some but not all workforce development programs here offer debt assessment
and financial literacy instruction. Given the experiences of the families across the
five cities, this direction seems both sound and essential. Almost half the parents
(twelve, or 48 percent) hold debt that ranges from $700 to $20,000, commonly
stemming from unpaid medical bills, car accidents and court costs, household bills,
and for-profit education or training programs. Some debt results from predatory
telephone and utility practices. Upwards of one in five of the key parents has
declared personal bankruptcy—an action that may help in the short run but limits
mobility in the long run (see Sam Gates’s story in Chapter 6).

Debt can cause particular problems for families who have spent time in prison,
as several illustrate here. In Milwaukee, Tisha Shanks accumulates $5,700 from
cosmetology school loans and $3,000 in utility bills for lights left on in her home as
an antitheft precaution while she was incarcerated. Hard Working Blessed sustains
a postprison debt of $20,000 for school loans, medical treatment, and child support
that limits his ability to move ahead:

Financially, it’s hard to get back on my feet. I have a lot of creditors calling. Most
people in my situation are in financial trouble or need to know how to file bankruptcy.
I should have done it two years ago, but I didn’t know about it. That would be a good
thing for a job training program to teach about—how to file for bankruptcy. Hard
Working Blessed, Milwaukee

Kevin McDonalds works overtime to pay a pretraining program tax debt that
accrued while he was in prison. He had unknowingly filed his income tax statement
incorrectly and this mistake compounded to $9,000 during and after incarceration.
The Internal Revenue Service did not inform him about this debt until five years
after he was released. Staff members at Kevin’s printing program, who are not
officially case managers but who acknowledge that they “act like case managers,”
help him understand the tax system and draw on legal advice to advocate for debt
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relief. The program’s debt assessment and the presence of legal partners in its
workforce development network result in the reduction of Kevin’s debt to a more
manageable amount.

More generally, in Philadelphia Sam Gates experiences the bankruptcy of his
newspaper business and Ayesha Muhammad has $1,500 debt. Although Sam’s
manufacturing training program includes a debt management component, nei-
ther it nor Ayesha’s welfare-to-work program thoroughly assesses debt status or
helps them strategize about mobility-enhancing ways to address their debt. Debt
constrains the ability of both parents to pursue off-the-job upgrade training for
career advancement. Similarly, Lynn Walker owes $1,200 in pretraining utility and
rent debt, but her customer service training program does not yet provide financial
literacy instruction. In contrast, Loretta Lopez receives advice from one of her pro-
gram’s partners about debt reduction. The program suggests that Loretta apply her
anticipated tax refund to an Individual Development Account (IDA) program. IDA

programs are a type of asset-building strategy that offers matching contributions
to low-income job seekers and workers to help them save for postsecondary ed-
ucation, home purchase, retirement, and microenterprise (Sherraden, 1991; Zhan
& Schreiner, 2004). Loretta also follows the IDA program’s advice about how to
set a goal to eliminate her debt.

Seattle parent Isabell Smith makes efforts to streamline credit cards and manage
debt. These efforts fall apart as her debt piles up between jobs and as she opens more
credit cards to pay essential bills. Nevertheless, over time she reduces her $7,000
debt to $3,000 and eventually to $1,000. As Isabell explains, debt assessment and
the financial “lessons in the [business training] program stuck with me.”

African political refugee Mike Jeremy in Seattle faces ongoing debt related
to financial support of family members in his home country, as does African
émigré Randy Jackson in Milwaukee. When immigrants support relatives in other
countries, as many do, family obligations can lead to unmanageable debt and
obstruct economic mobility efforts as Mike’s experience illustrates:

When I went home [in 1996], I took money out to help my family. I tried to pay
it when I came back, but I got behind so I declared bankruptcy. I got bankruptcy
clearance, but that stays with me. Mike Jeremy, Seattle

For-profit job or vocational training programs are a common source of lasting
debt. In St. Louis, Jane Jenkins completed an earlier veterinary assistance program
that resulted in $5,000 debt and no job prospects. Ten years later the Internal
Revenue Service notified Jane that she still owed the entire sum and was in “default
status,” which threatened her family’s already precarious finances and prohibited
her from future student loans. This latter obstacle postpones Jane’s long-term goal
of becoming “a family crisis counselor.”

In New Orleans, Elizabeth Seabrook incurred $3,000 in debt from a for-profit
nursing assistance program she attended. For years afterward she forfeited her tax
refund, extra income that might have reduced her current three-job regimen to
two jobs or fewer and given her more time and energy for her current upgrade
training program. She also owes $2,000 for medical and telephone expenses, the
latter incurred as a result of a predatory telephone sales package.
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Ahree Raca’s young St. Louis family confronts a related financial problem—no
credit. Although the family is debt free, the lack of credit history stands in the way
of their purchasing a reliable car for Ahryal’s access to and Ahree’s punctuality at
work. Lack of credit also hinders the family’s ability to move out of public housing.
In the quest to establish credit, Ahree values the fact that his construction training
program partners with a union to offer financial literacy training:

[Financial Institution] came to the seminar [and] talked about saving money and
investing. Those were the main two things, saving and getting out of debt. I told
them, “I don’t have any debt. The only thing I owe is this computer.” He was like,
“That is so great. You’re young and you can save money and invest in a lot of different
things.” He was like, “We can help you and guide you in setting up a financial goal.”
That’s what I want, I’m saving my own money, and that’s what I like. He can help me
save my own money. He asked me questions like, “How much money do you want
for your kids when you get older?” So we set a goal and just start saving that. Ahree
Raca, St. Louis

The intersection of debt, lack of or poor credit, the need to work to support one’s
family, and participation in preemployment and postemployment training to attain
or advance in jobs resonates in the family stories. Yet, although financial literacy
services are integrated into some workforce development training programs, such
instruction rarely continues into the workplace, despite the fact that many pro-
grams try to engage new workers and their network employers around such topics.
Arguably, with new income and new expenses, this is precisely the time such infor-
mation and knowledge are needed. Asset building strategies (Sherraden, Zhan, &
Williams, 2003) are valuable, but to manage them some families need simultaneous
advocacy and intervention for debt reduction, others need guidance about how to
approach debt consolidation, and still others need advice about how to invest EITC

payments, apply to IDAs, and build credit. The inclusion of financial assessment
and information in workforce development programs and networks, including on
site at their employer partners, might prevent families from being the victims of
predatory practices that threaten their mobility progress and simultaneously foster
the asset development component of economic mobility.

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUE #2: PREEMPLOYMENT TRAINING

Mobility outcomes depend not only on the comprehensiveness of assessment prac-
tices but also on the policies and programs that constitute the landscape of work-
force development training. Access, length, type of training, and the span of a
workforce development network are aspects of preemployment training that may
significantly influence family economic mobility.

Access to training

As noted earlier, skill training opportunities in the federally funded workforce
development system under TANF and WIA policies are limited by legislative de-
sign. Training is primarily available to job seekers who are not able to find a
job otherwise. At the same time, by means of demonstration programs or state
waivers from federal regulations, some local or regional workforce development
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networks are able to circumvent the training restrictions of TANF and WIA. Even
so, accessing training is particularly difficult now that financial assistance dur-
ing training, commonly in the form of TANF for public assistance recipients or
unemployment compensation for unemployed individuals, is of limited duration.
Few workforce development programs are funded to provide stipends during the
training period, which affects program completion, as families here and elsewhere
seldom have savings or sufficient non-job income to survive long weeks without
income production. Still, given the paucity of skill training available in the fed-
erally funded system, the promise of an advancement-focused training program,
especially one that is free even if not compensated, helps the families here to put
previous unproductive training experiences behind them and reenter the world of
workforce development.

Length and type of training

How long does training need to be to move an economically disadvantaged job
seeker into a mobility path? According to Carnevale and Desrochers (1999),
two hundred hours of education or training—the equivalent of a full semester
courseload—may result in $10,000 more annual income for job seekers who have
some postsecondary education or are high school graduates. However, job seekers
whose skills are similar to those of high school dropouts need at least nine hundred
hours—four and a half semesters—of education and training to boost their skills to
a basic level (Carnevale & Desrochers, 1999). What length and type of workforce
development training do the families here get?

One-third of the parents (nine, or 36 percent) attend workforce development pro-
grams that last from zero weeks (that parent is immediately placed in a job) to four
weeks (Table 5.1). For the most part these are job readiness programs as described
earlier in the chapter. In effect, most are typical “work first” programs. Two-thirds
of the parents (sixteen, or 64 percent) attend longer programs that augment the
soft skill component with general “hard skill” training for selected industries or
occupations. Thirteen of the programs last between five and twelve weeks. Area
employers often help to design the curricula for these programs and in a few cases
guarantee a job to program graduates. One parent is in a sixteen-week Certified
Nursing Assistant (CNA) program that consists of job readiness plus in-class and
clinical training and two attend a sixty-week manufacturing skills program. The
latter program partners with a local community college toward associate’s and
bachelor’s degrees in manufacturing as well as with area firms for curriculum
design, instruction, and hiring of graduates. In one of the research cities all job
seekers attend a four-week job readiness program en route to enrollment in a com-
munity or technical college skills program. As we see in Tasha’s story above, the
skill training sequel to the readiness program has been problematic procedurally
and financially.

Although the connection between length of training program and wage out-
comes can only be suggestive, longer, predominantly hard skill training is roughly
associated with higher wages, both at the six-month point of the parents’ work
pathways (F = 2.19, p = .09) and after they have worked for more than one year
(F = 2.48, p = .11; data not shown). This association is also reflected in a com-
parison of the parents’ base hourly wage in their pretraining job to the base hourly
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TABLE 5.1. Parents’ Preemployment Training: Length and Type

Length of Four weeks Five to twelve Thirteen to twenty-five Over twenty-six
training or fewer weeks (skill based) weeks (skill based) weeks (skill based)

Type of
Training

Welfare-to-work
Job readiness
Job search
Basic computer
or
Short skill-based

Manufacturing
Construction
Business/Office
Automotive
Customer

Service
Printing

Healthcare Manufacturing
Construction

Parent
Enrollment

Blessed
Gomez
Jackson
Jones
Muhammad
Raca
Seabrook
Shanks
Tracy

Delvalle
Faithful
Jenkins
Jeremy
Lopez
McDonalds
Miracle
Quinn
Russell
Smith
Vanderhand
Walker
Winters

Tucker Gates

Stewart

Total
(Percent)

9
(36%)

13
(52%)

1
(4%)

2
(8%)

wage at their initial post-training job. The median base wage after programs that
last four weeks or less and consist primarily of job readiness training increases 30
percent on average. The median base wage after programs that last one to three
months and are predominantly hard-skill based increases 44 percent on average.
However, as Chapter 6 presents in detail, such increases may be artificially inflated
by low wages or less than full-time year-round work in prior jobs.

Parents’ responses to preemployment training

What helps? What’s missing? When parents talk about what helps and what’s
missing from their preemployment training, it’s often in the same breath. Most
appreciate both instrumental and expressive aspects of the workforce development
process in the form of skills that facilitate attainment and supportive personal
relationships that facilitate action. For some parents, even a four-week or shorter
program results in job-site preparation, feelings of accomplishment, and basic
skills that are transferable to the job site, as these short excerpts typify.

Hard Working Blessed’s two-week manufacturing training program prepared
him mentally for subsequent foundry work, which he believes helped him to stay
employed:

Its key is that it lets you know what you’re getting into. If I wasn’t mentally prepared
for Steel Mill & Foundry, I would have quit right away. It helps you to know how to
conduct yourself. How you can handle it. I can tell you I was mentally prepared for
the foundry. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t have come back the second day. Hard Working
Blessed, Milwaukee
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Aida Gomez valued the personalized support that her four-week welfare-to-work
program offered and noted with particular satisfaction that the program enabled
her to get her GED:

I needed that, trying to do better for myself. They really opened my eyes there and
taught me what I know now. Not everything I know, but when I was with his [three-
year old son, Luis’s] father I was going to GED classes. He didn’t let me go to my
classes so he wouldn’t let me finish. The welfare-to-work program, they made the
appointment for the test because I told them ‘I’m ready. I didn’t finish [classes] but I
can try to take the test.’ That month, during that month and a half, I got my GED test
and passed. I was ready to work, and I was more confident. I got a job right away.
Aida Gomez, Philadelphia

Aida also appreciated the program’s instruction in debt management as well as
its no-nonsense approach that one instructor described as a softer version of a
“boot camp” orientation. Aware of the program’s approach, Aida wrote on her
application, “In my opinion, I think it is good that you make it hard on the student
because you make sure we know what’s out there in the real world and how to work
with pressure or stress, in other words with a rude boss.”

As a recent refugee from a war-torn African nation, Mike Jeremy felt he ben-
efited from the pretraining job readiness portion of his manufacturing training
program:

I learned a lot of things that I use now—how to communicate with people; man-
agement. For one week they gave a good class—how to be friendly with people;
customer service. Mike Jeremy, Seattle

Mike also valued the ensuing eleven weeks of training in Computerized Numerical
Control (CNC) for the manufacturing industry, new friends that carried over into
a supportive cadre at the jobsite, and took pride in the high marks he earned: “I
was the first student in the class that had a lot of A’s.” At the same time Mike
regretted that he did not learn broader skills, “math rather than assembly,” and
that the training period was only three months long: “It should be two years.” He
believed a longer period was needed to develop more skills and become eligible for
a higher salary. Mike’s case manager concurred with the need for longer training
as well as longer support:

They need more training because they need to make more money. They still need
support. The program managers say support services are the last resort. This needs
rethinking. Workforce Program Case Manager of Mike Jeremy, Seattle

Similarly, Wendy Delvalle specified how preemployment training both helps and
constrains her. She valued certain aspects of the sixteen-week customer service
training program curriculum:

Basically what we were learning was how to treat customers, like the steps you would
take in trying to solve a customer’s problem, and how not to take things personally
when a member is angry. They also had math and grammar—that I liked, because
you forget everything after not being in school for so long. It was like a refresher
course learning all of that stuff over again. I enjoyed that a lot, that to me was the
like the best part. Wendy Delvalle, Philadelphia
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In the same breath, Wendy lamented that the program was not long or specific
enough. Both critiques are reflected in the challenges she reports facing in her
post-training job as a health insurance representative:

It was not enough, not enough at all. They have four departments where you can
do customer service—banking, hospitality, insurance, and retail. When they test you
they tell you where you will best fit in those four categories and they ask you where
you would want to be in that category. I think, and this is my opinion, that they need
to train you (more specifically), so that like in banking you know the terms that they
are going to use and the how all the procedures work, (same) as for health insurance.
They should know a little bit more about how HMOs work, I think that would be much
better. They don’t give you any kind of training on what health insurance is going to
be all about. The health insurance companies come in and talk and they tell you what
they want and what they are looking for and stuff like that but they are not educating
you on what the terms are going to be or what the health insurance industry is all
about. With a little more education it (would be) much better. I think what they should
do is hire people who come from (a specific) background who can educate (trainees).
We never got phone practice. You go out there and you think you are ready and oh
my god there is so much you don’t know. Wendy Delvalle, Philadelphia

We heard the “too short” lament from trainees, instructors, and employers in
every city about every type of program except those longer than a year. A computer
instructor in Ayesha Muhammad’s four-week welfare-to-work program echoed
Ayesha’s assessment that the computer training was not sufficient for a job seeker
to secure a position in an office environment:

The early computer training was too basic. We spent a lot of time on soft skills. They
might only have learned how to save a file on the desktop, delete a file, and edit a
document. Computer Instructor, Welfare-to-Work Program, Philadelphia

Insufficient training was also mentioned by Ayesha’s workplace supervisor after
she became employed, as Ayesha reports:

When you get on the job site, you do get lost. You really and truly do get lost. It just
so happened, my supervisor, she is the type of person (who says), “If you don’t know
call me and I will come over and help you. I will take you step by step to take you
through it and help you get where you got to get.” Ayesha Muhammad, Philadelphia

Finally, training program outcomes also may be influenced by the span of the
workforce development network in which the program is embedded, as Elizabeth
Seabrook’s experience exemplifies.

Span of the Workforce Development Network:
Elizabeth Seabrook’s Family Story (New Orleans)

Elizabeth Seabrook, the thirty-seven-year-old single mother of four-year-old
Joseph and two-year-old Abigail, viewed skill training as the route to improve
her family’s economic future. She enrolled in a four-week job readiness program
that promised to link her with its community college partner’s medical technology
certificate program, expecting that human capital development will lead to a better
wage and career than her earlier CNA positions in nursing homes did.
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Elizabeth’s job readiness program prepared participants for the transition to col-
lege through self-esteem and confidence-building exercises, training on financial
aid applications, help on the numerous placement examinations, and discussions
about what to expect from “college life.” Even so, Elizabeth was overwhelmed
by the college environment, to some extent because of the level of remediation
the college program required. She understood that initial coursework consisted
of “prerequired” hurdles, as these courses were predetermined by her scores on
the Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE) that she took at the end of her job
readiness program. As an eleventh-grade high school dropout from an under-
resourced, low-performing New Orleans school, although Elizabeth scored at the
college mean on the reading section of the TABE, her scores of sixth-grade level in
English and eighth-grade level in Math placed her at the remedial level for those
subjects.

For two years, Elizabeth struggled with remedial English and math courses, not
yet in the position of official entry into the medical certificate program. Summer
courses were out of reach because she had exhausted her Pell Grant during the
academic year and thus had no money for summer tuition. Worse yet, she had to
take a full course load to qualify for the Pell Grant, which meant she was in school
full time, worked three-fourths of the time at her main job, and often worked seven
days a week at a second or third job.

The details of Elizabeth’s average week bring home the multi-institutional re-
ality of the new mobility that, in Elizabeth’s case, includes both her own and her
children’s schools:

So on Mondays I get up like maybe five thirty, quarter to six and get them together.
Then I get the children out of the house and drop them off to school. I don’t give
them breakfast, I have little snacks and stuff, you know, but the school feeds them
breakfast. Sometimes after I drop them off in the morning I’ll stop by my mom’s to
say hi to her. I have my math class at twelve, so I use that time between eight thirty
and noon to study, and then I get ready for my twelve o’clock class. I leave that class
and I also have a one o’clock class and it lets out at one fifty.

OK, Wednesdays and Fridays, now this is hectic. This is very hard, but I do it. I
get up at four thirty and I take care of myself first. I take my shower, get my clothes,
I set the clothes out the night before. So I make sure I’m together, and then I wake
them up because if we’re not out of here by quarter to six or twenty minutes to six,
I could really hang it up because I have to be on the Interstate by no later than ten
after six to beat traffic. We usually hit traffic anyway because that time of morning
the traffic is hectic. Then I take them to my mom’s house (half hour from her house)
because that’s too early for them to be in school, so I take everything, uniform, tennis
shoes, hair accessories and drop them off and then I’m headed right out the door on
the Interstate to go out to my 7 A.M. class (the other direction, back to downtown New
Orleans). Now to get from my mom’s to school on a good day takes maybe twenty
to twenty-five minutes, but on a bad day it takes about thirty to forty-five minutes,
and then I’m late for school.

The traffic going back to my mom’s is actually not that bad because the traffic
is going into the CBD (Central Business District) and nothing is coming, you know
from the CBD at the time so it’s like smooth sailing, but I also bring home a classmate
that lives on my way to my mother’s house and I drop her off, so I think (it still takes)
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maybe fifteen to twenty minutes. Then I get the children ready for school. Like I said,
my mom, she can’t really do much (she has chronic heart disease). Sometimes she
would have on their shoes and socks but not much more. So I get them ready and
get them out to school, and then I go home and study or I might take little cat naps,
and then I go to math and sociology between 12 and 2 P.M., followed by work again
from 2 to 5 P.M. Some days I go pick up the children after work around five, then
take them to my mother’s, and then drive back for a 7 P.M. class.

Sometimes they go to bed around ten thirty or eleven, and then sometimes it will
be a normal night, but then it’s not always you know. I think the (children) should
have like eight hours or more of sleep. My mom says on Saturdays they take naps
and in school they take naps, but they get up in the morning, I guess because they’re
used to it. You know, when I call them, they’re up, and they don’t show no signs of
like sleeping in the car or whatever. I mean they’re bright and they ready to roll once
I get them up, so I guess they’re used to it. Like I said, I am doing this seven days a
week. Elizabeth Seabrook

Despite Elizabeth’s efforts to work, attend medical training, and forge a better
future for her children, Joseph’s preschool teacher complained that Elizabeth did
not help Joseph with homework. She said that in another month she would “just
stop sending it home if there’s no response because I’d rather not waste my time
preparing it and waste the materials.” Although the teacher knew that Elizabeth
recently moved, she did not seem to know about Elizabeth’s demanding school
and work schedule. Nevertheless, Elizabeth heeded the teacher’s comments and
introduced homework time into the household’s already stressed daily schedule:

I know the homework has to be done, so we now have homework time. It’s to help
them and it gives us that bond, you know, to help make up for the time we don’t spend
together. So we get to do the homework thing. Four-year old Joseph has homework
due every Tuesday, but it’s for every day of the week. Sometimes I don’t get a chance
to do it with him but like tonight, we gonna do homework from Tuesday, Wednesday,
Thursday, Friday, you know, to catch up, and then when Tuesday comes, he’ll have
it, then they’ll load me up again with more homework. For two-year old Abigail, her
homework is due every Friday, and then Joseph will help with that too. He’ll cut out,
naming her colors, repeating certain words to her in Spanish that she needs to know
for the class, letting her do creative little things like with construction paper, making
the letter E, you know. I would say for each of them it’s like an hour a night. For
Abigail too, her little homework is quite simple, but it still takes time because you
have to supervise it and watch what they’re doing. But it gets hectic because while
I’m spending time with Joseph, Abigail is cutting up or she wants to write also, but
we don’t have room on the little table in their room for her to write so I have to
bribe her to look at TV until I’m finished. I can’t do both of their homework at the
same time, and I am always late with one of them, but we get through it. Elizabeth
Seabrook

To complete her own homework in the face of the preschool’s demand for home-
work, Elizabeth dons earphones to listen to study tapes at night while she sleeps.
If Elizabeth is able to maintain this grueling pace, and if she is eventually granted
official entry, the eighteen-month medical technology certificate program will have
taken at least forty-eight months to complete—at considerable opportunity cost in
lost wages and at considerable emotional cost, as she describes above. Still, if she
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survives the multiyear regimen of school, family and work, and obtains a full-time
medical technology position, the income she gets now from three jobs will double
in a single job and her earnings will exceed 200 percent of the poverty level.

As related research suggests (Armstrong, 2002; Mathur et al., 2004) for
Elizabeth and others here, if program assessments are comprehensive and family-
focused, and if local workforce development networks are comprised of a broad
range of institutional partners, economic mobility may be better fostered. We look
at case management next, as that process may help to knit job seeker assessment
and training program opportunities into structured rather than underdeveloped
network wholes.

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUE #3: CASE MANAGEMENT

There may be as many definitions of “case management” and “case manager”
as there are welfare, workforce development, and social and human service pro-
grams. Predictably this variation is replicated in the workforce development pro-
grams here. At a minimum, the person in this role assesses, assists, motivates,
monitors, and brokers services for program participants (Gueron & Pauly, 1991).
Case managers also vary along another dimension that is crucial for economic
mobility—their expertise (Iversen, 1998, 2001). As a rule case managers in human
and social service organizations are expert at assessing emotional and contextual
concerns but have far less knowledge about how characteristics of the labor market
impact the job seeker’s or worker’s ability to maintain or advance in employment.
In contrast, case managers (or job coaches, employment guides, or retention coun-
selors as they are often called) in workforce development organizations are experts
on the labor market but may have far less knowledge about how situational and
emotional concerns of job seekers impact their getting, keeping, and advancing in
jobs. This disconnect is partially mediated by workforce development networks in
which human service and job training organizations form structured partnerships
to provide comprehensive workforce development services.

Although Gueron and Pauly (1991) report that universal case management
is of mixed importance to the job outcomes of welfare recipients, later work
(Rangarajan, Schochet, & Chu, 1998) and the research here suggest that targeted
services may facilitate positive outcomes. Some but not all workers need the kind
of workplace mentoring that is crafted by the training program–employer network
that Tisha Shanks experiences, the reemployment information and guidance that
Kevin McDonalds’s printing network provides, the help accessing subsidies that
Shanquitta Tucker gets from multiple community support organizations, and the
navigational support for emergencies that Maya Vanderhand gets from her case
manager when her husband loses his job. Parents’ ability to remain steadily em-
ployed often hangs on such network connections, which in turn impact their future
mobility and the well-being of their children. The mobility potential of broad-based
case management across the actors in a local workforce development network is
seen through Isabell Smith’s story.
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Case Management across a Workforce Development Network:
Isabell Smith’s Family Story (Seattle)

Thirty-one-year-old Isabell Smith’s ability to seek and utilize supports was a
critical feature of her success in a twelve-week business skills training program
and in the job she landed afterward. Lacking family help, Isabell created a network
of service providers and select friends to counter the ravages of former abuse
and heroin use and dramatically improve her children’s well-being. Her workforce
development program was part of a similarly well-articulated network. These two
networks ultimately form a structured whole that forwards the mobility efforts of
Isabell’s family.

Isabell left home at age eighteen, after years of physical and sexual abuse and
obtained a series of low-wage or low-level managerial positions because of her
“reliable” reputation. Isabell connected her work ethic with the nonabusive part of
her past: “I come from a family that always worked very hard. They do a lot and
you don’t complain about being tired, you just keep going.” In her early twenties
Isabell was diagnosed with a rare and often fatal blood disorder that she interpreted
as certain death:

I felt like somebody had just stamped an expiration date on my forehead. They told
me I was going to die within ten years. Isabell Smith

As a result Isabell “started living my life as if I was going to die. I just went
off the deep end for a while.” This meant showing up at work sporadically and
often “high.” Isabell eventually took a seasonal position for about five years in a
fishing company in Alaska where she discovered her desire and ability to work
hard, a pattern that she repeated in her post-training job: “I got to be a trailblazer.”
Before that time however she also discovered her “sea of self-hatred,” which she
connected with her vulnerability to street drugs and eventually heroin.

As noted in Chapter 3, when Isabell’s first son Pedro was born addicted to heroin,
Children’s Protective Services (CPS) took custody and eventually placed him with
relatives of her partner Domingo. Later pregnant with Domingo’s son Carlos,
Isabell entered a rehabilitation facility to prevent foster placement of her second
child. Despite being born with methadone and heroin in his system, Carlos was
allowed to remain with Isabell because she was in a residential treatment facility.
During this period Isabell arranged for Carlos’s acceptance into a therapeutic child
development agency for at-risk children with special needs. Isabell’s observations
about eleven-month-old Carlos, that “He was far behind other one year olds; he
couldn’t walk, he could not talk at all, not even a word,” were echoed by child
development agency staff:

Carlos was like many floppy drug-affected babies; we wondered if he would walk.
Therapeutic Child Development Agency Social Worker

After eighteen months of rehabilitation—Isabell’s first experience of sustained
support—she moved to an apartment that was affordable because of a Section
8 rental subsidy. At the same time Isabell and CPS staff advocated successfully
for Pedro’s return to her. For various reasons, Isabell saw Pedro only sporadically
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during his years in foster care and so his “return” to her care at age three and a half
was more aptly their introduction to one another. Pedro’s entrance into the family
was the biggest adjustment for all four family members during Isabell’s transition to
work. This challenge was exacerbated by the therapeutic agency’s assessment that
Pedro had been abused while in kinship care, as his initial responses to maternal
discipline suggested:

When he first moved into the house and the first time he had ever got in trouble
he says “Are you going to lock me in the bathroom?” “We don’t lock people in the
bathroom in this house,” I said. He said “Are you going to hit me then?” and I said
“We don’t hit people either.” Isabell Smith

Recognizing his needs as she had Carlos’s, Isabell had also negotiated Pedro’s
enrollment in the therapeutic agency. With their help, Isabell understood that
Pedro’s behavior resulted from his experience: he rarely cuddled with her, was
often confused about her parenting role, tested limits, refused the help he needed
(e.g., to tie his shoes), protested leaving child care and engaged in long crying
spells before Isabell left for work in the morning. Pedro’s behavior commanded
capacities for time and patience that rarely exist in the best of circumstances. For
Isabell, struggling with a demanding new job, it was often overwhelming:

I get so frustrated because I talk to the child development agency and I talk to a
therapist and I talked to this lady who taught my parenting classes and Pedro is really
a difficult child. Isabell Smith

With the help of her network of supports, Isabell was able to parent less reac-
tively, even under stress. Isabell consulted with the therapeutic agency’s teachers
and counselors at will: several times daily during times of greatest need. Recog-
nizing the vulnerability that stemmed from her abusive background, Isabell and
the agency staff viewed these contacts as critical to preventing a further generation
of abuse.

Supportive relationships were as critical to Isabell’s training and employment
as they were to her children’s development. One month into her new home and
family of four, Isabell enrolled in a business skills training program where her case
manager helped her cope with multiple, concurrent transitions:

“L” was my original case manager. She was so awesome. I was trying to do everything
and I was moving, getting my son back for the first time, supposed to start school at
the same time and I called her up freaking out. She was great, and she told me, “Girl,
you are nervous, but don’t worry about it. School will still be there; you can do the
one in June.” Isabell Smith

The case manager’s validation calmed Isabell’s escalating sense of failure and
allowed her to prioritize her commitments. As a result Isabell postponed training
for several months, a decision that fostered her eventual success at both training
and work.

As part of the twelve-week business training Isabell worked for five weeks as an
intern with Tech Company, an Internet-based product-oriented company. Isabell
credited the skills she gained in training with her ability to get a job there as a
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customer service representative:

I haven’t worked in many, many years [since 1996]. I never would have gotten a job
like I have today if I hadn’t had the opportunity to go to school. I’d still be stuck at
7–11 or McDonald’s. Isabell Smith

Getting the job was only the first hurdle. Isabell described her early days at
Tech Company as “so scary, especially when you are now talking to real people.”
Although transitions are stressful in the best circumstances, Isabell’s job became
more intense as the company prepared for the holiday retail season. The fact that
Isabell survived her first few months of work, when demands were highest and her
preparedness and confidence lowest, was testament to her resilience and network
of supports. At home the children competed for her attention and threw tantrums
that she had little energy to resolve. The tumult of this period was confirmed by
therapeutic agency staff who observed that the children were more aggressive in
the classroom and Isabell had less time to talk with them about the children.

Just as Tech Company and Isabell regained balance after the stressful holiday
period, Isabell received a call at work from the Child Support Enforcement Office
that set her apart from her coworkers and challenged her ability to keep work,
family and history separate. She learned that she was being held responsible for
the financial support of Pedro for the years he spent in foster care. Having to
address this call at work, in a public forum comprised of few workers with families,
increased her burden:

This guy calls me at work and he said I owe fourteen thousand dollars and he wanted
to garnish me. He kept wanting me to say at work that the reason why I didn’t have
my kid is because I was a heroin, he wanted me to say “junky” on the phone and I
was like “I am not going to say it because I am at work.” Isabell Smith

Once again Isabell marshaled the partners in her personal and workforce devel-
opment networks: a new caseworker at the protective service agency, a counselor
at Carlos’s high-risk health clinic, and for the first time her training program’s
postemployment case manager. After a laborious documentation process that also
engaged the expertise of a legal partner in the workforce network, these support
persons had helped Isabell demonstrate poverty status during the time Pedro was in
care and reduced the amount she owed from $14,000 to $900. Isabell emphasized
that her case manager’s particularly attentive listening helped her to remain stable
on the job during such tumultuous times:

The more I talk about it the less power it has because [until] I outlet it, I don’t see the
good stuff. I sometimes just see all the bad things that are happening and the more I
talk about it, it is like “You know, things are pretty darn good.” Isabell Smith

She also needed her workplace to listen, as the continuation of Isabell’s story in
Chapter 6 reveals. To conclude the discussion of case management here, however,
the breadth of the support network available to Isabell is evident in her employment
progress and in her children’s well-being. By the time Isabell sustained nineteen
months’ employment at Tech Company, she had been promoted once and her
wages increased from $11 per hour to $13 per hour. At age four and a half, Pedro
“graduated” from the therapeutic agency after fifteen months of treatment, and his
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carefully chosen, subsidized child-care facility confirmed and reinforced his gains
in ways that translated into more positive behavior at home:

He acted out a couple of times, but after that we talked about it and he has been pretty
good since at school [child care]. His getting in trouble [at home] has toned down a
lot too. He used to get in trouble daily and it has gotten a lot better. Isabell Smith

At age two and a half, Carlos had progressed from an initial diagnosis of “Devel-
opmentally Disabled” to “Developmentally Immature,” and the therapeutic agency
professionals predicted that he would eventually be able to enroll in a mainstream
kindergarten class, which he did by the time of our last contact with the family.

Illustrating the intersection of family mobility and policy, Carlos’s gains were
consolidated by the fact that although he was past his state-allotted fifteen months
of treatment, Isabell’s workforce development network partners negotiated ex-
tended services at the agency. Isabell’s postemployment case management was
also informally extended beyond the two-year mark, which further consolidated
family gains. Isabell’s family’s economic mobility will likely depend on periodic
access to network partners that can help her navigate looming challenges, such as
permanent layoff, threatened withdrawal of her child-care subsidy, and accessing
postemployment upgrade training.

In sum, Isabell Smith’s family story suggests that a structured whole comprised
of networked partners that provide comprehensive assessment, active outreach,
individualized attention, community services, effective preemployment training,
postemployment support, and knowledgeable case management can help new
workers negotiate jobsite and family responsibilities and stay employed. Connect-
ing families to community supports and fostering existing personal networks are
especially important, as programs’ case management services are rarely funded or
implemented for more than a few months postemployment. In short, Isabell’s story
shows that local or regional workforce development systems can forward economic
mobility through both support and access to jobs. We look at the cross-cutting issue
of job access next.

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUE #4: THE WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
SYSTEM OR NETWORK AS A “SIGNAL” TO EMPLOYERS

To date the federally funded workforce development system and many local work-
force development networks have limited credibility with the business community.
This is problematic for the mobility efforts of job seekers like the parents here be-
cause, in addition to its training function, the credibility that a system, network, or
program reflects on its participants can affect employment outcomes. This reflected
credibility is often referred to as the “signal” effect (Ehrenberg & Smith, 2003) or
“brand halo” effect (Laufer & Winship, 2004). Given employers’ increasing de-
sire for employees with good “work ethics,” “work habits,” and “attitudes toward
work” (Lafer, 2002), the signal effect may be equal to or even greater than the skill
effect for job access, especially among economically disadvantaged or stigmatized
job seekers. Workforce development systems or networks that successfully engage
employers in sustained partnerships may increase the reach of the signal effect.
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The signal or brand halo effect may be particularly critical to the mobility
of parents who return home after completing a prison sentence. An ex-offender
commonly has great difficulty entering or reentering the labor market because of
employer stereotypes, lack of education and skills, and legal status, yet employment
may be essential to avoiding recidivism (Hirsch et al., 2002; Mukamel, 2001).
As Western (2002, p. 528) notes, “a criminal record signals to employers that
a potential employee may be untrustworthy.” In contrast, a credible workforce
development system, program or network can signal legitimacy. Such signals may
be particularly important for African American males who are incarcerated at
disproportionate rates (Western). For example, in contrast to the outcome of a
previous independent training program, a network comprised of a skill-training
program, union, and firms in the printing industry forms a structured whole that
enables Kevin McDonalds, a twenty-nine-year-old African American male who
had been incarcerated twice, to get a job with the potential to support his family:

I was in a plumbing course before the printing program. It was different from this one.
You had to go to look for a job yourself. If there had been more help job searching—
like this program (printing), it would have been a nice program. At the time I didn’t
know what I was looking for. I didn’t have my driver’s license. I was a felon and that
was looked at negatively. I was into the program, the classes, and figured they’d help
me find a job. We were a team. I was thrown for a loop when they didn’t. I never went
for the final aptitude test at the local union. We were supposed to take it together
(everyone in the class). But the teacher left. If people would have cut the yellow tape,
sent us to meet Bob, Joe, Lou it would have helped. Like the printing program (did).
Kevin McDonalds, Milwaukee

Similarly, a respected manufacturing training program, union, and firm net-
work bridges employment for Hard Working Blessed as an ex-felon. Although Mr.
Blessed believes that the skill component is the bridge, it seemed that the positive
signals of his workforce development program and its firm partner that hired him
extinguished the negative signal of Mr. Blessed’s felony history for subsequent
employers:

I filled out an application at Metal Company just for the heck of it. My manufacturing
training experience [and initial post-training job] at a foundry was the reason I got the
job. I know about the metal industry—know about metal. I got my forklift certification
there; my license. Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

The signal effect can also bridge employment for job seekers without education
credentials, or institutionalized cultural capital in Bourdieu’s (2001) terms. For
example, thirty-two-year-old Hispanic mother of four, Maya Vanderhand, dropped
out of school after tenth grade, had not yet passed the GED test, and thus had a
history of minimum-wage jobs. After completing a twelve-week business skills
training program that was part of a local workforce development network, she was
hired as a personal lines operator by an insurance company, despite no secondary
degree.

Maya’s experience, however, shows that in some venues the signal or brand
halo effect may be limited in its reach. Although the credibility of her skill training
program and its network compensated for the lack of GED in obtaining the insurance
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job, the signal may not extend to her future aspirations:

I want my GED. Not having it is not holding me back at Insurance Company, but there
was a time when I did need a GED to get a job. But now there isn’t time to study for
the GED after work. This job offers more than what I was offered before, particularly
without the GED. I was going to the X College for the GED but I didn’t like the way
the teachers treated me. They treated adults like kids. So I stopped going . . . Because
of the GED I can’t really go forward, not with the company because I know I can,
but outside the company because I would like to get a job [in immigration]; they do
require a GED. Maya Vanderhand, Seattle

Moreover, although Maya’s company would reimburse GED pursuit, she anticipated
a several-year delay in this advancement step because family responsibilities absorb
the time she needs to prepare successfully for the test:

That could be maybe next year’s goal to get my GED, to really focus on that because
I can’t really do two things at a time. It is hard and then with the four kids, no I am
not going to even try to do that because I might even fail. So even I found out that
through the job that they might even pay for it. [Time off to do it too?] No, they
won’t give me time off but I am going to have to work my schedule so that I can go
to school and then work at the same time. Maya Vanderhand, Seattle

It might help parents like Maya if workforce policy and programs ensure the
completion of a secondary education credential before job seekers enter or reenter
the world of work. Alternatively, partners in workforce development networks
could negotiate with firms for GED pursuit on company time. In contrast to old
paradigm expectations, postemployment training is often out of reach for hard
working parents, as we discuss next.

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUE #5: POSTEMPLOYMENT
TRAINING AND SUPPORT

The remaining challenge arising at the intersection of workforce development and
economic mobility is the availability and accessibility of postemployment upgrade
training and services to support the advancement efforts of new workers. Now that
firms provide less upgrade training (Cappelli, 1999), particularly to low-skilled,
low-educated compared to higher skilled, higher educated workers (King, 2004;
O’Leary, Straits, & Wandner, 2004), postemployment training devolves for the
most part to the workforce development system. Compounding matters, fund-
ing is disproportionately larger for preemployment than for postemployment skill
training programs (King). For example, few workforce development programs are
funded to educate job seekers or new workers, after they are employed, about the
process of career development, transferable skills, or orderly advancement steps.
Other actors have not taken up this role either, even in well-developed workforce
development networks (Osterman et al., 2001).

Working and going to school is hard in the best of circumstances. For families
with children, debt, insufficient incomes, limited or lapsed postemployment case
management, and inadequate policy support, old paradigm expectations about
mobility through human capital attainment are misplaced. For upgrade as for
preemployment training, structured partnerships between firms and workforce
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development programs facilitate but do not assure utilization. Policies and prac-
tices in firms, children’s schools, and subsidies can derail parents’ advancement
efforts as detailed in Chapters 6 and 7. In the new view of mobility this multi-
institutional reality involves choices about upgrade training that are both cognitive
and emotional. Most simply, interests, time, competing values and availability of
support are part of the decision calculus, as Shanquitta Tucker’s story typifies.

Trying to Pursue Postemployment Upgrade Training:
Shanquitta Tucker’s Family Story (St. Louis)

Thirty-seven-year-old Shanquitta Tucker was always a working mother. Her
long history of nursing education and employment experience in the South was in-
terspersed with a series of unskilled but occasionally managerial positions. Before
having children Shanquitta completed high school, took two years of community
college classes in preparation for a “nursing major,” and earned a Certified Nursing
Assistant (CNA) certificate.

Many years later when she separated from her husband, Shanquitta and her three
children moved to St. Louis for a fresh start. They initially lived with Shanquitta’s
sister and two daughters, ages nine and three, in the sister’s two-bedroom rented
house in a St. Louis County community. Shanquitta enrolled thirteen-year-old
Iesha and seven-year old Chris in the district school and located a childcare center
for two-year-old Kenyetta so that she could look for work. Soon after the move
Shanquitta was contacted by a community outreach worker who was working
on a grant-funded child abuse prevention project that aimed to increase social
service utilization among low-income mothers. Although Shanquitta’s sister was
the initial target for the project, Shanquitta was enrolled instead, an “exchange”
that project administrators viewed as a kind of “protection” for her sister’s family.
The community outreach worker described her role as “helping out with housing,
employment, childcare, clothing, and other issues related to the transition from
welfare to work.” Accordingly, she helped Shanquitta apply for food stamps and
a housing subsidy. At this point Shanquitta’s children were already covered by
Medicaid health insurance and Shanquitta remained under her ex-husband’s health
insurance policy.

To make ends meet, Shanquitta took a job in the deli section of a grocery store
at $7.00 per hour, working twenty to twenty-eight hours a week without benefits.
Shanquitta did not qualify for TANF assistance, despite the fact that at twenty-eight
hours per week, her potential annual income of $10,192 was almost $7,000 below
the federal poverty line (FPL) for a family of four. Demonstrating the strength of
weak ties (Granovetter, 1973, 1983), the community outreach worker informed
Shanquitta about the healthcare training program in which she enrolled less than
one month after arriving in St. Louis.

Shanquitta’s health care training began with a six-week work readiness compo-
nent that was followed by ten weeks of Certified Nursing Assistant skills training
that entailed a rigorous program of classroom instruction and hospital internship.
A health care program administrator explained that CNA training requires consider-
able commitment but near-certain employment: “If participants complete training
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and pass the State Board Examination, permanent employment is 99.9% guaran-
teed.” He added that full benefits including vacation time, sick days, dental, and
vision would begin at the point of hire and most jobs would offer tuition reim-
bursement for upgrade education. At the end of the course Shanquitta passed her
certification exam and obtained a CNA position at the hospital that partnered with
the training program for her internship. Shanquitta began work on a 6:45 A.M. to
3:15 P.M. shift, earning $10.20 per hour with full benefits—over $1 more per hour
than she anticipated and $3 more per hour than any previous job in her long work
history. For the preemployment portion of Shanquitta’s mobility efforts then, her
training program–employer network constituted a structured whole.

Shanquitta’s tenure at Hospital-MO proceeded smoothly for a few months until
a change in Chris’s school necessitated a burdensome commute each morning.
Shanquitta informed her supervisors that she would be late for work and con-
tacted her health care program’s postemployment retention counselor (i.e., case
manager) for advice. Going “above and beyond,” the counselor volunteered to take
Chris to school in the morning so that Shanquitta would not be late for work. Shan-
quitta noted that the counselor’s mere mention of this prospect revived her forward
progress. For a time, Shanquitta and the counselor spoke frequently to strategize
about the issue and ultimately Shanquitta rearranged her morning routine to reach
work on time.

After several more months on the job, Shanquitta considered enrolling at the
local community college for Registered Nurse (RN) training, adding that tuition
reimbursement offered by the hospital was an incentive: “They want us to go back
to school and they will pay for it.” However, Shanquitta did not enroll in the next
set of RN courses, despite the fact that her supervisor encouraged her to take “at
least one class.” Shanquitta’s sister had been evicted from her house because she
could not pay the $600 monthly rent, thus Shanquitta and her children had to move
again just as she began stable employment.

Finding a new apartment was a challenge because of Shanquitta’s busy work
schedule, myriad tasks as a single parent, and unfamiliarity with the region. The
transportation route to her job and the children’s schools was also a consideration
in her decision about location. With the help of the community outreach worker—
perhaps more aptly the role of a training program postemployment counselor—
Shanquitta had become eligible for Section 8 housing, but none of these prospects
materialized as the family prepared for the coming school year. Perhaps worse,
Shanquitta felt that her income, even though demonstrably insufficient for her
family’s needs, would soon disqualify her for Section 8 assistance, especially if
she worked overtime:

I wanted to use [Section 8], but once I got my job, I was like right at the mark
money-wise, and if I worked over or something like that, I would have got cut off.
Shanquitta Tucker

Shanquitta’s housing subsidy dilemma is shared by many families. As soon as
families earn a little more money, although not enough to cover their needs, vital
subsidies are withdrawn, which leaves them even further from self-sufficiency
(Iversen, 2002). In this regard, as in others, policymakers are essential actors in
broadly effective workforce development networks.
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Eventually, Shanquitta and her sister moved into adjacent apartments in the
inner city, which meant leaving a tranquil and relatively safe county community
for a neighborhood known for drug trafficking and a relatively high crime rate.
Shanquitta’s sister was relieved to continue the joint living situation as she valued
having Shanquitta to “go to about my problems . . . she’s the only one I can talk to
about anything.” Shanquitta’s sister struggled with depression and relied heavily
on Shanquitta for financial and emotional support.

At the time the next set of RN courses began, Shanquitta was still adjusting to
the housing move and her children were adjusting to their third change of schools
in a year. Shanquitta also noted that the need to pay $600 up front to take a
course presented an obstacle, even though the healthcare training program would
reimburse the $600 down payment and Hospital-MO would reimburse course
tuition. Program and employer subsidy at the front end rather than reimbursement
at the back end might have facilitated Shanquitta’s enrollment.

Over the following year, Shanquitta remained unable to enroll in upgrade ed-
ucation. While obtaining an RN position would increase her income and career
fulfillment, the intersecting demands of institutions outside her network rendered
this prospect daunting. For example, hard-fought test results that identify Chris’s
learning disability did not get transferred to his new city school, so Shanquitta spent
time navigating this transfer while her own and Chris’s educational goals suffered.
Yet without upgrade training Shanquitta’s wage progression will be minimal.

It would be helpful to consider some type of strategy, perhaps through postem-
ployment case management or retention services, in addition to employer release
time for upgrade education, to make the RN track a more obtainable goal for
Shanquitta. Although the community outreach worker modeled how intensive case
management can guide new workers to resources like housing subsidies and quality
summer programs that sustain them and enrich their children, if the network of the
health care program, hospital, and college RN program were more of a structured
whole Shanquitta might access mobility-enhancing postemployment training more
rapidly.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Despite earlier research findings to the contrary, workforce development programs
can contribute to the mobility of low-income families. In Kevin McDonalds’s
words, they are “a start.” However there is growing recognition that these pro-
grams cannot by themselves ensure economic mobility and a strong workforce
(Iversen, 2002; Lafer, 2002). Sole reliance on the human capital-based “initiative”
of the old paradigm does not account for institutional complexity in contemporary
lives. For the new mobility, workforce development strategies need to be systemic,
collaborative, and reciprocal.

The families and organizations in this chapter identify that workforce interme-
diaries may bridge structural holes (Burt, 1992, 2002) in both federally funded
workforce development systems and regional and local workforce development
networks such that partner institutions form structured wholes for low-income
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families to access skill training and jobs. To be effective for career navigation and
advancement, the workforce development system and related local networks will
require construction of sustainable networks of training institutions, community-
based health and human service organizations, firms, policymakers, and children’s
schools. Although current federal employment-related legislation envisions such
collaboration, rigid “work first” policies, siloed funding streams, and the lack of
allocated funds constrict the formation of fully effective workforce development
partnerships (Roberts, 2002). The information in this chapter points to the need
for such an investment as well as for it to take place across the actors in a work-
force development system. As we discuss in Chapter 8, such policy choices are
not predetermined; they rest soundly on the public will.

In well-networked workforce development systems, the actors would discon-
tinue practices that are based on the old mobility paradigm of individualism and
its associated structure of siloed funding. For example, programs would replace
assessment of individuals with comprehensive assessment of families, understand-
ing that mobility is embedded in family and social networks not in atomistic job
seekers. Interviews with intermediary and training program staff in the five re-
search cities reveal that early efforts in this direction are taking place. Different
assessment models and partnerships are being explored and in some cases used.
Comprehensive family assessments, however, require sufficient program capacity
and staff expertise to identify and respond to the needs that arise when firms pay
inadequate wages, children’s schools take parents away from work and training,
and subsidy allotments are insufficient.

Similarly, well-networked workforce development systems would create, coor-
dinate, and fund more systemic strategies for retention and advancement. One of
the harder things is getting people interested in apprenticeships, an intermediary
staff person said, because “They’re getting okay wages” and they are “scared of
school.” The stories here show that accessing postemployment upgrade educa-
tion is more complex than that, involving multiple intersecting institutions that
require coordination and navigational guidance. Moreover, firms are critical actors
in the workforce development network equation in terms of both pre- and postem-
ployment education and skill training and wages. Workforce intermediaries might
demonstrate to firms through workforce program and labor market data that in-
vesting in the skills and education of low- as well as high-earning employees
yields lower turnover, higher productivity, and increased investment in communi-
ties. Government policy might foster this direction through tax credits to firms for
active engagement in preemployment training and for expanding onsite upgrade
instruction during the work day and offering release time for off-site training.
These efforts could benefit all players. To ensure family economic mobility and
community development, well-networked workforce development systems need
to actively position firms (Chapter 6), children’s schools (Chapter 7), and public
policy (Chapter 8) in central roles toward such goals.



6 Yesterday’s Firms and Today’s Families

Connects and Disconnects

WITH MICHELE BELLIVEAU

As old as I am, I’ve worked in just about every shop on the east coast so I know
how everybody else works. This plant and mind thinking is a completely
different setup than most places. Here you can try and do, and nobody’s going to
come down on you if you do something wrong, didn’t do that right. That kind of
atmosphere builds you to try to do even more things. It all works together to
boost everybody’s thinking. At this plant it’s 100% support, and it shows in the
things everyone does.—Tool and Die Maker, Coworker of Sam Gates at
Technology Management Company—Electronics Division, Philadelphia

People like me who go back to work later in life—companies hire younger
people at lower wages and expect them to stay in the company for a long time.
Eventually they make better wages, in time for their family’s needs. Me, I’m
older and I’ll be less long in the workforce. And my family has needs right
now.—Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

CONTEXT

Day shifts, overnight shifts, factories, offices, hospitals, tech companies, corpo-
rations, independent pharmacies, and more. The matched sets of workers and
firms in this chapter help to identify the ways in which families and firms inter-
sect to influence inter- and intragenerational economic mobility. We begin with
a brief discussion of the national economic context in which the firms and fam-
ilies are lodged and then describe the seventy-four firms in which the key par-
ents work during our years of contact with them. We see how firms’ wage struc-
tures, economic recession, and what we call a life-stage mismatch between today’s
workers and yesterday’s firms (Iversen, 2002) intersect to keep these full-time
year-round working parents from earning a family-sustaining income. The fam-
ily stories then take us deeply into advancement opportunity in contemporary
firms. We focus on wage returns to job changes, workers’ job choice processes,
and advancement structures in firms—three phenomena that illustrate the per-
sistence of the old paradigm of economic mobility (Chapter 2). We then look
at how other structural and ground-level aspects of firm organization and au-
thority relations converge to impact mobility. We conclude the chapter by ex-
amining industry, job, and wage projections for the coming decade, describing
what “firm as partner” to the families’ goals of economic mobility could look
like.
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THE NATIONAL ECONOMIC CONTEXT

The economy of the 1990s and early 2000s sets the immediate context for this
look at the parents’ firms, job pathways, and economic mobility prospects and
actions. In the mid-to-late 1990s when the key parents begin their mobility efforts
by enrolling in a job training program that is part of a local or regional workforce
development network (Chapter 5), the labor market is tight and jobs are plentiful.
The confluence of a growth economy, an aging workforce in some industries,
and entry-level opportunities in new industries means that many firms desperately
sought workers (Osterman et al., 2001). Such firms were thus willing to partner
with job training programs in workforce development networks to employ persons
they previously excluded from their hiring queues, such as welfare recipients,
immigrants and refugees, ex-felons, racial and ethnic minorities, and those without
high school degrees. By the early 2000s, economic recession and firm and labor
market restructuring intersected to thwart the economic mobility of these new
workers.

First, the economic recession that technically began in March 2001 ends what
many economists describe as the longest period of economic expansion in U.S.
history: 120 months from March 1991 to March 2001 (Crutsinger, 2004). Whereas
the recession officially ended in late 2001, rates of unemployment rose from about
4 percent in March 2001, a figure generally considered to be “full employment”
(Appelbaum, Bernhardt, & Murnane, 2003), to 5.8 percent in March 2003, two
years after the recession officially began (Associated Press, 2003), en route to a
peak of 6.3 percent in September 2003. Between February 2001 and October 2003
between 2.3 and 3 million jobs were lost (Mishel, 2004), depending on the measure
used, which left three unemployed workers for every job vacancy. Nearly 90 percent
of the job loss occurred in manufacturing, continuing thirty years of job reduc-
tion in that industry (The new protectionism, 2004). Some describe this period as
the largest sustained loss of jobs since the Great Depression (Mishel), using such
terms as “jobless recovery,” “job loss” recovery (Minehan, 2004), and “anemic
economy.” Employment and wage growth remain slow in 2005 and, according to
Shapiro, Kogan, and Aron-Dine (2005, p. 1), job creation has not only “underper-
formed the historical average, but every comparable period since the end of World
War II.”

The five states in this book are among thirty others that show a net loss in
jobs between March 2001 and June 2004 (Hakim, 2004). Moreover official un-
employment rates do not include “discouraged workers” who have dropped out
of the labor force temporarily or permanently, as a few parents here do. In March
2003 more than 74.5 million adults were considered outside of the labor force,
up more than four million since March 2001—almost twice the two million job-
less in the jobless recovery (Davey & Leonhardt, 2003). If labor market dropouts
were included in the “unemployment” calculation, the real rate of unemployment
in September 2003 would be 7.1 percent (Price & Fungard, 2004). Compounding
matters, the working age population that includes several of the book’s younger
parents grew by 3.7 percent over the same period (Price & Fungard). The state of
the national economy, then, is not conducive to economic mobility for many U.S.
workers, including those here.
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Second, widespread restructuring and reorganization of the labor market and
firms over the last several decades—some say over the past century (DiPrete,
1993)—further constrains the efforts of low-income parents to move up through
work. Patterns of job mobility have shifted from predictable upward pathways
(Blau & Duncan, 1967) to lateral or downward paths (Osterman, 1999), altering
the traditional mechanism for advancement (Kalleberg & Mastekaasa, 2001). Al-
though Lafer (2002) argues otherwise, Holzer (1996) predicts that “even the high
rates of future job growth predicted for some low-skill occupational categories do
not necessarily imply an abundance of jobs without major (cognitive and interper-
sonal) skill requirements” (p. 64), such as “dealing with customers, reading and
writing paragraphs, doing arithmetic calculations, and using computers” (p. 47).
Additionally problematic, persons in jobs with low starting wages or slow wage
growth are most likely to find similar jobs in the process of job change (Connolly &
Gottschalk, 2001).

Aspects of restructuring for the economic mobility experiences of the par-
ents here, as across the United States, include globalization, or the worldwide
spread of modern capitalism and increased transnational competition (Swedberg,
2003); offshoring, or sending American jobs overseas (DiMaggio, 2001); merg-
ers and acquisitions (DiPrete, 1993); and downsizing, or reducing the workforce
(Baumol, Blinder, & Wolff, 2003). Downsizing may be accomplished through out-
sourcing or contracting out units or job responsibilities formerly handled within
firms (Cappelli, 2000) or utilizing a greater share of nonstandard work arrange-
ments, especially temporary and part-time workers (DiPrete, 1993; Tilly, 1996),
which Kalleberg and Marsden (2005) call “externalization” strategies. Purported
results of this restructuring that affect mobility include the reduction or elimina-
tion of internal career ladders (Osterman, 1999), or what Kalleberg and Marsden
(2005) call “internalization” strategies; the loosening of firm responsibility to em-
ployee and employee loyalty to firm (Ansberry, 2003; Cappelli, 2000; Kalleberg &
Mastekaasa, 2001); the emergence of a customer model of management (DuGay &
Salaman, 2000); the expansion of labor market segmentation by function, prod-
uct, or customer, in which intrafirm departments are replaced by geographically
diffuse ones (Lane et al., 2003); the replacement of hierarchical by flatter, more
individualized yet less reciprocal authority relations (Garsten 1999); and the real-
location of risk from employer to employee, especially in the area of health and
other nonwage benefits (Jacoby, 2004).

The extent to which these and other economic and organizational developments
are new, universal, permanent, or influential is much discussed and hotly contested
(Burawoy et al., 2000; Jacoby, 2004; Katz, 2001; Minehan, 2004; National Re-
search Council, 1999; Osterman, 1999; Osterman et al., 2001; Swedberg, 2003).
For example, although most rhetoric links globalization with losses to U.S. workers,
a comparative institutional advantage perspective on political economy (Belussi &
Garibaldo, 2000; Hall & Soskice, 2001) cautions that globalization pertains to
work and workers leaving and coming to the United States.

Many scholars note, however, that service and blue-collar workers such as the
parents here are especially vulnerable to organizational restructuring and reorgani-
zation, whatever its extent (Bernhardt et al., 2001; DiPrete & Nonnemaker, 1997).
Others report that middle management is increasingly vulnerable to labor market
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changes as well (Bell, 1996; Cappelli, 1999; Jacoby, 2004; Putnam, 2000). In ad-
dition, the nature of what Baron (1984) calls “subordinate primary” jobs, such as
semiskilled factory work, low-level administration, and clerical positions, varies
across firms, which suggests that organizational context influences the ways that
specific job characteristics affect mobility. Althauser and Kalleberg (1990) note
further that the relationship between specific job characteristics and career out-
comes also varies across firms. DiPrete and Nonnemaker (1997) add that mobility
responses to restructuring vary sharply by industry group as well.

This chapter contributes to the debate by illuminating the organization and
structure of the firms in which the parents work, the parents’ experiences at work,
the actions and views of supervisors and coworkers, and the contemporary policy
responses to economic conditions in firms and families. In effect, the economic
context is viewed through the lens of the lived and intersecting experiences of
workers, families, firms, and policies.

THE PARENTS’ FIRMS

The research team spends hundreds of hours at the parents’ firms.1 We observe,
interview and audiotape supervisors, managers, CEOs, union representatives, and
coworkers, accompanying parents as they fulfill their tasks and duties. We also
gather current and retrospective data about firms from parent reports, promotional
materials, company or corporate Web sites, public documents, and the press. To-
gether these sources yield five years of data about the intersections between parents
and the seventy-four firms in which they work between 1998 and mid-2003. These
data support Granovetter’s (2002, p. 38) argument that labor market and other so-
cial institutions intersect in ways that “cannot be accounted for by the incentives
of individuals” (italics in original). As Bielby and Bielby (2002, p. 197) note,
“structural features of the workplace that promote long job tenures, embedded
social relationships among workers and between workers and employers, and per-
ceptions of fairness are likely to lead to a workplace culture that can sustain the
implicit contract.” Structure here refers to the type of organization and authority
relations in firms, and thus the relationship between workers and firms. As re-
flected in the new mobility paradigm (Chapter 2), a dynamic view of intersecting
structures, institutions, firms, workers, and families emerges from the longitudinal
ethnographic findings.

ANALYTICAL TYPOLOGY OF THE FIRMS

A central concern in classical social theory is the impact of organizational hi-
erarchies on individuals and society. Marx holds a deterministic view about the
inherent exploitation and alienation of workers by firms under capitalism (Marx,
1867/1978). Weber posits a more dynamic view that social actions oriented to
one another constitute social relationships that over time may turn into a so-called
order, such as a firm (Weber, 1922/1978). Recent abstraction of the attainment
process from its organizational and institutional context results in an emphasis on
the personal determinants of success or failure rather than on how the distribution
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of labor market relationships and outcomes intersect with individuals, firms, and
society (Baron, 1984, p. 60).

More in line with Weber’s view, we find that firms vary considerably in how they
organize and manage production. We thus discuss the parents’ mobility processes
here in relation to a broadly used, albeit idealized typology of organization and
relations in firms: Fordism, Neo-Fordism, Post-Fordism (Grint, 1991; Hirst &
Zeitlin, 1997), and the customer model (DuGay & Salaman, 2000).

Fordism is characterized by organization and management practices traditional
to manufacturing firms, such as well-defined authority structures, closed systems
of control, and centralized decision making. Fordist firms also often implement a
version of the “scientific management” techniques that Taylor promoted in the early
1900s (Grint, 1991, 2000) with their emphasis on task fragmentation, monitoring
of task completion time, and deskilling, all toward greater efficiency and cost
reduction. In effect, Fordist firms replace the personal bonds between workers
and bosses, typical of early industrial establishments, with the impersonal force of
company rules or company policy as the basis of control (Edwards, 1979). Workers
in a typical Fordist mass production system hold limited and firm-specific skills,
are differentiated through clear division of labor, and are thought to be isolated
and alienated from management and firm profits. Customer satisfaction results
from the structure and mode of production within the firm. We append Osterman’s
(1999) notion of “firm as family” to “firm as autocratic family” here to describe
the patriarchal management, hierarchical control, and supposed reciprocal loyalty
characteristic of such firms. When Fordist firms function according to bureaucratic
control procedures, “we” comes to mean “we the firm” rather than “we the workers”
(Edwards).

Neo-Fordist organization and management resemble the Fordist pattern in terms
of mass production and supervisory control, but also move in the direction of flex-
ibility, an expanded range of products, quality, and a workforce that is engaged in
multiple tasks using multiple skills. Extending Osterman’s (1999) “firm as. . . . ”
metaphor, we suggest that “firm as disengaged family,” a family form in which
relationships are strained and communication is lacking, characterizes firms evi-
dencing these traditional but also changing roles and relations and lessened firm
loyalty to employee.

Post-Fordism is characterized by even more flexible organization and manage-
ment, product specialization, customization and niche markets, elimination of the
assembly line, lessened division of labor, teamwork, and flatter authority relations.
It is also characterized by a weaker relationship between job tenure and rewards
among both low- and high-skilled workers (DiPrete, Goux, & Maurin, 2001).
Increased differentiation of demand and customization leads to production and
management techniques such as total quality management and just-in-time pro-
duction. The metaphor of “firm as fair-weather friend” is descriptive of post-Fordist
organization, wherein loyalty is temporal and conditional.

The customer model is one of the newest forms of firm organization and rela-
tions (DuGay & Salaman, 2000). In this model the firm’s primary goal is to meet
customer needs; in turn the customer evaluates and defines work performance and
work relations. Relationship, innovation, flexibility in all domains, choice, variety,
vision, meaning, and the “dual customers” of consumer and workforce are part
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of customer model discourse. Rather than the personal, face-to-face ties between
bosses and workers typical of early entrepreneurial establishments in the 1800s
(Edwards, 1979), face-to-face in the customer model takes place horizontally from
worker to worker. As such, relationships may reflect norms of reciprocity, trust and
shared values (Fukuyama, 2003) or tentativeness, competition, and uncertainty.
The metaphor of “firm as roommate” might apply here. Peers supplant family re-
lations, firm loyalty to employee is contingent or may be false, and change rather
than stability is the rule.

Firms functioning according to the new view of mobility might be described
metaphorically as “firm as partner.” Family-supporting wages, employer-paid ben-
efits, release time for on- or off-site postemployment upgrade training, clear and
supported career ladders, flextime, and mentor programs are a few characteristics
of partner firms. A full complement of characteristics exists in only nascent form in
a few firms. We ultimately argue that “firm as partner” signifies the full partnership
and real, reciprocal relationships between employees and firms that can pave the
way to the new mobility goal of household and profit, as we discuss more fully at
the end of this chapter.

Our analysis of firm Web sites (sixty-five of the seventy-four firms) and other
promotional and interview material according to the key words or key charac-
teristics listed above in the four firm categories yields thirty-five examples of
predominantly Fordist rhetoric, twenty-eight examples of neo-Fordist, thirty-nine
examples of post-Fordist, and seventy-seven examples of customer model rhetoric
(examples in family stories in this chapter). We also find that although the rhetoric
may be new (predominantly post-Fordist or customer model), most firms’ policies
and practices remain old (predominantly neo-Fordist or Fordist). The use of mul-
tiple rhetoric in the promotional materials of firms underscores others’ findings
that although one form of organization may be dominant, varied forms generally
coexist within any one firm (DiMaggio, 2001; DiPrete, Goux, & Maurin, 2001;
Hirst & Zeitlin, 1997; Hollingsworth & Boyer, 1997; National Research Coun-
cil, 1999). Most of the seventy-four firms evidence characteristics of at least two
of the modes of organization and relations and some show three or all four. In
contrast to the old mobility assumption held by many dual labor market theo-
rists that some industries provide good jobs with stable employment and high
wages whereas other industries provide bad jobs with low wages and no mo-
bility, Morris and Western (1999) find as we do that these employment strate-
gies are now utilized together within industries and within firms. Most notably,
observations, interviews, family experiences, and the press highlight contradic-
tions between the rhetoric and practices of firms and the workers’ experiences
on the ground. Although some firms make informal efforts to partner with their
workforce, explicit policies enable only two of the seventy-four firms here (Ayesha
Muhammad’s and Sam Gates’s) to approach this goal.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PARENTS’
FIRMS AND JOBS

As context for the ensuing discussion of how firms and families intersect to in-
fluence economic mobility, we briefly describe the main characteristics of the
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seventy-four firms in which the key parents are employed between January 1998
and June 2003 (see Table B.1 in Appendix B). Industry classification, occupa-
tion, nonwage benefits, type and size of firm, safety record, union presence, and
a category we call “firm issues” are discussed first. The parents’ wages and wage
adequacy (see Table B.1 in Appendix B) are discussed in a subsequent section
because of their centrality to economic mobility. The final sections of the chapter
focus on advancement through microscopic examination of the families’ decisions
and patterns of job change, the advancement structure and organizational relations
in their firms, and future projections for their industries, occupations and wages.

INDUSTRY CLASSIFICATION

Table B.1 in Appendix B shows that the seventy-four firms represent fifteen of the
twenty categories in the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS

2002) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004b). NAICS does not include self-employment.
Although the key parents’ initial post-training jobs2 are located in eight of the
fifteen industry categories, the range of industry environments in which they work
nearly doubles over the five-and-a-half-year period (January 1998 to June 2003).

Over half of the parents’ initial firms (fourteen, or 56 percent) are located in
the manufacturing, construction or automotive industry (one parent remains at a
preprogram firm), while about two in five (eleven, or 44 percent) are in service in-
dustries. Over time this proportion reverses. Looking at the study period as a whole,
two in five of the parents’ seventy-four firms (thirty, or 41 percent) are located in
manufacturing, construction or automotive industries, while three in five (forty-
four, or 59 percent) are in service industries. This shift mirrors the general trend of
postindustrialism as well as the recent economic downturn in the United States. In
1970, 25 percent of the American workforce worked in the manufacturing indus-
try compared to 12 percent in 2004 (The new protectionism, 2004, p. 28). Equally
relevant to the mobility of the parents here, the steep loss of manufacturing jobs in
the recent recession disproportionately disadvantages African American workers.
As of 2003, 10.1 percent of the twenty million manufacturing workers are African
American. These workers lost 15 percent of the jobs they held before the recession
compared to a 10 percent loss among white factory workers (Uchitelle, 2003).

OCCUPATION

Most of the parents’ occupations, in both initial and subsequent firms, would be
considered entry level or low skilled (Table B.1, Appendix B). These occupations
include “operator,” “assistant,” “helper,” “laborer,” “apprentice,” “clerk,” “techni-
cian,” and “guard.” Two parents hold lower management positions: Lucky Miracle
in a firm that precedes his involvement in the job training program and Hard
Working Blessed who reaches that level five years after his initial post-training
job. Isabell Smith is in training for an office manager position.

NONWAGE BENEFITS

One of the expectations of the workforce programs here is that a “good job” will
offer nonwage benefits, especially health insurance, even though this expectation
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runs counter to the national decline in employer-provided benefits over the decade
of the 1990s (Nafziger, 2000). This decline continues to the present, as Holahan
and Cook (2005, p. 1) report: “Between 2000 and 2004, the number of unin-
sured Americans (adults) increased by six million, primarily because of a decline
in employer-sponsored health insurance. Two-thirds of the growth was among
Americans below two hundred percent of the federal poverty level.”

In this study, as Table B.1 (Appendix B) shows, most of the initial twenty-five
jobs (twenty-two, or 80 percent) offer health insurance to entering workers, yet
only sixteen of the parents utilize these benefits for themselves or family. The
other six parents elect to remain on Medicare, are covered by a spouse’s insurance,
or are uninsured. The parents tend to not utilize employer health benefits when
their contribution to the premium costs more than $15 per month (Iversen, 2002).
As Gerstel and Clawson’s (2001) research underscores, affordability is key to
taking advantages of benefits that are offered. Three parents are not eligible for
employer-provided health benefits.

By mid-2003, fewer than half the jobs the parents hold (44 percent) offer health
insurance, about the same rate as reported nationally (Kalleberg Reskin, & Hudson,
2000). Eight parents (32 percent) are uninsured for some or all of the research
period, almost double the 18 percent of Americans who have no health insurance at
some point during 2000 (Appelbaum et al., 2003). Four families alternate between
employer-based insurance and Medicaid. Thus, on the health insurance metric
alone the parents get fewer “good” jobs over time and the description of nonwage
benefits as “fringe” becomes increasingly apt.

Because workers in the United States obtain health insurance primarily through
employment, family health coverage is further constrained during between-firm
job changes. Loss of health insurance while job-hunting and during probation in a
new job often lasts up to four months, hurting children’s health as Randy Jackson’s
wife Shawn reports:

We don’t have any health insurance right now. It’s tough on the kids. The kids have
been sick a while. We only have money for over-the-counter medicine. We spend a
lot of money on that. We used to take them to the private hospital, but now go to the
county hospital. We still have bills coming. The kids got ringworm in school, but
we couldn’t afford to take them to the doctor. The drugstore medicines didn’t work
very well. It took a long time to go away. We had to take them to the hospital. Shawn
Jackson, Milwaukee

Only one parent reports being told about bridge health insurance when making
a job change, even though the 1985 Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation
Act (COBRA) legally requires employers that offer health insurance to provide such
information.

TYPE AND SIZE OF FIRM

Virtually all seventy-four firms are private rather than public companies (Table B.1,
Appendix B). Although some argue that public and private firms are different
(Swedberg, 2003), others hold that the “public/private” distinction is increasingly
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blurred by the spread of market forces (Grint, 1991). We find here that both types of
firms are vulnerable to market turbulence and that differences are not systematic.

Using data from NAICS 2002 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004b), firms’ materials,
and parent reports, we conclude that two-thirds of the firms (fifty, or 68 percent)
contain more than one hundred employees and one-fourth of the firms (nineteen, or
26 percent) contain fewer than one hundred employees. Size data are missing on five
firms. The predominance of larger firms here is thus counter to the general pattern of
firm size in the United States. Over 90 percent of the more than six million business
establishments in the United States employ fewer than fifty workers, even though
larger firms still contain over half the American workforce (Osterman et al., 2001).
Accordingly, a higher percentage of key parents (68 percent) than welfare leavers
(50 percent; Holzer, Stoll, & Wissoker, 2004) work in large firms. This difference
may be due partly to the fact that our data are longitudinal and most welfare data are
cross-sectional, partly to the fact that workforce development programs are more
likely than welfare-to-work programs to provide the skill training that large firms
want, and partly to the fact that larger firms may be more likely than smaller firms
to hire during economic recession, as vacancy theory predicts (Swedberg, 2003).
Alternatively, the size of the industry may be a factor, as the job training programs
here seek partnerships with firms in industries that are significantly represented in
their urban region.

Firm size is considered a proxy for mobility opportunity as large firms are
thought to better protect workers against labor market turbulence than smaller
firms. Yet DiPrete (1993) finds that industry contraction in the 1980s results in
high rates of unemployment for service and blue-collar workers, which suggests
that large firms no longer buffer the effects of industry contraction on mobility.
What buffering that exists pertains primarily to higher level, more experienced
workers. Hollister (2004) suggests that this trend persists in the 2000s, largely due
to corporate restructuring. Similarly, neither size nor industry protects the low-
earning parents here from layoff or from the lessened likelihood of being offered
employer health coverage (Holahan & Cook, 2005), even though larger firms are
historically more likely to offer health benefits.

SAFETY RECORD

As Katz (2001, p. 204) reports, “Over 10,000 workers are killed and more than six
million injured on the job each year.” Safety is a problem in nearly one-third of the
parents’ firms (twenty-two, or 30 percent) according to inspection records from the
Occupational Health and Safety Administration3 (OSHA; U.S. Department of Labor,
2004; Table B.1, Appendix B). OSHA categorizes safety violations in descending
order of seriousness as follows: (1) Willful, one committed with an intentional
disregard of, or plain indifference to, the requirements of the Occupational Health
and Safety Act and regulations; (2) Repeat, a citation is issued where OSHA has
previously cited an employer for a substantially similar violation and that citation
has become final; (3) Serious, a violation in which there is substantial probability
that death or serious physical harm could result, and the average employer knew, or
should have known, of the hazard; and (4) Other-than-serious, a condition which
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would probably not cause death or serious physical harm but would have a direct
and immediate relationship to the safety and health of employees (U.S. Department
of Labor, 2001, pp. 1–2). The twenty-two firms here cited by OSHA accumulate
2 willful, 121 serious, and 21 other-than-serious violations between 1998 and 2003.
To the greater extent that safety conditions affect life and health, they intersect with
parents’ work efforts to affect mobility as well, as Hard Working Blessed’s story
illustrates later.

UNION PRESENCE

Wages and benefits are thought to be more generous in union than in nonunion
positions (Mishel, Bernstein, & Boushey, 2003). This outcome pertains to some
but not all union positions here, as Rachel Quinn’s story highlights later. Others
report that some union jobs, such as parking attendants (Jeremy) and janitorial
services (Miracle), evidence wage stagnation in the current labor market (Shipler,
2004). Either way, the option of a union pathway as a route to economic mobility
lessens over time for the parents. Seven parents hold unionized positions in their
initial post-training jobs, and an eighth would have but left the firm too soon (eight
of twenty-five, or 32 percent). If we include those parents who remain at their post-
training job, nine of the twenty-five parents (36 percent) hold or can potentially
hold union positions; thus over time the rate of unionization among the key parents
appears to be four times higher than the 9 percent of employees reported in private
sector union positions in 2000 (Ehrenberg & Smith, 2003). However, many of the
parents’ jobs are short term, and in some cases the parent does not join the union.
The majority of the parents’ firms (fifty-two, or 71 percent) are nonunion. Union
information is missing for seven firms.

FIRM ISSUES

In the final column of Table B.1 (Appendix B), information from the interviews,
promotional material, and press yields issues in firms that can hinder or foster
mobility. What we categorize as troublesome issues surface in more than nine out
of ten firms for which we have data (fifty-six out of sixty-one, or 92 percent). Trou-
blesome issues include no clear advancement path (absence of internal ladders);
no provision of benefits; downsizing; layoffs; globalization; outsourcing; produc-
tion decreases; plant, branch, and division closings; on-the-job injuries; demotion;
perceived racism; acquisitions and mergers; unhealthy work environments; in-
formal wage arrangements; insufficient work; mandatory overtime; bankruptcy;
strike threats; massive organizational restructuring; state funding cutbacks; law-
suits; and takeovers. These issues in the parents’ firms reflect the national and
international debates about firm restructuring, contemporary production systems,
and national economic troubles that we discuss earlier. In contrast, issues that may
foster mobility, such as having a strong employee focus; receipt of quality awards;
holding a corporate art collection, which suggests concern about employees’ work
environment although arguably could be a customer marketing strategy; imple-
menting wage parity between contingent and permanent workers; and supporting
minority business, are evident in a handful of firms. As constructive as these issues
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are, they do not counterbalance the panoply of troublesome issues that affect the
parents’ mobility efforts either directly or through their influence on other firm
characteristics and practices, as the family stories show.

In sum, Table B.1 (Appendix B) shows that even after five or more years of full-
time work, most of the parents remain in or just above entry-level positions that
Ehrenberg and Smith (2003) characterize as “lowest paying.” About one in four
workers nationally holds such positions: 20.6 percent of men and 33.3 percent of
women in 2000 (Ehrenberg & Smith, 2003, p. 477). The parents work increasingly
in service industry firms that offer limited health insurance or on-the-job upgrade
training. Despite the large size of these firms, union protection is scant, and safety
and other establishment practices are troublesome. These characteristics alone
endanger the parents’ economic mobility. The parents’ wage pathways and analysis
of the adequacy of their wages further endanger mobility, as the next section
describes.

WAGES, WAGE ADEQUACY, AND JOB PATHWAYS

WAGES

Wage and salary earnings are the primary source of family income (McCall, 2000),
particularly for families at the low end of the wage scale who seldom hold major
savings or assets. The analyses in the next sections of the chapter and in Table
B.1 (Appendix B) explicitly pertain to wage income only, as the dominant concern
in assessing economic mobility and family well-being over the long run is what
a parent can earn. Although transitional subsidies and wage supports like food
stamps, housing assistance, and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) mediate
low incomes in the short run (see also Chapter 3), earnings are ultimately the
key to fostering intra- and intergenerational economic mobility. As Duncan and
colleagues (1998) warn, family economic conditions during children’s early years,
particularly for low-income families, are critical influences on children’s later
school achievement.

Definitions of “low wage,” “near low wage,” and “chronic low wage” vary
slightly from one source to another. Kalleberg and colleagues (2000) define a low-
wage job as one in which the hourly wage is in the bottom quintile of workers
age eighteen and over—below $6.00 per hour in 1995 dollars. Katz (2001, p. 352)
characterizes low-wage work as full-time earnings that are less than two-thirds
of the median pay. Bernhardt and colleagues (2001, p. 153) categorize a chronic
low-wage worker as one whose “permanent hourly wage by age 34 is less than
$11/hour in 1999 dollars.” The workforce programs and networks here use $7 per
hour in 1995 dollars as the wage floor for a “good job” (Fleischer, 2001), drawing
on the old paradigm expectation that wages will increase regularly over time. All
but two of the key parents’ initial post-training wages exceed the floor figure. In
fact, the average post-training wage across the programs as of 2000 is $9.13 per
hour (Abt Associates & New School University, 2000). For perspective on the wage
figures in Table B.1 (Appendix B), a $7 per hour wage in 1995 is the equivalent
of $8.81 in 2005 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2005). Nationally 28.5 million of the
69.1 million hourly wage jobs (41 percent) are considered low wage (minimum
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wage) or near low wage (up to $7.50 per hour, or $8.96 in 2005 figures) per Smith
and Woodbury’s (2000) definition.

In all five cities the parents’ post-training wages are significantly higher than
wages they earn in prior employment (analysis not shown). Entering these jobs
in the late 1990s for the most part, parents in Seattle, Milwaukee, New Orleans,
St. Louis, and Philadelphia average wage increases of 42 percent, 39 percent,
45 percent, 55 percent, and 18 percent, respectively, over preprogram wages. These
increases derive from several sources: a greater amount of full-time year-round
work; entrée into higher-paying jobs and industries than the parents are able to
access before training; and moving from welfare reliance or a mix of welfare and
work income, incarceration, refugee histories, or insufficient skills and education
to a full-time good job. The increases are not to be interpreted as indicative of
better jobs in one city or another, as the preprogram wage floor differs by city and
within cities by different jobs.

According to the wage metric, these parents fare a little better than other low
earners across the country. As noted in Chapter 1, in 2003 about one in every
four full-time year-round workers earns less than $9.04 an hour, which may not
keep a family of four out of poverty (Mishel, Bernstein, & Allegretto, 2005). This
finding alone alerts us to the fact that hourly wage is an important but not sufficient
index of economic well-being. The adequacy of the wage in the context of family
size, locale, debt, health, and the structures and characteristics of firms needs to
be assessed alongside base wage data to fully understand a family’s potential for
economic mobility. The family stories below illustrate these intersections.

WAGE ADEQUACY

Whereas low wage refers to a worker’s actual hourly wage, low income is a broader
concept that uses hourly wage or annual income and an official measure to as-
sess how adequately a parent’s income meets family needs. The Federal Poverty
Guideline, commonly called the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), is the most common
measure. Most literature and many subsidy programs use 100 percent FPL, also
called the “poverty line,” as the cutoff between poor and not poor. In contrast 200
percent FPL—twice the poverty guideline—is frequently considered a minimum
sustainable family income (Mishel, Bernstein, & Boushey, 2003). As mentioned
in Chapter 1, median income in the United States is just under 300 percent of
the federal poverty level (Gitterman, Howard, & Cotton, 2003), more than half
again the income of most of the parents here. By any measure, the wages of nearly
all the key parents do not adequately meet their families’ needs (see Table B.1,
Appendix B).

One reason for wage inadequacy is structural, as many policymakers and schol-
ars consider the federal poverty level a poor measure of family economic status
(Danziger & Haveman, 2001; Iversen, 2002; Mishel, Bernstein, & Boushey, 2003;
Rainwater & Smeeding, 2003; Shipler, 2004). Means-tested programs for families
with low incomes, such as food stamps, housing subsidies, and adult and chil-
dren’s health insurance, are currently indexed to the federal poverty level, whereby
income relative to family size is the only criterion. Complicating matters, state,
local, and federal government departments use different calculations and different



Yesterday’s Firms and Today’s Families 131

multiples of the poverty guideline to determine program eligibility. In this respect
“place” matters a great deal to economic mobility. Deciding on an improved fed-
eral measure is critical to the economic mobility of low-income families, as the
adequacy of a parent’s wage intersects with the policy environment in terms of
eligibility for work supports and subsidies.

The debate for and against the federal poverty metric further revolves around
whether the poverty line (100 percent FPL) should be set at “minimum subsistence”
or higher than “subsistence” levels, whether it should be developed and updated in
“absolute” or “relative” fashion (Fisher, 1995), whether a poverty line should be set
nationally, globally, or according to “societal poverty lines” (Rainwater & Smeed-
ing, 2003), or whether it should vary by region and locality. These debates have
resulted in the development of alternative metrics for assessing income adequacy
and subsidy eligibility (Short, 2001), one of which is the Self-Sufficiency Standard
(SSS) that we use here (Pearce, 2000, 2001; Wider Opportunities for Women, 2001,
2004; Table B.1, Appendix B). The SSS assesses income adequacy according to the
monthly local cost of basic needs such as housing, food, child care, transportation,
health care, and taxes in addition to income. The SSS and other self-sufficiency
standards also require differential assessment of family needs according to chil-
dren’s age. As our research also finds, calculating “how many” children a family
has does not account for differences in the cost of certified child care or preschool
compared to public school, differences in the cost of feeding an infant compared
to a teenager, or differences in housing costs. Use of an absolute national formula
based on “number in family” also does not account for significant geographic vari-
ation in these costs both within and between states. An income that reaches 100
percent of the Self-Sufficiency Standard is thought to adequately meet a family’s
basic needs.

Further evidence of the need to accurately measure wage adequacy is the fact that
in 2000, earnings of 16.2 percent of all prime age workers (full time and part time)
fall at or below 100 percent of the poverty line: 21.7 percent of these workers are
women and 12.3 percent are men (Mishel, Bernstein, & Boushey, 2003, p. 351). As
recently as 2002, more than one in four (27.4 percent) working parents with children
in the United States earns less than 200 percent of the federal poverty threshold
(Waldron, Roberts, & Reamer, 2004). Moreover wages per se have deteriorated in
recent decades. Compared to youth who enter the labor market in the 1970s, the
real median wages of those who enter in the 1980s and 1990s declines 21 percent
by the time they are in their thirties, and this decline is concentrated among less
educated workers such as some of the parents here (Bernhardt et al., 2001). Even
more relevant, although real wages have fallen for men and advanced for women
as a whole over the past two decades, the real wages of low-skilled women have
actually declined (McCall, 2000).

In this research, few parents’ annual incomes4 reach sufficiency by either mea-
sure: 200 percent FPL or 100 percent SSS (Table B.1, Appendix B). Over time wage
adequacy rises or falls depending on employment status, type of position, fam-
ily composition, and emergency needs. Even with sizeable increases over prior
job wages, the parents’ annual incomes at their initial job after training average
122 percent of the federal poverty level (see Table B.2, Appendix B) and 69 per-
cent of the Self-Sufficiency Standard—well short of the ability to support their
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families. Even work supports such as the EITC do not raise most of the families’
incomes to 200 percent of the poverty level, as noted in Chapter 3.

Critically, more often than not, parents’ incomes that appear sufficient are po-
tential not actual incomes. They do not reveal income reductions that parents expe-
rience due to periodic layoffs; partner’s unemployment; debt (as much as $20,000
in this research); prior bankruptcy; erratic overtime that inflates an annual income
figure and results in ineligibility for or premature phase-out of housing, food, or
child-care subsidies; medical emergencies during a job transition period before new
insurance kicks in; and summonses from children’s schools or doctors that require
unpaid time off from work. Tasha Jones’s family story is one of many that illus-
trates how this disconnect between potential and actual income intersects with firm
characteristics and family demands to limit wage adequacy and economic mobility.

Disconnect Between Potential and Actual Income:
Tasha Jones’s Family Story (Milwaukee)

Tasha Jones is a twenty-four-year-old single mother of two preschool-age children.
She held a series of low-wage jobs after graduating from high school and tried to
boost her career path through a travel agency training program, but the program
offered no placement help and few jobs were available. In her early twenties,
Tasha enrolled in a manufacturing training program in hopes that it would result
in a job with increased earning power. After seven weeks of unpaid training,
Tasha was hired as a machine operator at Manufacturing Company, a firm that
partners with her training program to find suitable replacements for its rapidly
aging workforce. Tasha’s starting hourly wage of $9.84 was potentially a $5,000
increase in annual income over her previous employment that would put her above
100 percent poverty level for the first time in her life. Still, her potential income
only reaches 120 percent FPL and only 31 percent SSS, even without counting wage
reductions from unpaid work days that result from her preschool children’s severe
and chronic healthproblems.

Tasha acknowledged reluctantly that even at full attendance her income is not
enough to cover emergencies. A company union representative and Tasha’s floor
supervisor both underscore Tasha’s assessment of the inadequacy of her wage:

Wages are not adequate. In 1984 we took a two dollars an hour cut because of the
threat of closure because our product wasn’t selling. We used to have piecework and
they took that away. Manufacturing Company Bargaining Committee Member

We made the same hourly rate in 1980 as today. $10.36 in 1980 is $11 today. Manu-
facturing Company Floor Leader, Tasha’s Immediate Supervisor

The department supervisor echoes his colleagues’ concern about the adequacy
of the company’s wage scale for a person like Tasha:

In my opinion, a husband and wife have to both work if they’re making these wages—
eleven or ten dollars an hour. That gives you roughly twenty thousand dollars a year.
And a woman with two kids is not having an easy time on that. I think you need
about $30,000 for one person to raise two kids. Manufacturing Company Assembly
Department Supervisor
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In contrast, the firm’s plant superintendent believes that wages in Tasha’s de-
partment are adequate: “They’re not as high as in the skilled trades, but they can
support a family.”

Tasha’s potential annual income in 2000, if she were able to work every day,
would be $20,000. Median household income in the United States in 2000 was
$42,148, but only $28,116 for female-headed families like Tasha’s (DeNavas-
Walt, Cleveland, & Roemer, 2001). Because Tasha’s partner’s immigration status
forces him to settle for under-the-table wages, he does not earn enough to extend
her income to either the national median or the level that her firm’s managers
consider sufficient. Moreover, the organizational control measures in Tasha’s firm
compound the wage problem, as the continuation of her story later in the chapter
shows. Similarly, the EITC is of reduced help to a worker like Tasha whose actual
annual income is decreased significantly by lost wages.

The mobility question then becomes: How do the parents’ incomes and the
adequacy of their incomes change over time?

CHANGE IN WAGE AND WAGE ADEQUACY OVER TIME

An expectation of most workforce development programs and of persons holding
traditional meritocratic views about mobility is that workers’ wages will progress
upward over time. A further expectation, based on the assumed career path of
the old mobility paradigm, is that wage gains will increasingly enable a parent
to support his or her family. Recent research challenges these expectations and
assumptions. Bernhardt and colleagues (2001) find that if a worker’s permanent
wage qualifies as low by the age of thirty-four, he [male sample] is stuck on a long-
term, low-wage career trajectory. Carnevale and Rose (2001) find an even narrower
window of mobility opportunity, reporting that those who remain in a low-earning
niche in the labor market for five years seldom move higher. Osterman’s (1999)
analysis of men’s earnings pathways finds similarly that virtually half (49.2 percent)
of those that start at the bottom of the distribution in 1979 remain at the bottom in
1995. Only 2.6 percent of those that start at the bottom of the earnings distribution in
1979 end up at the top in 1995. In contrast, over half (54.3 percent) of those that start
at the top of the earnings distribution in 1979 remain at the top in 1995. In the same
study, the men’s average hourly wage increases only 6 percent over the sixteen-year
period: from $17.40 in 1979 to $18.17 in 1995. Given inflation, this is effectively
a dramatic wage decrease. Some estimate that a 2 percent earnings gain per year
is an index of “doing well” in the earnings pathway (Osterman, 1999). Related,
Andersson, Holzer, and Lane (2005) find that the earnings increase for those who
have persistently low earnings but stay at the same firm is about 2 percent per year.

Table B.2 in Appendix B shows the wage changes of the key parents from the
starting wage at their initial post-training job until their last known wage during
the research period. The period between the post-training job and last known wage
ranges from five to fifty-eight months, with an average of 30 months. Over time, the
parents’ wage mobility ranges from minus 25 percent (downward wage change)
to plus 61 percent (upward wage change), averaging a 18 percent wage increase
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for the group as a whole. An 18 percent wage increase over the five-year period is
almost twice Osterman’s (1999) estimate of 2 percent per year, or 10 percent over
five years. Those parents whose wages rise experience increases between 3 percent
and 61 percent, averaging a 27 percent increase. Those parents whose wages fall
experience decreases between 15 percent and 25 percent, averaging a 21 percent
decrease. The percent of wage change is not correlated with the length of time the
parent works (analysis not shown).

We caution that the percentage of wage increase may distract from the parents’
relatively low wages per se. Without critical examination of wage adequacy, the
percentage increase may obscure how adequately the wage covers family needs,
as the adequacy measure takes into account inflation and changes in family size.
Thus we next examine how wage adequacy changes between the post-training and
last known wage, according to the federal poverty metric (Table B.2, Appendix B).

The adequacy of the parents’ wage in their post-training jobs averages 122 per-
cent of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) and increases to an average of 132 percent
FPL at the time of the last known wage. The range of change for those whose
wages become more adequate is plus 6 percent to plus 83 percent, with an av-
erage increase in adequacy of 33 percent. The range of change for those whose
wages become less adequate is minus 2 percent to minus 126 percent, with an
average decrease in adequacy of 54 percent. The average change in wage ade-
quacy for the group as a whole is plus 9 percent, and, the changes, as for wages,
are not due to length of time in the labor market. Notably, although none of the
parents’ wage incomes reach 200 percent FPL at their initial post-training job,
three parents’ incomes exceed 200 percent FPL at the time of their last known
wage.

We draw three conclusions about wages and wage adequacy. First, the parents’
wages are increasing at a higher-than-average rate relative to samples in recent
research. This suggests that on average the parents’ wages are moving forward,
whether at the post-training firm or a subsequent firm, despite a turbulent econ-
omy. Second, some parents are moving upward substantially in wages and wage
adequacy and others are moving dramatically downward. Third, when both wage
and wage adequacy are considered, the progress toward economic sufficiency for
the parents as a whole, after up to five years in the labor market, is quite modest;
thus the old paradigm expectation of reaching economic sufficiency over time does
not appear to hold here. Even if the parents’ wage gains are regular, which many
are, base wages remain too low for incremental increases to result in an adequate
family wage. Contrary to the old mobility expectation, hard work and sustained
labor market attachment are not enough to ensure mobility.

Numbers tell one part of the wage story. The family story excerpts that follow
expand on the data in Tables B.1 and B.2 (both in Appendix B) to help us better un-
derstand the experiences of parents whose changes in wage adequacy are extreme,
defined as one standard deviation from the mean. Four families fall into each of
two categories—extreme upward or downward changes—that we illustrate here
with exemplars. We further categorize these change pathways as either apparent
or real. The pathways show how firms and other intersecting institutions affect
the parents’ movement and suggest whether the up or down movement might be
sustained in the future. As the stories exemplify, vulnerability persists for families
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moving upward or downward because of insufficient wages, too few hours, com-
peting advancement and family demands, uncertain or apparently racist industry
conditions, and firms’ intentional or unintentional disregard for immigrants. The
mobility futures of the families’ children are thus fragile as well. Highlighting the
overall tenuousness of mobility, the other families here share these characteristics
and experiences, even if in slightly different forms and proportions.

ECONOMIC MOBILITY PATHWAYS

Apparent Upward Economic Mobility:
Rachel Quinn’s Family Story (New Orleans)

Forty-two-year-old Rachel Quinn looks like a success story until we learn that
her construction employer assigns her work very infrequently. Thus Rachel’s wage
figures and the adequacy of those wages are potential not actual.

Rachel Quinn came to a four-week job readiness program after two-plus years
of college education, no degree, and a history of short-term jobs. Construction skill
training following the readiness program launched her into a full-time position that
she had held for three and a half years by summer 2003. After training Rachel was
placed at Union, a local trade union that generally assigns her to jobs at Events
Company where she constructs booths and display areas for trade shows held in
the convention center or in large city hotels. The employment section of Events
Company’s website heralds its dual customer and employee focus:

We are always looking for talented, enthusiastic people who will give our customers
the best possible service. We know that our employees are our competitive advantage.
So we treat them like the stars that they are [emphasis added] by offering an excellent
employment package with competitive compensation, first-rate benefits and great
employee programs; a culture that is one of excitement, energy and pride; a company
that is committed to coaching, mentoring and continuous learning; a responsible
management team; and a work/life flexibility program, recognizing that work and
life are inextricably linked. Events Company Promotional Material

Observations, interviews, and Rachel’s experience reveal that Events Company
does not treat Rachel like a star. Rachel rarely works more than four hours per
day and generally works only partial weeks. According to a union leader, “Only
about one hundred of the two hundred fifty to three hundred union members at
tradeshow sites work a full forty-hour week.” All others work part time except
during sporadic busy periods. During such periods Rachel works overtime “until
two in the morning,” but these periods are as unpredictable as are forty-hour weeks:

You can’t really count on if you’re going to work that whole week. I might be out
of work a whole month. It happened I was out of work a whole month, close to two
months. Rachel Quinn

In fact, Rachel had at least one period of four months without work.
Event Company’s “work/life flexibility program” illustrates that “firm flexibil-

ity” is often experienced by workers as “firm insecurity” (McCall, 2000). Without
work to occupy and challenge her, Rachel becomes depressed as a depressive
symptom inventory (CES-D) confirms: in her words, “You know what my problem
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is? When I don’t work every day.” Erratic work also impacts her family. When they
do not have enough to eat Rachel resorts to purchasing what her son calls “boot-
leg food.” Further, without consistent hours Rachel remains ineligible for Union’s
health insurance plan, a serious problem for someone with chronic injuries, many
of which are job related.

An administrator at Rachel’s job readiness program understands the union’s
complicated health insurance plan as follows:

Have to work six hundred hours within two quarters plus a two month sit-out period.
Once on the plan, the employee can be out of work or not make full hours for up to
six months, but then the worker must pay for the policy themselves. The contractor
is paying for the insurance for each worker in the form of $3.96 an hour off their
pay but the contractor doesn’t necessarily insure everyone. Job Readiness Program
Administrator

Thus according to the program administrator, the time a worker has been out
of work for a sustained period is the time that the union expects him or her to
pay for health insurance. A union official informed us that Rachel needs over
1,200 hours of work per year plus 160 hours of training to qualify for union-paid
health insurance. The official acknowledged that the insurance system is designed
with construction workers in mind. With irregular work schedules, trade show
apprentices and journeymen cannot access the policy even though their wages are
docked for it.

The readiness program administrator was shocked to learn how few hours
Rachel was allotted after three years of apprenticeship, but was torn between the
program’s advocacy role and his meritocratic view about individual responsibility:

The union offers a minimum of 1,260 hours per year. That’s based on a 2,080-hour
work year. Something’s wrong there. Does she check every day—call them, versus
be on call only? Nudging is a good thing. Job Readiness Program Administrator

As an African American woman in a predominantly male industry, Rachel’s
position in the hiring queue is low. Although the rule is supposedly first-come
first-assigned, social networks play a large part in who is and is not called to work.
According to her financial consultant’s estimate, Rachel’s actual annual income
for 2001 was $6,000, not the $23,816 it would be if she were assigned full-time
year-round work. The fact that she qualifies for the lowest level of contribution
to her public housing apartment corroborates this estimate. The unemployment
insurance she collects during down periods and during training amounts to $77
per week.

A job readiness program staff member describes the union program as “inden-
tured apprenticeship.” Acknowledging the sporadic nature of the work, a union
representative cautions that workers need to “be prepared to budget their money to
last through the slow times, and that’s hard.” At a real annual income of 87 percent
FPL at best, budgeting for Rachel seems a thoroughly inadequate solution to an
industry and local labor market problem.

A more subtle dimension of Rachel’s inconsistent work situation is how it
intersects with her adolescents’ views about their own work futures. As Parcel
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and Menaghan (1994) underscore, the types of jobs that low-income parents hold
can have an important effect on their children. Rachel’s goal for her children is
that they will both attend college and thus secure good jobs. To this end, Rachel
carefully researched and selected high schools that were academically superior to
the neighborhood school and where her teens would get college preparation and
academic counseling. Likewise, Rachel does not let them visit the union hall or
her worksite as she considers them negative influences:

I want them to go to school and do something else with their life. I can’t afford to let
them do this kind of work. Rachel Quinn

The goal of Rachel’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Sadé, is to get her mother and
herself out of the projects. She frames her goal to attend college in terms of her
own and her family’s well-being:

One day I’ll be able to move [Rachel] out of this place. It’s important that I go to
college so I don’t have to be [in the housing project] all my life. Sadé Quinn

Still, Sadé makes decisions that reflect the family’s constrained mobility and its
intergenerational reach. Because her career goal is to become either a pediatrician
or a dentist, Sadé was accepted by the state university medical school for an
eight-week summer program designed to give underrepresented minority students
hands-on medical experience. However, Sadé ultimately opted to work in a grocery
store to earn money for school activities and graduation expenses estimated at a
thousand dollars that her mother cannot afford on a part-time income from her
full-time job.

Unfortunately for Rachel and her children, the week in October 2002 that she
worked forty hours was the only full workweek in three and a half years on the
job, and she is still not eligible for union health insurance. Unless Rachel is allot-
ted full-time work hours her economic mobility will remain apparent rather than
real.

Real Upward Economic Mobility:
Sam Gates’s Family Story (Philadelphia)

As a divorced father of three children who live with him half time, Sam Gates gave
up a lucrative but enveloping newspaper service business for manufacturing train-
ing and employment. Technology Management Company-Electronics Division
(TMC) offers Sam a laddered mobility path, even as it also implements contempo-
rary production practices. Per our metaphors, Sam’s firm is a mix of “autocratic
family,” “fair-weather friend,” and “partner,” as its promotional material, our ob-
servations and interviews, and Sam’s perspective suggest:

Technology Management Company embarked upon an aggressive program of qual-
ity improvement and product introduction using the kaizen philosophy . . . it is now
considered a model of manufacturing excellence—nationally and internationally.
Technology Management Company Promotional Material
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Sam associates the firm’s continuous improvement philosophy of kaizen and its
just-in-time inventory/production and total preventive maintenance practices with
mutual benefits to both employer and employee:

Well, the goal is to make the product easier to make. That’s in the operator’s best
interest. It’s in the company’s best interest because they’re happy, they’ll work faster,
and they won’t get hurt. And all of that makes the supervisor’s job easier. . . . At my
end it gets a little frustrating because I’ll make something I think is fantastic. And
you know what? It is. But it’s only fantastic for six months until they decide to
change it and make it better. Now that makes me a little nuts. . . . The word kaizen
means . . . continuous improvement. I think that’s what helps people want to stay. Sam
Gates

Sam’s supervisor also feels that the kaizen philosophy fosters low rates of em-
ployee turnover and collaborative employee relations:

Usually people leave here because they’ve gotten an education and are able to move on
to something else. Most of the people who are here, other than that, stay here . . . One
woman left here because she wanted to work in an office environment. Another
woman left here because she wanted to work on computers. She went to school for
that. One woman retired, she was 66. Very few people walk in here one day and
say, “You know what? I don’t want to do this anymore.” It’s a clean factory. The
management here is very concerned about the concerns the people have. . . . We have
a program called CVR. I forget what it stands for, but basically what it is, people fill
out a questionnaire: How do you like your job? How do you like your boss? Do you
think there’s favoritism? How do you like your benefits? Based on the answers we
have scheduled meetings with the employees in which they get to air some of their
concerns, make recommendations and suggestions. Some of those recommendations
and suggestions can be handled at my level. Others need to go to the CEO. Technology
Management Company Supervisor

Sam also believes that the firm’s traditional internal career ladder offers him the
possibility of further mobility either within the firm or through moving to another
firm:

I’m ahead of where I should be in terms of pay because I took on some supervisory
positions when I was at TMC-Cable Division. So my hourly range was machinist plus
supervisor so to speak. So I got a head start that way. . . . Whereas I got a sixty cent
raise here, in my final year when I become a journeyman I might get $1.20 as a jump.
It won’t be huge just because I’m already on target, I’m already progressing. What
that does is it also gives me mobility once I have a journeyman’s papers. In a lot of
trade jobs in order to make a significant increase in pay you’ve got to move on. So
I would expect I’ll have to find another job and shoot for a 10 percent or 15 percent
pay raise. The papers are state and national. . . . Then I’ll get something similar to
this but it will say “Journeyman.” And when I go apply for a job they’ll say, “Do you
have any papers?” “Yes”. And right away that puts me at a certain pay scale. Then
I’ll say, “I’m making this much here. Make me want to come to you.” Sam Gates

Despite the firm’s promotion-enhancing environment, Sam’s future mobility is
constrained by the need to juggle decisions about furthering wage power through
schooling or working overtime, meeting his growing children’s immediate needs,
and spending time with them. As a noncustodial parent with proscribed periods
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of time with his children, Sam Gates is forced to choose between these values
in ways that most resident parents are not. For the next seven years Sam also
confronts the fallout from a bankruptcy declaration in 2001 that resulted from
the precipitous shut-down of his independent news dealership at the time of his
divorce. He cannot buy a house so he must spend extra money for rent and he
cannot establish credit. Essentially he cannot move forward to develop assets and
savings. Forty-year old Sam Gates should remain economically mobile. However,
without paid release time for schooling or financial advocacy, it will likely take
him longer than it would take a single twenty-five- or thirty-year-old or even a
married forty-year-old—an example of the kind of contemporary, non-normative
mobility pathway that we call a life-stage mismatch (Iversen, 2002).

Apparent Downward Economic Mobility:
Joseph Faithful’s Family Story (New Orleans)

When twenty-one-year-old Joseph Faithful completed construction training after
the readiness portion of his job program he was hired for a construction appren-
ticeship at Union. After waiting weeks to be called in for work his sole assignment
was to pick up garbage for an entire day:

I did not go to all this training and take two months out of my life so that I could go
pick up trash. Joseph Faithful

A former union member reported having to pay $87 dues up front, $20 for a
workbook, and $300 worth of tools just to be placed on an “out of work” list.
Because no other construction option was available at the time, urgent financial
needs compelled Joseph to take a job outside of the construction sector:

I graduated in March and I was ready to work, but for two weeks nothing happened,
and in two weeks I decided to forget about it. They had so many people graduating
that I was on a waiting list. There were some contractors that the workforce program
worked with but they had all the people they needed, so I went and got another job.
Joseph Faithful

According to one of Joseph’s training program administrators, landing a con-
struction job quickly is rare in New Orleans. Drawing on program statistics the
administrator reported that by spring 2002, 263 candidates had completed both
soft and hard skills training and about 165, or 63 percent, had been hired for
construction jobs. Several factors accounted for what he considered a modest hir-
ing rate. After September 11, 2001, contractors slowed their activities because
their financial backers withdrew support. Projects were put on hold, in some cases
permanently, which constrained the program’s capacity to help its graduates find
jobs. On top of market problems, the light rail system in the city is inadequate for
construction workers because of a geographical mismatch between routes and job
sites. Few candidates can afford a car. Moreover the entry end of the construction
market was saturated in New Orleans, largely due to the program’s prior referrals.
A training program and industry partnership needs a strong and broad network to
counter such factors.

In need of money to support his wife and new infant, Joseph took a service
job in a hotel. A year later he moved to an informal construction “apprentice”
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position under the auspices of his church. His wage plummeted accordingly. The
church pastor described two parts to the Church Construction Company. First,
Joseph contributes unpaid work as part of his church stewardship. He works with
other church members who are in construction, thus he learns while he works.
Second, Joseph works independently for George, a fellow church member and
self-employed contractor who holds state building construction and mechanical
licenses. Joseph is a “crew lead” for George, which means that he works with and
learns directly from George and that George also assigns him to certain jobs and
sites on his own.

Joseph’s driving goal is to permanently escape poverty:

[And how are you managing financially?] I guess standard . . . you know, getting your
bills paid. That’s my mission anymore, just working to pay bills. I don’t like that
because to me that’s like sharecropping. You’re working just to give it right back, you
know, and I was telling Lisa [his wife] that’s what it takes to pay the bills. We need to
start doing something to create an investment ourselves because just working paying
bills is a circle and we’re tired of this poverty. We’ve been living it so long being that
our parents and seems like they didn’t want to go no further than where they at and
we’re breaking that generation curse. I don’t want my sons to just be working hard
sweat and don’t have no money because you got to pay this bill and you got to pay
that bill. We got to do the things to enjoy life, so that’s what I do now on Saturdays
with the money that I make. I put it on the side. How can I use this to make more of
it, I mean send it out [i.e., invest it]? Joseph Faithful

A potential obstacle to Joseph’s goal is the possibility that he receives less
adequate construction training from his informal church mentors and teachers
than he might gain from a union apprenticeship program. Although Joseph and
the pastor believe that the informal training is sufficient, even superior, a readiness
program administrator disagrees, laying out the limits on what Joseph is allowed
to do:

He’s not learning fully about carpentry, doing what he’s doing. He’s not getting the
business side of it. . . . You can do remodeling without a contractor’s license as long
as the total cost of the job is under fifty thousand dollars. If it’s over fifty thousand
dollars, you need a license. You have to have a business license for construction. . . .
The contractor license—it’s no easy test. Job Readiness Program Administrator

Joseph maintains that he learns a lot through George and other church contrac-
tors. One listing of recently learned skills includes, “Install ceramic tile; Install
vinyl floor; Install vinyl siding; Trim work; Add-ons; Pour concrete; Electricity.”
George also feels that the “match” is better between Joseph and church construc-
tion teachers than it would be with a union apprenticeship program. At the same
time George pays Joseph “under the table,” a potentially exploitive practice that
George lodges in a career-building rationale:

I know I didn’t hire a skilled craftsman . . . [I pay him] two hundred fifty dollars a
week. Then about three weeks ago, I brought him up to three hundred dollars. . . .
This is a profitability thing and understanding that concept, I don’t want to hear from
my guys getting hung up on the mentality of, you know, working by the hour and
working for a wage. I want you to be more geared toward the sharper you are, the
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more you make. . . . See I’m not concerned with the time. I’m concerned with the
product and the reason for that is to motivate you to understand that’s how life is.
Nobody can just talk about how much time you put in; I want results. . . . That’s really
the key here. To get him to the part where he’s a contractor. George, Joseph Faithful’s
Church Construction Company Boss

George’s compensation practice does not take into account the broader financial
condition of Joseph’s family, such as no health insurance coverage, inability to
access federal work supports such as the EITC because his wages are not reported,
and the erosive effects of uneven income on the family’s mobility goals.

Still, Joseph may benefit more from working with George and others through the
church than he would at the formal union program, which is why we characterize
his downward mobility as “apparent” rather than “real.” In addition to hard skills,
Joseph receives friendship, guidance, sustained encouragement and mentoring.
Given an adolescence of poverty and occasional misjudgment, as well as partici-
pation in after-school learning and urban nonviolence programs, Joseph needs all
of these to succeed at a career. However, Joseph was laid off about six months after
we talked with George. As Joseph explains, “Business slowed up for George. His
money was too spread out—he had money for materials but not for labor.”

At our last contact in summer 2003, Joseph had just started his own construction
company. Classes on entrepreneurship and Individual Development Account (IDA)
start-up that Joseph attended at the time will possibly smooth the family’s transition
to self-employment and reverse his downward wage trend. The family intends to
use the same resource for home-ownership education and guidance. Evidencing
continued optimism and grit as well as an old paradigm confidence in meritocracy,
Joseph’s final words to the research team were “This story is going to be a good
ending.”

However, the construction industry and economic infrastructure in New Orleans
needs to be more robust to translate Joseph’s mobility from an apparent downward
to a real upward category.

Real Downward Economic Mobility:
Loretta Lopez’s Family Story (St. Louis)

During one of twenty-seven-year-old Loretta Lopez’s several periods of job training
she was placed in a temporary telemarketing position for outbound calls at Business
Company for $8.00 per hour. This was not the job Loretta wanted, but she had to
“get some money coming in quick.”

A hiring announcement from the parent corporation describes Business Com-
pany’s orientation to Loretta’s outbound call division, arguably the least desirable
of call center/ telecommunications services, in neo- and post-Fordist terms:

[Parent corporation] values a good work ethic and makes every attempt to promote
from within . . . We’re currently hiring Outbound Customer Care Representatives [for
affiliates such as Business Company]. Day or evening positions are open. Salaries
are hourly and not based upon quotas or commission. The parent corporation also
offers health, life and dental benefits, vacations, paid holidays, and will make ar-
rangements for unpaid personal days off [emphasis added]. Business Company’s
Parent Corporation Promotional Material
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Loretta benefited from none of the corporate rhetoric or promises—especially
an arrangement for unpaid personal days off. Business Company was not a “disen-
gaged family” much less a “fair-weather friend.” In five weeks at the firm, Loretta
was not able to work a full forty-hour week due to reasons ranging from being sent
home if she was not making money for the organization, to unapproved absences, to
receiving inadequate hours. Loretta’s final paycheck recorded only fifty-six hours
for a two-week pay period compared to an expected eighty hours; as such her check
only netted about $300.

Loretta also reported harsh working conditions at Business Company. When
workers went on break they often found themselves without a desk to work at
upon their return—a sort of musical chairs scenario. Obviously, being left without
a place to work can translate into difficulty meeting stringent quotas and limited
productivity:

[How does that affect your productivity?] Yes ma’am, and your concentration, don’t
leave that out. It was just so odd because I have never experienced such chaos in my
life at a workplace. Loretta Lopez

The work environment at this branch of Business Company has an especially
negative reputation, as a staff member at Loretta’s customer service training pro-
gram reveals:

There’s a second-line supervisor there who is not so skilled. The atmosphere is like
a zoo. Training Program Staff Member

In such low-end firms temporary positions are likely to be the rule. Encouraging
strong social ties among employees to bind them to a firm is contraindicated for
employees like Loretta who are likely to become less vital to a company over time
(Cappelli, 2000).

Loretta’s supervisor at Business Company eventually wrote her up for numerous
infractions, most having to do with attendance and tardiness, but some having to
do with a failure to “rebut rebuttals,” which means trying to convince disinterested
customers during actual sales calls. Loretta provided notes from her son’s doctor to
account for some of her absences, but others were due to a housing crisis for which
no note was possible. When she was fired after five weeks, she was to some extent
relieved to be freed from what she viewed as a chaotic and punitive workplace.

It remains hard for Loretta to keep a job. Although her wages drop by one-third
in her last known job in spring 2003, the adequacy of her wages drops 79 percent,
largely because the job at $6 per hour is only part time. Throughout Loretta’s
involvement with two different training programs and churning short-term jobs,
Loretta was never given a thorough mental health assessment. Unless Loretta is
assessed for cognitive and emotional symptoms that may be depression related,
such as poor concentration, temper, discouragement, and use of marijuana to self-
medicate, firms will likely not retain her. Loretta’s sustained dedication to the
emotional and educational lives of her children needs to be matched by workforce
development networks that can offer expert assessment and partner with firms that
are not “zoos.”
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ADVANCEMENT: THE PRESENT

Changing jobs, whether within or between firms, is the assumed labor market
mechanism for economic mobility. The normative pattern of the old paradigm,
based primarily on young white men, is several job changes within the first ten
years or so of labor market activity followed by “settling” in to a stable career
path, generally in one firm, that can buffer the career turbulence caused by family
formation. As noted earlier in the chapter, families like those in this book travel far
from the normative path. Instead of matching the old mobility pattern, their age,
family status, firms’ expectations, and wage pathways coalesce in a life-stage mis-
match (Iversen, 2002). Considering the advancement part alone of the life-stage
mismatch, scholars find that promotions rarely occur after age thirty-five in certain
skilled occupations, even when strong internal job ladders are present (Rosenbaum,
1990). Jacobs (1993) finds similarly that career mobility from unskilled service
occupations into managerial, professional, technical, clerical, and sales occupa-
tions is highest for workers ages sixteen to twenty-four and progressively lower
for those in older age groups.

Promotion and advancement are complex issues for the parents here. First, ad-
vancement intersects with whether job changes are voluntary or involuntary or
within or between firms, and how these changes affect wages. Second, advance-
ment intersects with the ways that workers make decisions about changing jobs.
Third, advancement structures in firms intersect with parents’ responses to these
different modes of organization in the form of reasons that they accept or refuse
promotion, ways that firms offer “informal advancement,” structural barriers such
as seniority queues, and the role of values in advancement decisions. These di-
mensions intersect with each other and with policy and educational institutions to
forward or stifle economic mobility, as Figure 6.1 and the family experiences in
this section illustrate.

JOB PATHWAYS AND WAGE OUTCOMES

Figure 6.1 shows what kinds of job changes the key parents make between 1998
and mid-2003 and the wage results of these changes. Six parents (24 percent) re-
main in their post-training firm. Five of the six receive wage increases over time
that average $2.65 per hour, and the wage of the sixth remains the same. Although
it is normative in the old mobility paradigm to remain in a single firm, these par-
ents’ reasons for doing so are not always ones that foster economic advancement,
as Maya Vanderhand’s story illustrates later in the chapter. Three out of four parents
(76 percent) change firms over the five-year period, and some make multiple
changes. Most locate a new job within a month or so, but none secure a new
job before they leave their current firm, in most cases because they leave suddenly
or have no time to job search.

Seventeen of the twenty-two voluntary job changes result in reemployment in a
new firm. These changes show an average increase of $1.61 per hour when wages
increase and an average decrease of $3.11 per hour when wages decrease. The
wage decreases are thus nearly twice as large as the increases for these voluntary
changes. Two additional voluntary changes are to a different division or company
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FIGURE 6.1. Job stay/job change pathway and hourly wage outcomes: 1998 to mid-2003

owned by the same firm and three result in return to school. We heed Dwyer’s
(2004) caution, however, about the classification of “voluntary” in the low-earner
market, as voluntary exits may mask anticipated layoff or termination.

The twenty-nine involuntary5 job changes are due to layoff, permanent layoff,
or termination. Some workers lose multiple jobs over the period and some exit
other jobs voluntarily over the period as well, underscoring Dwyer’s (2004) defi-
nitional caution. Twenty-one of the twenty-nine involuntary job changes result in
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reemployment in a new firm. Eight involuntary changes result in return to school,
self-employment, or job search. In one case, layoff begins a domino effect that
results in homelessness and relocation to another city. Most, however, find new
employment. The twenty-one involuntary changes to new firms result in an average
increase of $2.34 per hour when wages increase, and an average decrease of $2.48
per hour when wages decrease.

However, given that many parents make both voluntary and involuntary changes
to other firms over time, especially after the 2001 recession, the group average tells
a more nuanced story about job and wage changes. For the parents as a whole who
are reemployed in a new firm (n = 38), the average wage increase of $1.98 per hour
is smaller than the average wage decrease of $2.57 per hour, and also smaller than
the average $2.65 per hour increase experienced by those remaining in a single
firm or those changing divisions within a firm.

These findings suggest that on the wage metric alone, the old mobility pattern
of multiple job changes in the early years of employment is no longer a productive
advancement pathway for today’s low-wage workers. First, job change does not
always result in significant wage gain or gain at all. Second, although these parents
are at early stages of their careers, many are at later stages of life, as the life-
stage mismatch denotes. They do not realize the expected returns to job change
historically enjoyed by younger workers yet their need for income is considerably
higher, which means that wage decreases exact a greater penalty. Consistent with
findings on earlier cohorts (Bernhardt et al., 2001; Holzer, Stoll, & Wissoker,
2004), whether the exit is voluntary or involuntary, the average wage increase that
results from changing firms is lower than the resultant wage decrease. Although
this finding among today’s workers and firms can only be suggestive, it bears
serious consideration in the formulation of new theory about economic mobility
and, practically, in the design of reemployment policies and services in welfare and
workforce development programs and networks that serve low-income parents.

JOB CHOICES AND DECISION MAKING

Turning to why workers change firms, the parents’ rationales illustrate the intersec-
tion of advancement, new knowledge about decision making (Chapter 2), organi-
zational restructuring, and economic mobility (Granovetter, 2002; Sen, 1977). For
the parents here, changing firms evidences both “getting away from” and “going to”
rationales and emotional and cognitive decision processes. Some parents change
firms to get away from transportation difficulties or distance from home; a poor
match with a firm’s environment, inconsistent or harsh supervision, dangerous
working conditions, perceived racism, or no career path. Other parents change
firms to pursue a field in which they are trained or interested, to increase wages,
or to relocate. For the parents here, getting away from, or what Dwyer (2004) and
Granovetter (1988) call a “push,” is a more compelling reason to change jobs than
is a going to or a “pull.”

The push-pull notion moves us in the direction of how new decision theory
intersects with economic mobility. As the previously cited reasons and scholars
suggest (Granovetter, 1988; Johnson, 2001), job choice and job change actions are
a result of many considerations and values in addition to or instead of a simple
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cost-benefit analysis of wage return. From the perspective of economic sociology,
Swedberg’s (2004) argument that actors often attempt to realize their interests
with the help of social relations may pertain to choice making as well. From the
perspective of the new institutionalism in sociology, North (1998) argues that
“individuals typically act on incomplete information from subjectively derived
models . . . ” (p. 249).

The low-earning parents here make choices and take action according to emo-
tional responses to firm culture and climate, especially when racism is perceived; to
distance from home that prevents them from being available to help their children
navigate dangerous neighborhoods; to ameliorate discomfort with the intensity
and pace of work; to valuing time for community and church over promotion;
and to work shifts that allow time to oversee children’s homework and meet their
developmental needs. These families illustrate Dwyer’s (2004) observation that
in the American opportunity structure individuals must often make choices and
tradeoffs among characteristics. The choices and actions of these working parents
also underscore that both men and women consider the overall needs and well-
being of their children and family members in the decision calculus. Thus decision
processes in the new view of mobility are emotional, nongendered, interest based
and relational, with others rather than an atomistic self at the core of the calculus.
Decision processes about advancement, in particular, are also strongly influenced
by structural characteristics of firms.

ADVANCEMENT STRUCTURES IN FIRMS

Few parents are offered promotions at either their initial or subsequent firm, but
a general and individualistic expectation of firms, particularly those organized
according to internal career ladders, is that workers will seek or accept a promotion
if offered. One of the surprising findings in the first wave of the ethnographic
research (Iversen, 2002) is that parents such as Maya Vanderhand (next section) do
not necessarily seek promotion or even accept an advancement opportunity when
offered. In other cases such as Isabell Smith (see later), promotion is accepted after
an initial refusal. The notion of “context-bound rationality” (Nee, 1998) helps to
explain such actions and outcomes that appear irrational but have a coherent logic
in their particular contexts. As Brinton and Nee (1998, p. 4) argue, “The actions of
social actors are always in principle understandable, provided we are sufficiently
informed about their situation.” Importantly, the advancement structure in firms and
worker characteristics intersect to influence opportunities and decisions (Holzer,
Stoll, & Wissoker, 2004), as Maya Vanderhand’s and Isabell Smith’s experiences
exemplify.

Refusing Promotion: Maya Vanderhand’s Family Story (Seattle)

Maya Vanderhand obtained a personal lines operator position at Insurance Com-
pany because of skill acquisition and likely also the “signal” effect of her office
training program. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the “signal” (Ehrenberg & Smith,
2003) or “brand halo” effect (Laufer & Winship, 2004) occurs when a firm credits
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the job seeker with the positive characteristics of the sponsoring organization,
thereby reducing the risk potential of the hire. Accordingly, the signal or halo may
help to counter stereotypes that an employer holds about a new worker with limited
education or from a cultural minority group.

In the case of Maya, who holds both characteristics, this thirty-two-year-old
mother of four knows that advancement opportunities, including on-the-job train-
ing, are available in her relatively Fordist-organized firm, as company material
describes:

New employees receive appropriate and necessary classroom and on-the-job train-
ing preparing them for their new assignment. Insurance Company also offers other
learning benefits to qualified employees, including College Tuition Assistance, a
sponsored program that provides up to $2500 annually for work-related courses and
to obtain work-related degrees. Insurance Company also pays associated expenses for
qualified employees to obtain vocationally related professional designations through
our Professional Education Program. Insurance Company Promotional Material

However, the advancement structure at Insurance Company involves changing
departments and likely even office locations, in line with the notion of labor market
segmentation and geographic diversity described by Lane and colleagues (2003).
Because Maya’s husband is only intermittently employed, often leaving her the
sole provider for their family of six, and because she lacks a high school diploma
or GED, she hesitates to change departments or locations where she might feel less
competent or fail and lose her job:

I don’t want to change departments any time; there is a lot going on. I have so much
on my plate that I don’t want to screw that up. I can go to another department but I
want to get to know my job better where I am at. There is claims or underwriting or
there is other things and they will train you, but I don’t want to jump from one group
to another. . . . Plus because my hands are not well, I would rather stay where I am at.
Maya Vanderhand

The advancement strategy of changing firms does not pull Maya either, largely
because an on-the-job injury resulted in a chronic hand problem that might affect
her performance and attendance in a new firm. A new firm also might not offer
her the ergonomic accommodations that Insurance Company did.

At the eighteen-month point at Insurance Company, Maya predicted that her su-
pervisor would offer her a promotion, but her attitude about advancement remained
framed by her desire to be competent within a known structure:

I know I am very smart and capable and I do not like to work places where I am not
sure I will succeed. Maya Vanderhand

Although Maya’s definition of employment “success” cautiously includes ad-
vancement, the company’s decentralized structure does not seem to support the
continuity and familiarity she needs in order to advance her career in the context
of family and physical challenges:

To have the right job I guess, you are comfortable and you are happy with what you
are doing and with the pay and there is room for advancement. It is not like you are
going to be stuck in one spot and that is it. We have a lot of work. I like that pace,
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there is work coming and you are always doing something. It is not where it is kind
of slow and there is nothing for you to do. I am very comfortable. I am in my own
cubicle. I manage my own desk, not even my manager manages my desk. This is
what I am doing and I like it. Maya Vanderhand

If firms offer a more gradual advancement structure that includes on-site GED

training and guidance, and if workforce development networks offer employment
opportunity to participants’ spouses, advancement for workers like Maya might
proceed more rapidly.

Accepting Promotion: Isabell Smith’s Family Story (Seattle)

Other workers like Isabell Smith accept a within-firm promotion, but not until six
months after initially refusing it. Recently out of substance abuse rehabilitation
and a business skills training program, Isabell Smith landed a customer service
position at Tech Company. In her first months on the job, the thirty-one-year-old
mother of two, whose continuing recovery from severe family violence in her teens
illustrates another aspect of the life-stage mismatch, initially wavered in seeking
or accepting an advancement offer.

In contrast to Maya Vanderhand’s company, the relational structure of Isabell’s
customer model firm (DuGay & Salaman, 2000), whose promotional material em-
phasizes that it “offers employees the chance to work with great people,” increased
her confidence to move ahead. After a year on the job, having received the con-
sistent supervisory support that company rhetoric promises, Isabell felt ready to
consider the promotion she refused earlier. She moved up to a Tier 2 customer
service position and her wage increased from $11 to $12 per hour. At Isabell’s
cutting-edge firm, the “new establishment effect” is in play wherein mobility op-
portunities are greatest when a firm is new and lessen incrementally as the firm
ages (Lane et al., 2003).

In relation to further advancement, Isabell, like Maya, wants time to build
confidence before plunging into another new set of skill demands. On-the-job
training is available but because Isabell is new in the Tier 2 position she hesitates
to participate, which is a response that employers often erroneously characterize as
lack of motivation to move ahead rather than as a rational, context-bound decision:

They are always offering training, but I don’t feel that I am comfortable enough in
my everyday job to go and learn something new. Isabell Smith

For workers like Isabell, undoing the ravages of past psychological and physical
abuse and building confidence to move forward can be a lengthy process, as is
found among welfare recipients whose journey to sustained employment takes
many years (Herr & Halpern, 1994; Rangarajan, Meckstroth, & Novak, 1998;
Wagner, Brooks, & Herr, 2004). In Isabell’s case, the sustained instrumental and
emotional help of her training program case manager together with help from
multiple community providers in her workforce program’s network enable her to
navigate the simultaneous challenges of a new job and new family.

Even so, policy regulations can intersect problematically with the advancement
efforts of working parents like Isabell, further challenging the old paradigm view
of the atomistic worker. A state-subsidized postemployment Web training program
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for former TANF recipients that might enable Isabell to work from home and more
closely supervise her two preschoolers, who have developmental problems of their
own, is only available to unemployed persons. Accessing this program would
require Isabell to quit her job. Alternatively, Isabell hopes that her former business
training program’s tentatively planned night classes in Web design will provide the
skill advancement she seeks in a familiar and supportive atmosphere.

An additional array of challenges faces low-earning parents who actively seek
advancement: practices that we call “informal advancement” and long seniority
queues. These mobility challenges often emerge out of a disconnect between parent
decision making and firm structure and organization.

Informal Advancement: Randy Jackson’s Family Story (Milwaukee)

Parents frequently report a firm practice that we call “informal advancement,”
which takes the form of additional job duties, supervisory responsibility, or shifts
from one type of position to another without wage increase, formal promotion, or
higher positioning in the firm. Randy Jackson’s story is one of many that illustrate
this practice.

Randy Jackson’s dependability at Construction Co-WI, his initial post-training
job, distinguished him from other workers. On many occasions Randy said with
pride that he had not missed a day of work. Early in Randy’s tenure his construction
company supervisor told the research team and a representative from Randy’s train-
ing program, “He’s great.” Randy’s tenacity is palpable as he describes his workday:

But you know when you take a job you don’t get to choose what you do. If you don’t
want to do something or if you don’t know how to do it, you just figure it out. If you
can’t figure it out, you ask questions. Like today, I had to tear down this wall and a
ceiling. I had to build a kind of bridge [a scaffold] to get the job done. I had to use
a jackhammer to tear everything down. It was hard. I had to figure out how to do it.
I had never done that before. Now I know how and the next time it will be easier.
I don’t understand why people get a job and think they are not supposed to work.
Work is hard, but that is how it is supposed to be. Randy Jackson

After about six months on the job Randy’s supervisor invited him to do office
work instead of manual work, which Randy described as “daily logs and inventories
and paperwork for all kinds of things.” Neither his job title nor his wage changed
as a result, as is typical in firms structured by post-Fordist flexibility and flatter
authority (Garsten, 1999). As Randy reported, “Paperwork is a privilege. But I
don’t get extra money for it.” This despite the fact that Randy holds a bachelor’s
degree from a university in his native African country.

If Randy tries to advance his career by changing firms, his new skills could
translate into a higher level or higher paid job, but only if the new firm will
acknowledge them without the signal of a U.S.-recognized academic credential or
the signal of a prior promotion or wage increase. Moreover, if workforce programs
are part of a broad network of partners, they might help job seekers like Randy
locate scholarship funding for education-oriented mobility goals. As Randy says, “I
want a career, not just a job. I want a career—like law.” Although Randy earns good
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wages at construction, an attorney’s income might secure his family’s economic
future.

Seniority Queues: Kevin McDonalds’s Family Story (Milwaukee)

Other parents find that advancement opportunity is blocked by old mobility prac-
tices such as Fordist seniority queues. Dissatisfied by the absence of a career track
at his initial post-training job at Bindery, the postemployment guidance at Kevin’s
printing training program enables him to move to Printing & Bindery six months
later. Although his initial wage as a floor person was $9.76 per hour as it was at
Bindery, Kevin did not view this as a lateral move. He viewed Printing & Bindery
as a union position with room for advancement, including further education:

At a bindery you can only do so much—there’s a fixed number of machines. Now I
also go to school through my worksite. I work on different machines. It pays about
the same, but I can do a lot more. Kevin McDonalds

Twenty-nine-year-old Kevin actively sought the promotion and advancement
opportunities offered by his firm. He attended three-hour printing classes for jogger
and press operator at the firm’s printing training affiliate one to two mornings a
week after his shift, which meant working for twelve hours straight (11 P.M. to
11 A.M.). He paid for the classes up front, although his course grades of “A’s and
B’s” qualify for full and near-full employer reimbursement. After completing the
press operator classes, he planned to take computer classes for the press, viewing
the transferable skills as critical to advancement in printing or elsewhere:

There’s room to move around. You’re not stuck in tunnels. I could even move to an
advertising agency to check colors, do desktop publishing. It’s not a dead end. . . .
You can really get ahead in this business. There is a lot of opportunity to do that. You
can just keep moving up by taking classes. I don’t know if I want to stay in it, but
you learn a lot of things that will help. The classes are easy. Except going there after
work. Kevin McDonalds

Despite his initiative, hard work, and merit, Kevin’s ability to advance was
contingent on open slots in his firm, thus it could be several years before he achieves
a higher paying position such as pressman or foreman, as vacancy models suggest
(Rosenbaum, 1990):

I’m something like number twenty-seven now on the list for the next promotion.
It will probably take three or four years until the next position, five at most. Kevin
McDonalds

Already near the ceiling wage for his position, even three years is a long time
to wait for an income large enough to compensate for a sizeable tax debt. Eight
years earlier, Kevin filed income taxes incorrectly and learned only recently that
he owes the IRS $9,000 because the small original penalty accrued interest while he
was in prison. Kevin’s wages are now garnished, which leaves him with very little
to provide for his family, and demanding but compensatory overtime opportunity
is limited by his firm’s financial downturn:

They garnish my wages fifteen percent; that leaves me with nothing. I got a hundred
dollars last paycheck without overtime. To make up for this, I worked two twelve-hour
shifts and Friday and Saturday last week. There I am, doing the right thing, and whoa!
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Here I am trying to get it right and I’m in another hole that I’ve got to fill up. Before
the tax problem, I was bringing home four hundred to five hundred dollars a week;
twelve hundred to sixteen hundred dollars a month. They take child support out of
my check too. How do they expect a person to make it without overtime? Kevin
McDonalds

As firm practices such as varied levels of support for advancement, informal
advancement, and seniority queues intersect with workers’ family lives, a larger
policy question arises: Who should provide upgrade training to workers? Firms
benefit from an educated, skilled workforce through reduced turnover, higher pro-
ductivity, and increased employee loyalty. Yet many firms today seem less inter-
ested in employee loyalty, preferring the vitality and creativity of a changing cast
of workers to a stable but potentially stagnating cadre. Firms also seem less moti-
vated to invest in worker training, leaving this domain to community colleges and
other off-the-job, often for-profit sources. Reduced on-the-job training dispropor-
tionately disadvantages low earners who typically have neither time nor funds to
upgrade their skills and credentials on their own time and dollars. Harder yet, fed-
eral and state funding allocations for upgrade training for low-income, as opposed
to dislocated, workers under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) are considered
inadequate, making eligibility and access stringent, as Chapter 5 discusses more
fully. We underscore the upgrade dilemma in this chapter because it centrally in-
fluences economic mobility in firms. Might firms be spurred to spend more dollars
on in-firm training to draw and retain productive workers as a large portion of the
workforce ages and retires in the decades ahead (Bingham, 2004)?

FIRM ORGANIZATION AND RELATIONS

In addition to a firm’s wage and advancement structure, other aspects of its orga-
nization and relations influence how long a worker stays at a particular job and
what his or her chances are for economic mobility. Salient aspects for the parents
here range from the structural level of how employment relations are organized
(part-time or full-time schedule) and how authority relations are implemented (firm
rules) to the ground level of physical conditions (safety) and sociostructural envi-
ronment (racial and ethnic discrimination). These aspects are often perceived and
experienced differently by firm and parent/worker as the following disconnects
between firms’ public and management rhetoric, parents’ and auxiliaries’ reports,
and our observations illustrate. As other chapters show, these aspects of firms are
perceived and experienced differently by educational institutions and children as
well.

ORGANIZATION OF EMPLOYMENT RELATIONS: TYPE OF
WORK SCHEDULE

Economic mobility is influenced by the type of work schedule a firm offers its
employees, particularly whether a firm hires predominantly full-time or part-time
workers. Considerable hyperbole is expressed in the press and academic literature
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about the increase in part-time or “nonstandard” employment. According to one
report, the share of total employment held by full-time workers has declined over
the past decades: from 83.4 percent in 1973 to 81.2 percent in 1993 (Mishel &
Bernstein, 1994). Others report that as recently as 1995 “the primary job of nearly
84 million (65 percent)” (Kalleberg, Reskin, & Hudson, 2000, p. 259) of the ap-
proximately 121 million employed Americans over age seventeen is a standard
full-time job. They report further that “another 17 million (14 percent) work part
time in standard jobs and the remaining 20 million (17 percent) work full time
or part time in some nonstandard arrangement” (259), such as day labor and
on-call work, temporary-help agency and contract-company employment, inde-
pendent contracting, and other self-employment. Despite slightly different figures,
most employment remains full time. Still, nonstandard work arrangements have
increased in the United States over the decades of the 1980s and 1990s, particu-
larly “temporary employment which has grown by about 11% per year since 1972”
(Kalleberg, Reskin, & Hudson, p. 273). Bernhardt and colleagues (2001, p. 2) find
similarly that “by 1996, 78% of firms report using at least one type of flexible
staffing arrangement.”

Few of the parents here work part time, as most seek and eventually attain
full-time jobs. However, some parents use temporary employment agencies as a
career entrée or are helped to find work in a temporary agency by their job training
program in hopes that the position will become permanent after an initial proba-
tionary period. Lynn Walker’s story is an exemplar of a neo/post-Fordist temporary
position that does not materialize into permanency, and thus constrains mobility,
and Ayesha Muhammad’s story exemplifies a temporary position that leads to
mobility-fostering permanency. The strength of the local workforce development
network appears to influence both outcomes.

Temporary to Layoff: Lynn Walker’s Family Story (St. Louis)

Thirty-six year-old Lynn Walker, single mother of four children ages two to thir-
teen, had six months left on her sixty months of lifetime eligibility for TANF assis-
tance when she entered a customer service training program. Lynn characterized
her employment history as “an up-and-down roller coaster,” as wages were never
sufficient to support her family, even with the addition of $3,380 annually in child
support for one of her four children. All born of the same father, inexplicably
the father supports only one. Lynn’s last job before training, at $6 per hour as a
customer service representative at a discount department store, ended when she
was denied additional leave time to recuperate from surgery. Months later, Lynn
described that she was ready for a change:

I was sitting on the porch on welfare thinking that I’d like to work. I watched other
people go to work and I knew that I didn’t want to be at home all the time. I was
watching other people’s kids; I didn’t want to do that. Lynn Walker

Lynn’s words, although reminiscent of one of the stereotypes of welfare mothers
as “sitting around,” belie the reality that she had taken care of children since
adolescence. Despite the fact that she was a “good student,” Lynn dropped out of
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high school in the eleventh grade and went to work. Assuming the traditional role
of only daughter, Lynn felt responsible for the support of her four brothers and five
cousins, all of whom her single mother raised alone while working full time:

There were family issues, a lot of life issues, period, to deal with. . . . I dropped out
and went to work. My Mom had ten kids in the house at the time. The income I
brought in was a “plus.” Mom never said, “Go out to work.” In fact, she said, “Go to
school.” But I felt bad about that too and wanted to help out. Lynn Walker

After customer service training Lynn located a job at Research Co. Temp Service
that placed her as a Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewer (CATI) at Research
Company. The Research Company director describes the firm as a “near-billion
dollar national facility” and the company’s promotional material highlights its dual
attention to both market and employee customers:

Quality of life is an important concern to Research Company. Our staff members are
encouraged to keep a balance in their lives [emphasis added]. Research Company
staff members are not only committed to their work, but also to their families and to
community service. Research Company is committed to providing a work environ-
ment that enables staff members to maintain a healthy balance. Our programs and
services are intended to help staff members meet their commitments both on the job
and at home. Research Company Promotional Materials

Lynn’s Research Company supervisor emphasized the company’s flexible work
hours, but also noted that the nature of the job—computer-assisted research
inquiry—mandates nighttime coverage, which for working single mothers like
Lynn may be antithetical to the company’s public goal of keeping balance in its
employees’ lives:

Daytime there are fewer interviewers. Some long-term interviewers are able to work
in the daytime and a few people who do not want to take the bus late at night.
The evening hours are busier; we need to keep the evening hours covered. Research
Company Supervisor

Research Co. Temp Service’s similar “dual customer” approach seems to pri-
oritize the client over the temporary worker:

We offer an array of standard support services that matter: 24 hours a day/7 days a
week coverage, on-call standby staffing, custom reporting and employee management
via our patented system, flexible billing and invoicing options, plus a full range of
innovative staffing solutions. Research Co. Temp Service Promotional Material

Further evidence of this prioritization is that benefits at Research Co. Temp Service
are only available to internal company employees. As a temporary employee Lynn
was not eligible for health benefits at either establishment. Overall Lynn garnered
few of Research Company’s riches and most of its insecurity. When Lynn was
laid off because the project she’d been hired for abruptly terminated, Research
Company thought it would be able to rehire her in about a month when business
improved, although it could not promise this.

Layoff began a downward cascade for Lynn and her children. She did not have
enough savings to bridge a month without work, and because she’d worked for
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a temp service she was not eligible for Unemployment Insurance. At this same
time Lynn’s mother sold the home she lived in with Lynn and her four children,
and Lynn and her children became homeless. Faced with two untenable choices,
a St. Louis homeless shelter if she could find one that had space or living with
the abusive father of her children, Lynn moved to a midsize city two hours from
St. Louis in hopes of a better life there. Her family took refuge in a domestic
violence shelter and eventually accessed an apartment in the city’s only public
housing development. Lynn’s children went to stronger performing schools than
they had attended in St. Louis, but also ones in which their middle school classmates
tended toward pejorative racist and classist jibes. Lynn walked three miles daily
from the shelter to the city to find a job, and after working several months for a
cleaning service landed a more promising job at Library. The library job lasted for
seven months until the state initiated layoffs.

Lynn’s contingent employment at Research Company contributed measurably
to her version of the downward mobility plunge discussed earlier. Despite the
supervisor’s laudatory comments about the quality of Lynn’s work, the temp service
made no effort to advocate that Lynn be “bumped” to alternative employment at
Research Company while she waited for the research project to restart.

As Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson (2000, p. 274) note, temporary workers are
not party to the incentive structures or loyalty responses that their de facto employer
provides to its “real” employees and their de jure employer (the temp service) is not
sufficiently apprised of the employee’s performance or willing to advocate for him
or her with the employer. Such workers thus have little hope of improving their po-
sition by working hard or performing well, despite the myths of meritocracy and op-
portunity. If temp agency partners in the workforce development network advocate
to “bump” or locate alternative employment, job seekers like Lynn and her children
might be spared months, if not years, of dislocation pain and limited mobility.

Temporary to Permanent:
Ayesha Muhammad’s Family Story (Philadelphia)

After leaving a long nursing assistant career because of a life-threatening workplace
injury, Ayesha Muhammad completed a welfare-to-work program but did not begin
work until three months later. Her reason was simple: financial security. With three
children under eighteen in the home plus two over eighteen, who after stormy
adolescent years were trying to access vocational and GED training, Ayesha didn’t
just need a job—she needed a good job. Ayesha’s program allowed her the time
to look even though rapid job placement was a TANF funding requirement: in her
words, “They stay with you until you find employment or until they find you
employment.” Although Ayesha was eligible for jobs the program recommended,
such as restaurant waitress for which she was sorely overqualified, she held out
for a job with mobility potential that she ultimately obtained through one of the
program’s network of partners, Temp Service-PA:

I didn’t settle for just anything. I wanted something where I was going to be able to
grow and I wanted to be someplace where they had the benefits I needed, the security
I wanted. Also I wanted to prepare for when I get older because I’m not a spring
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chicken. I’m not one of those young girls who just started out there. When I get old
enough, when I do retire and that little check comes, I want to have something else
coming in also. Ayesha Muhammad

Several of the claims in Temp Service-PA’s national promotional material that
are matched by on-site observations pertain to forty-five-year-old Ayesha. One
indicates that the life-stage mismatch is prevalent in the contemporary workforce:

Increasingly today’s 40- to 70-year olds are turning to Temp Service-PA for new
opportunities. Temp Service-PA Promotional Material

Another claim indicates the importance of the job matching process. Although
general knowledge, skills, and abilities were hiring requirements in yesterday’s
firms, firms now often expect that specific characteristics of workers will match
the particular demands of the work (Batt, Hunter, & Wilk, 1998):

At Temp Service-PA we pride ourselves on making the right “matches”—matching
your job preferences and skill level with our clients’ needs. Temp Service-PA Promo-
tional Material

By way of a workforce development network of program, temp agency, and
firm, Ayesha’s welfare program engineered quality jobs for its graduates. After
three months as a temp, Financial Services Company hired Ayesha full time and
her wage increased from $8.25 per hour to $10.50 per hour. She and her large family
also became eligible for a comprehensive benefits plan that includes on-the-job
training and tuition reimbursement for off-site education.

Although Financial Services Company, as others in the industry, experienced
tumultuous restructuring during the 1980s and 1990s when it decentralized oper-
ations and embarked on a series of buying and selling various businesses, by the
time Ayesha Muhammad joined the firm the multinational corporation had settled
into international, national, and retail divisions of life insurance. The company
ranks among Fortune’s top fifty companies for minorities, African Americans and
Hispanics in particular, at both management and entry levels. The company is also
ranked highly for working mothers. A parenting magazine reported that Financial
Services Company “received special marks for raising the bar on family-friendly
policies important to working mothers.”

Ayesha’s experience jibes with these accolades. Importantly, Ayesha’s company
manifests its goals through formal rather than informal policies. For example, Fi-
nancial Services Company is the only firm out of the seventy-four in this research
that offers an official flexible time policy. Hours taken away from work to attend
to family needs are arranged in advance and made up later. In other firms, flex-
time is the province of individual supervisory discretion, which leaves the worker
vulnerable as the continuation of Tasha’s Jones’s story illustrates below. Finan-
cial Services Company recognizes that flextime is critical to workers’ ability to
integrate work and family life and will result in satisfied employees. Ayesha’s su-
pervisor’s longevity with the company is testament to this. After twenty years she
stays there because of “the people and the benefits.”

An indication that Financial Services Company formally recognizes the impor-
tance of family as well as worker enrichment is the company-sponsored “take your



156 CHAPTER SIX

children to work day.” Ayesha’s three school-age sons joined her for this event and
engaged in activities such as making posters for hospitalized children. Ayesha’s
supervisor even paid the youths fifty cents to work on the computer. The boys so
thoroughly enjoyed their day they asked if Ayesha’s supervisor would hire them for
the summer. This company-sponsored day fostered the children’s exposure to both
work and their mother’s multiple responsibilities. Their response parallels what
Ayesha’s supervisor interprets as their mother’s experience in her new firm:

[Ayesha] saw a piece of a world that she has never seen before in corporate America
and that “I want to do something like that. I want to get in here somehow. I want
to experience this. This is different than what I have ever seen before.” Financial
Services Company Supervisor

Ayesha’s company offers several opportunities for growth and advancement.
Classes in such subjects as computer skills and customer service are offered on
company time. “Lunch and Learn” sessions offer information on women’s health
issues, joining a walking club, and other lifestyle topics. According to both Ayesha
and her supervisor, Ayesha takes full advantage of these opportunities. Moreover,
as a member of the Activity Committee, the supervisor noted, Ayesha “gets to say
exactly what’s going to be offered to employees in the future.”

The company’s tuition remission program and mentoring program are of even
greater importance to Ayesha. The company pays 80 percent of the cost of college
courses if they are relevant for present or future work. While this leaves a consid-
erable 20 percent cost for the employee, it encouraged Ayesha to consider taking
courses toward a career in underwriting and case management. Ayesha estimates
that by taking the necessary courses and eventually moving up to a case manager
position her income will increase from its present $22,000 per year to $35,000 to
$45,000 per year.

Ayesha’s impetus to take courses and advance her career is not the result of re-
imbursement policies alone. The company’s mentorship program fosters Ayesha’s
motivation to take advantage of advancement opportunities at the firm:

I was looking for a type of employment where I was able to grow that I wouldn’t
be stagnant and stay there too long. And by them offering this mentor program and
them being able to reimburse me for any college classes that I take dealing with the
type of work that I am trying to get into, I can advance. Ayesha Muhammad

Ayesha’s supervisor thought her choice of mentor might be a good match for
Ayesha, given their mutual interests, as she describes:

You pick a mentor dealing with the type of work that you want to get into, and they
pair you with a person that does exactly what you’re looking for. She or he gives you
the necessary encouragement that you need and lets you know exactly what you need
to do for the position you want to be. Financial Services Company Supervisor

The mentor started Ayesha along the path to becoming an underwriter, meeting
with Ayesha once a week or so to be, in Ayesha’s supervisor’s words, “a sounding
board.” A firm-sponsored program, mentorship takes place on company time:
another example of this company’s investment in employee advancement.
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Ayesha faces tumultuous challenges ahead as she negotiates adequate school-
ing in a beleaguered district for her twin sons who are developmentally delayed.
Because flextime and a clear, accessible, supported internal career ladder are es-
sential to her future mobility, Ayesha’s temp-to-perm story remains a model for
the mobility that can result when workforce development networks are comprised
of sustained partnerships among workforce intermediaries and agencies and agen-
cies and firms, and when their partner firms are loyal to employees as well as
to market customers. Many aspects of Financial Services Company illustrate the
reciprocal mobility-enhancing employment relations that we characterize as “firm
as partner.” We discuss these characteristics and relations further at the end of the
chapter.

AUTHORITY RELATIONS: FIRM RULES

In contrast to the mobility-enhancing relations evident in Ayesha Muhammad’s
firm, authority relations in many establishments are driven by the belief that em-
ployees will cheat or try to get away with things if not watched closely (Jacoby,
2004)—a position that is consistent with old paradigm and Fordist views of worker
behavior (Bielby & Bielby, 2002). Depending on the prevalence of this perspective
in a firm, different ways of setting and enforcing rules and regulations for employ-
ees result. The examples below illustrate how two seemingly opposite models of
firm authority relations, traditional Fordism and the contemporary customer model,
influence employee mobility.

Fordist Authority Relations: Tasha Jones’s Family Story (Milwaukee)

Manufacturing Company, the employer of twenty-four-year-old single parent Tasha
Jones whose story begins earlier in the chapter, illustrates traditional Fordist man-
agement through hierarchical authority and precisely written and posted rules. The
company expects uniform supervisory enforcement of the control procedures, as
the Plant Superintendent reports:

We’ve had to make a stringent absentee program, but everybody is treated equal. [The
supervisors] have to do it the same. There is no flexibility. Manufacturing Company
Plant Superintendent

In truth, Tasha’s firm evidences variable supervisory enforcement of the rules
and regulations, or what Lipsky (1980) calls “street-level supervision”—an infor-
mal practice that did not enhance Tasha’s mobility efforts. Tasha worried contin-
uously about losing her job because of the conflict between her health problems,
her children’s health problems, and the regulatory system at her firm. In relation
to her own health:

I’m worried about losing my job. I had the flu a couple of times this winter and I
got bronchitis. After I gave birth to Nami I almost died of pneumonia. I had toxemia
and high blood pressure and I still have chest pains. They’ve given me EKGs [elec-
trocardiograms] but can’t find anything. If I turn left or a certain way, I have pain.
I’m also short of breath. The doctor gave me an inhaler for when I’m short of breath.
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One big problem is that even though it’s forbidden, my co-workers smoke on the job.
This makes me more sick. Tasha Jones

The children’s health problems kept Tasha awake at night and increased her
fatigue in the morning, affecting her attendance at work:

Nami [Tasha’s two-year-old daughter] is sickly—she’s going to be part of a sleep
study. She was born with a flat nose. She may need surgery. She breathes really
loud at nighttime—like she’s trying to catch her breath. I need to stay close at night
because she can die in her sleep. I sleep good, but wake up a couple of times a night
to check on her. The hard part is in the morning time, well first of all at night. I go to
bed at ten thirty and wake up at five thirty. I can’t really go to sleep until they both
fall asleep. I will check her in the middle of the night to make sure she is okay. I have
to get up early in the morning, dress them both, carry them both downstairs, come
back up the stairs just to lock the doors up. I mean it is hard for me and I be too tired
to get up any earlier and so that is the hard part. Tasha Jones

Manufacturing Company developed detailed “Control Procedures” to deal with
absenteeism like Tasha’s, typical of those that mushroomed in firms in the early
1900s (Edwards, 1979). According to the company’s twelve-point system, if an
employee misses a day of work due to illness or childcare problems he or she
receives one point (reduced to a half-point with a doctor’s note).

Occurrence Points

1. Tardy 1/2

2. Leave early 1/2

3. Absent 1 day with valid doctor’s excuse 1/2

4. Absent 1
5. No call in or late call 30 minutes from start of shift 2
6. No call in for 2 consecutive days 2

Number of Points Corrective Action

3 Verbal warning
6 Written warning
9 Final written warning

12 Termination

As one manager admitted, “You can use up a lot of points with kids.” However,
Tasha did not know how many points she accumulated. She had not received
either a verbal three-month warning or a written six-month warning because her
supervisor understood the difficulty of combining work and family responsibilities
in today’s world:

Well, the new people have more family problems because they’re younger and they
have young people’s problems, like childcare. But they’re different, more are divorced
than the old workers were. There are more single parents and that makes things more
difficult for them, and that affects work. Absenteeism is greater than it was in 1975.
More time is missed today for family life. Manufacturing Company Supervisor
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Tasha’s supervisor’s flexibility about the company’s control procedures eventu-
ally boomeranged. The supervisor’s boss decided to crack down on such flexibility,
but Tasha did not know that. Tasha took personal leave after seven months of work
because she had missed at least ten days because of Nami’s health condition and
over eighteen more for her own health problems, a car accident and court dates:

I asked them if I could have a personal leave because I told them I didn’t have a baby
sitter. But that was just one of the reasons why I left. I felt that I needed to stay home
with my kids. [My mother] She was able but she used to always say she was tired.
[And they gave you leave?] Right but they didn’t say when to return. Tasha Jones

Tasha’s fiancé added: “They said they were going to call her when she should come
back, but they never did and they just sent her a letter that she was terminated.”

Perhaps because Tasha never fully understood how the point system was being
applied to her or know how to negotiate personal leave, and perhaps because
she also felt a sense of relief from family pressures, she took no further action
when she received Manufacturing Company’s official termination letter. Tasha’s
subsequent job entailed a sizeable wage decrease which stemmed her progress
toward economic sufficiency.

Customer Model plus Fordist Authority Relations:
Isabell Smith’s Family Story (Seattle)

In contrast, Isabell Smith’s company seems organized according to mobility-
enhancing authority relations. As we note above, Isabell Smith, thirty-one-year-old
mother of two preschool children, took a customer service position at Tech Com-
pany after completing a twelve-week business skills training program—a job that
training program staff considered a “plum.” Tech Company epitomizes both the
new form of identity marketing (DiMaggio, 2001) and the new model of customer
relations organization (DuGay & Salaman, 2000). In effect, employers coordinate
work by informal control through peers or the organizational culture (Baron et al.,
2002). At the same time the company evidences vestiges of Fordist organization
and management relations. Isabell seemed to experience both.

Companies have long marketed their identity, but in the past, such marketing
aimed to build consumer loyalty to assure continued purchase of often-changing
products. In the face of lessened job security in many contemporary firms, company
identity marketing now aims to win the minds and hearts of its workforce as well
as those of its customers through individualized promises that include new forms
of organizing work relations and rules. Tech Company’s promotional material
illustrates this new marketing phenomenon:

There are many things to consider when deciding on your next employer. At Tech
Company we offer employees the chance to work with great people, on exciting
projects, with a ton of opportunity for growth. . . . Working with smart people, on
challenging projects, in an environment high on responsibility and low on politics
makes most people look forward to the workday. Add the fact that the work we’re
doing is truly changing the way people find and discover products, and you begin to
see that much of the root of our enthusiasm comes from our desire to do something
that’s never been done before. Tech Company Promotional Material
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In particular, the employment opportunity section of the company webpage
stresses its attention to what firms now often call “work/life balance”:

But we also recognize that Tech employees have a life outside of work and need a
break every once in a while [emphasis added]. That’s why we provide a full range
of benefits for you and your eligible family members. Tech Company benefits are
designed to meet your personal needs for financial protection—and match the pace
of your life. Tech Company Promotional Material

Isabell definitely needs a break every once in a while if not more frequently. Both
of her sons attend a therapeutic facility for developmentally delayed children: one
delayed because of abuse in foster care and the other delayed because of Isabell’s
former heroin addiction, likely a delayed reaction to severe family abuse in her
childhood.

Perhaps indicating Tech Company’s tacit intention to hire young singles—in
effect the old paradigm workforce in modern dress—Isabell found that supervisors
and coworkers did not understand that her responsibilities as a parent often conflict
with the demands of her job:

I am the only one in the group who has children. No one understands what I go
through—when a kid fell down the stairs or I tripped on the way to the car. It gets a
little frustrating sometimes. I don’t go home to my cat like they do. Isabell Smith

Within the first two months of employment Isabell’s work schedule changed
three times. Some months later Tech Company issued a new, arguably illegal
policy mandating a forty-five-hour workweek for all employees and “strongly
encouraging” fifty. One year after she began at Tech Company, Isabell worked
fifty-five “mandatory” hours per week, over ten hours per day on the phones with
mostly disgruntled customers:

It is very high pressured job especially because I got hired on right before the holiday
season and we ended up being on the phones ten hours a day, just phone call after
phone call. It was just nuts and people were upset and they were screaming at us.
Isabell Smith

Isabell’s strain was compounded by her history of negative family “messages”
about performance and multiple forms of abuse:

I was raised that if you did anything wrong you deserve to die for it. I mean that is
what was embedded into my brain so that whenever somebody tells me “You are not
doing this right,” I completely fall apart. I am working on it. Isabell Smith

She also perceived that her response to Tech Company’s practices was not
developmentally healthy for her children:

I really took it too much to heart, being screamed at on a daily basis, all day long, and
it affected everything. It affected my family, plus I was going to work at 6 A.M. and
not coming home until 8 or 9 that night. So I would leave the house and the kids were
sleeping and I would come home and they were on their way to bed or in bed . . . I
feel like I don’t have enough energy to do everything and feel like I should. We are
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supposed to be the ones teaching them how to be and raising them to be good people
and yet we are the ones that are not here. Isabell Smith

After seventeen months on the job Isabell learned that the company would
close three months hence, eliminating the possibility of further advancement. The
company cited higher costs at its local facility as the reason behind the job cuts.
Isabell, expressing a mixture of shock and relief at the news, suspected her company
of underhandedness:

I didn’t have the guts to quit this job but they asked so much from us. I’ve been
unhappy for a while. I’ve had lots of issues with my boss. And then they raised the
standards. I wasn’t meeting them. I think it was a ploy to get people to quit. They
were unreasonable. A lot of people quit over the holidays. I’ve been trying to leave
stress at work but I’ve been exhausted all the time. Isabell Smith

Adding to Isabell’s stress, she worked extra hours without pay, which likely
provided significant savings for the company that was required to pay time and a
half for overtime. The extra hours were encouraged by Isabell’s supervisor who
was concerned about meeting quotas for his department and instituted tight Fordist
regulations in response. Isabell acquiesced for fear of being “written up.”

More broadly, a national news article about a failed union drive (citation not
included for confidentiality) confirms Isabell Smith’s different reality from Tech
Company’s claim to value employees as well as customers:

Many of the customer-service representatives complain that their wages, which usu-
ally run from $11 to $15 an hour, are too low for them to live well in high-cost Seattle.
They also complain that they often receive little notice about schedule changes and
having to work overtime. Several workers said that after working so much overtime
they had tired of the CEO’s mantra that it is Day 1 and Tech is a start-up in which
workers need to work hard. “Our ownership feels hollow,” said a 25-year-old cus-
tomer service worker in Seattle. “They always say they are willing to hear our input,
but there isn’t follow-through. The inaction is the root of why we’re organizing.”
National Newspaper Article, 2000

Consistent with the effect that reduced firm-to-employee loyalty can have on
mobility, the job Isabell found next afforded only a lateral wage shift and was
temporary, which constrains her forward progress.

PHYSICAL CONDITIONS: SAFETY

The physical environment is another aspect of a firm’s organization and relations
that influences employee mobility. Firms’ public materials and management often
express concern about safety policies, procedures, and training. Although this
concern could be evidence of a new firm-to-worker loyalty, a more critical analysis
suggests that it might pertain to liability protection. As one news article notes,
“Twenty-five percent of the classes [in a new carpentry apprenticeship program in
Wisconsin] focus on health and safety issues, which have become more important
due to liability concerns” (Mader, 2002). Hard Working Blessed’s experience, as
others, reflects the more critical conclusion.



162 CHAPTER SIX

Workplace Safety: Hard Working Blessed’s Family Story (Milwaukee)

After completing a manufacturing training program in Milwaukee, Steel Mill &
Foundry hired thirty-eight-year-old Hard Working Blessed as a crane operator. He
soon also drove a forklift truck, mixed sand, and worked as a grinder. Following the
curricular advice of the union and employer partners in its workforce development
network, the training program prepared Mr. Blessed mentally for the foundry work
which helped him stay on the job. But even good mental preparation was eventually
overwhelmed by physical aspects of the job. During his first twenty months at
the firm, Hard Working Blessed suffered two herniated discs while lifting heavy
metal jackets to put over metal molds, and the severe temperature changes in the
foundry caused repeated bouts of flu and pneumonia. These injuries and illnesses
plus a materials-connected allergic rash resulted in his being put on “light duty,”
which meant a demotion in job responsibility and a reduction in wages. Although
he received worker’s compensation, his total earnings were reduced from $600
to $400 a week. The workplace bulletin board posting at Steel Mill & Foundry
underscores that such injuries are frequent:

Suburb: Notice 3: Department First Aid Cases, Core = 22; Foundry-Indirect = 14;
Office = 9.

Milwaukee: 2 = Cumulative trauma and right wrist strain.
Suburb: Notice 5 = Irritation OD, right groin strain, acute right shoulder strain,

foreign body right eye, foreign body left eye infection. Bulletin Board Posting at
Steel Mill & Foundry

Company personnel confirm that workplace injuries are common:

Interviewer [to second shift foreman]: How often are people hurt at work?
Second shift foreman: Oh, lots of accidents. And different kinds at different places.

At Suburb it’s eye injuries. Here in Milwaukee it’s back injuries from lifting.
You had that didn’t you, Hard Working?

Mr. Blessed: Oh, yeah. My back.
Interviewer [to second shift foreman]: How often have you been injured?
Second shift foreman: Mostly my eyes. I’ve been 5, 6 or maybe 7 times to the eye

doctor for injuries.

A history of “serious” OSHA violations further confirms the firm’s dangerous phys-
ical environment.

Hard Working Blessed not only endured physical hardship, but also his injuries
rendered his future at Steel Mill & Foundry bleak. The second-shift foreman told us
in Mr. Blessed’s presence that he would be unlikely to recover his original position
and wage after the demotion and wage reduction because of the firm’s concern
about liability:

The company has to worry about your condition. I can’t make that decision. Once
you’ve got something they have to worry. The vice president of operations and the
HR [human resource] manager will determine if you can return. I have to protect my
employees and the company is liable if anything happens to you. And once you’re
transferred, even if you have a doctor’s certificate saying that you can return, the
position may be filled. Steel Mill & Foundry, Second Shift Foreman
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Such hazardous conditions compound the lack of physical preparation given to
older individuals for positions traditionally held by younger workers, or what we
call the life-stage mismatch, as research field notes underscore:

Being a grinder is exceptionally dangerous work. If you miss, the casting skids off the
wheel and would cut you immediately down to the bone. When I was at the foundry,
one of the workers just touched the selvage to the wheel and sparks flew. Being at
work in a less-than-one-hundred-percent condition [e.g., Mr. Blessed’s fatigue] is
extremely hazardous. Research Field Notes, Steel Mill & Foundry

Mr. Blessed identified the life-stage mismatch in his own words:

People like me who go back to work later in life—companies hire younger people at
lower wages and expect them to stay in the company for a long time. Eventually they
make better wages, in time for their family’s needs. Me, I’m older and I’ll be less
long in the workforce. And my family has needs right now. Hard Working Blessed

A year later, staff at Hard Working Blessed’s manufacturing training program
reported that Steel Mill & Foundry had gone bankrupt, largely because it fared
poorly in environmental studies. And although Hard Working Blessed found a new
and more promising job as forklift operator in a printing company, his mobility
was lateral rather than upward.

If training programs more fully assess job seekers’ health and physical condition
and partner with safety-focused firms, interrupted mobility such as Hard Working
Blessed experiences might be avoided.

SOCIOSTRUCTURAL ENVIRONMENT: RACIAL
AND ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION

The final aspect of a firm’s organization and relations that influences mobility is
its sociostructural environment, particularly in terms of practices of racial and
ethnic discrimination (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2001a, 2001b; Holzer, 1996;
Moss & Tilly, 2001; Reskin, 2002; Wilson, 1987, 1996). Although the signal effect
of the job-training programs in this research helped to bypass the discriminatory
hiring practices many job seekers confront, that protection seldom extends to the
workplace. Ahree Raca’s story illuminates the power of a union-training program
network to combat racism through the medium of an experienced mentor or case
manager. The continuation of Tasha Jones’s story then illustrates the racial tension
that accompanies employers’ need to hire from different sources during a tight
labor market and focuses on antiracism strategies that her firm employs to counter
such tension.

Antiracism Strategies of a Union-Training Program Partnership:
Ahree Raca’s Family Story (St. Louis)

Ahree Raca’s experience illustrates that a union-training program partnership can
protect vulnerable minority workers. After five months at Construction Co-MO,
Ahree Raca, an eighteen-year-old African American father of two infants revealed
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that things had “always been a little rough on the job” but had gotten “real bad”
lately. He said that his (white) supervisor had been “harassing” him and described
how this occurred:

He’s racial, degrading to my religion (and) my family. He is hitting, punching me,
throwing things at me. He said I was a mistake, my family a mistake. Ahree Raca

When the research team asked Ahree to clarify the events, he read the following
information off his computer—a list of incidents illustrating the abuse of power
that is possible under hierarchical Fordist authority relations:

� The supervisor told me that the only reason Black men are in construction is
because of meeting quotas. The supervisor said this was due to the incident on
the I-70 construction when Blacks blocked the highway due to no Blacks on
the construction site.

� The supervisor asked me, “What do you bleed, because it can’t be red.” “Like
I’m not a human?” I said.

� I was playing music at work when the supervisor came in and yelled,” Turn off
that nigger music!” The supervisor apologized later.

� The supervisor called me names, like “dummy, homie, home slice, and Muslim.”
� The supervisor also said to me, “My daddy had slaves, now I have me one.”
� The supervisor put his hands on me and smiled. When I asked him to stop, he

said, “Get out and head for the house. Go to the union if you want.”
� The supervisor kicked me in the rear. When I said, “Don’t do that,” he just

laughed.
� The supervisor and another guy were throwing nails at me, just missing my

head. They threw drywall and a knife at me (too). I know they were trying to
not hit me, and they missed me (so far), but I was afraid they would (hit me) by
mistake.

� Someone threw lit cigarette butts into my nail pouch and it started smoking.
Ahree Raca

Ahree complained to his union and the union called Construction Company-
MO. Ahree was told that it was possible that his supervisor would get fired. Con-
struction Company-MO told the union that “they would take care of it.”

The climate of racism and harassment had made it hard for Ahree to go work
every day, but he continued to show up on time for every shift. Despite the abuse,
Ahree felt a certain loyalty to his supervisor, which is perhaps why it took him so
long to discuss the issue. For example, even after listing the supervisor’s offenses
he said, “I don’t want him to get fired, he teaches me a lot. I just want him to stop.”

During this period, Ahree also contacted George Wood, his mentor and case
manager at the construction training program, who encouraged him to file a for-
mal complaint with the union. Finally the “boss,” the position above the accused
supervisor, talked to Ahree and his supervisor together. The supervisor was not
given the opportunity to deny Ahree’s allegations as there was a record of previous
charges against him filed by other workers. The boss reportedly told the supervi-
sor that “times have changed” and that his behavior would not be tolerated. After
this meeting, Ahree and the supervisor worked together for about a week without
incident.
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Ahree was then asked to help an African American supervisor finish a job.
When the new supervisor asked to have Ahree transferred to him, Ahree quickly
agreed. Ahree reported that the new supervisor was respectful and that the two of
them got along very well. Moreover the work site with the new supervisor was
close to his home, making his commute more convenient as well.

Ahree’s willingness to pursue the formal challenges of grievance within the
union served him well in resolving this highly problematic situation. His courage
to address the issue propelled him safely back on the road of economic mobility,
facilitated by the formal support of the union and the guidance and advocacy of his
workforce program mentor. Without the union-training program network structure
and Wood’s detailed instruction about how to proceed with a grievance, Ahree
might have remained mute about racism for fear of reprisal and would likely have
become a retention casualty instead of an upward-moving construction worker.

Antiracism Strategies of Firm-Training Program Networks:
Tasha Jones’s Firm’s Story (Milwaukee)

The partnership forged by Tasha Jones’s training program and a suburban firm in its
workforce development network lets us examine the sociostructural environment
from the perspective of the firm. As we learn earlier in the chapter, Tasha Jones,
a twenty-four-year-old African American woman, was an assembly operator at
Manufacturing Company. Before she attended the manufacturing training program,
she was a cashier at a household goods store that she described as openly racist.
Notably Tasha did not feel that Manufacturing Company, a unionized facility in a
Milwaukee suburb that employs about five hundred men and women, was racist.
The research team talked with dozens of employees at Manufacturing Company
at all levels to gather their views.

After a major industry downturn and organizational restructuring in the 1980s,
Manufacturing Company’s business was booming in the 1990s and early 2000s.
The factory expanded, but the suburban community grew at the same time, bringing
new businesses that competed for a smaller pool of local workers. Accordingly,
the operations manager reported that the company needed to find a new pool of
workers, noting that traditional hiring methods, such as word of mouth and using
existing employees as a referral source (Granovetter, 1995) were now insufficient:

I have been here thirty-two years. I’ve seen a lot of changes. We had a readily available
workforce. People with skills and a work ethic. I think it was because of the kind of
people around here, lots of Germans and Poles. There wasn’t a lot of competition
for workers. We got people in here with good wages and they told others about us
so we didn’t have to advertise to hire. . . . This is a traditional hiring network: like
begets like, which often perpetuates racial discrimination, whether intended or not.
Operations Manager at Manufacturing Company

The company partnered with a technical institute and Tasha’s manufacturing
training program as intermediaries to help them hire new, at least minimally trained
workers:

My company had to find what was out there if we were going to succeed. We found
that as we were working with various agencies, educational institutions, and the
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manufacturing training program, we were introduced into the state’s workforce de-
velopment program. This stuff all of a sudden was just snow balling and we said,
“My gosh wake up, you might as well take advantage of this stuff here.” All we were
looking for is “How can we get a good worker?” If central city Milwaukee has got
thirteen to fifteen percent unemployment why not go after them, and we learned.
Like I said, I was the biggest critic. Hiring welfare people, give me a break. They
all kid me a little bit of how I have been able to change my mentality on that and
rightfully so, because we have been able to draw from this workforce through the
training program, through working with the state, and it comes down to actually the
partnering. Operations Manager at Manufacturing Company

In complex organizations, solution strategies often create new problems that
require further strategizing. After Manufacturing Company and its inner-city part-
ners solved the problem of finding workers, it then confronted the new problem of
racial and ethnic strain among employees, as the operations manager related:

I think probably the biggest thing is to realize that there would be a culture change
from white to black to Hispanic. You have to keep in mind the facility was 100 percent
Caucasian. I mean it was just an environment, a culture, and now we were looking
at bringing in minorities to the facilities. . . . First off, as you would expect, we don’t
discriminate, never have and never will discriminate with regards to race, color, I can
rattle that all off for you. The most important thing is when you come from a hundred
percent white to now adding a black population, obviously we had whites here that felt
that we were giving them more attention than we were giving the white population.
That was their first outcry, “Why are you treating them altogether different then
they are?” Maybe the appearance was that way because we had customized training
programs. They were getting trained, they were being trained on coming to work on
time, work skills, how to fill out a time card. Operations Manager at Manufacturing
Company

The firm’s first solution to the new problem of racial and ethnic strain was to
make program changes aimed at facilitating communication and trust throughout
the workforce:

The employees at that time didn’t realize why we were doing what we were doing, so
we had total employee meetings to explain to them our need for a good strong work
force. The majority of these people here in the blending of the culture think that the
changes have been good, but we still have those folks out there that while I wouldn’t
say specifically, I wouldn’t know them specifically, but I am sure there are racists out
there simply by the comments I hear. I think the thing that helped us particularly was
to go to the entire work force and explain to them why we were doing what we were
doing. We were able to satisfy people that this wasn’t a handout by the state, that if
we were dealing with them a little differently than what they were exposed to, that
was just a change in times. Operations Manager at Manufacturing Company

The next solution to the new problem of racial and ethnic strain was to es-
tablish a mentor program, which Manufacturing Company accomplished through
its partnership with the network’s manufacturing training program. Program staff
wrote the mentor manual, trained employees together with the firm’s human re-
source department and the union, and then provided the firm with continued
oversight. As in all organizations, employees in different positions hold different
opinions about how to solve entrenched workplace problems, such as racial and
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ethnic discrimination. These differences can either encourage or destroy mobility-
enhancing antiracism strategies like a mentor program, as different employees
report.

The operations manager thought the mentor program improved the workplace
climate: “The feedback that we are getting is that it has been very beneficial to
them. The jury is still out, but early indicators are that it is working. We have
had feedback from other companies, saying, ‘How can we get involved in it?’” In
contrast, a company department leader reported intraorganizational challenges:

New employees. If we didn’t have so many new employees, we wouldn’t need a
mentoring program. . . . It took about a year for the union and company to put it
together. There were problems between the union and company about it. [What kind
of problems?] The union wanted more work time off for the mentors. We wanted
mentor meetings and committee meetings [i.e., union and company] about twice a
month. Department Leader at Manufacturing Company

A member of the Union Bargaining Committee outlined that the union’s chal-
lenges with the mentor program revolved around joint “ownership” and imple-
mentation:

There really weren’t any racial issues with supervisors. The Bargaining Committee
talks with the supervisors. I have problems with the plant superintendent. I think
we should tell people when they do a good job. You only hear when you do a bad
job. We did the mentoring program and the orientation to help retain employees. We
wanted incentives under absenteeism; that’s a real big problem because of the new
type of employee. They don’t have a work ethic. These young people, all kinds, have
a different work ethic. The inner core Milwaukee parents didn’t work. Their kids
didn’t see that their parents worked. But you see changes after they’re here awhile.
Sometimes they don’t learn fast enough or they’re out of the door. The union’s job is
more difficult because of why they have to deal with new employees. Some whites
think that blacks are treated better than whites. Union Bargaining Committee Member
at Manufacturing Company

The management level produces yet another set of views on the efficacy of
using a mentor program to solve workplace problems, as the plant superintendent
reports:

Well, the training program employees are different. It takes more support to make
them good workers. Preparation could include training centers where you duplicate
the work site. And this generation of young people is not work oriented; this affects
their work efforts. [How do the new employees get along with the older employees?]
You’re talking white and black? Well, for some it’s hard to adjust. But it’s not just
white and black. There are some blacks who won’t work with other blacks. One black
woman wanted Spanish co-workers because she said they’re hard workers just like
her. I didn’t expect that. We have the supervisors and management work with them
on that. Plant Superintendent at Manufacturing Company

Line workers hold their own set of opinions about racial and ethnic discrimination,
as Tasha’s department supervisor reports, referring to the way the mentor program
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alleviated ground-level tensions:

About two years ago there were some racial issues. Now people interact with each
other. You hear comments that they didn’t like someone and you could assume race.
But now you can’t always assume that. Communication is very important. I think
that the program is a good idea because the mentor can point the person in a right
direction. I think that the mentors help better communication. Department Supervisor
of Tasha Jones at Manufacturing Company

Tasha’s coworkers concurred with the department supervisor’s assessment in a
sentiment that we heard from many: “It is one of the best departments here. Com-
munication is really good. We talk together. [Is there any prejudice?] No prejudice.”

In sum, Tasha Jones’s Manufacturing Company needed new workers. The com-
pany solved the new worker problem by partnering with a workforce development
network to hire inner-city workers. The new workforce solved the staffing prob-
lem but caused the new problem of racial and ethnic strain. Solutions to the new
problem—in particular, the collaborative establishment of a mentor program that
potentially benefits the entire workforce—resulted in an improved workforce en-
vironment. Management and line workers agree that the company and its network
partners will need to make conscious efforts to sustain these gains.

ADVANCEMENT: THE FUTURE

What are the future advancement prospects for these parents? The concluding
section of the advancement story consists of two parts. First we look at employment
and wage projections to 2012 by the parent’s industry, occupation, and city to see
if the future looks more economically robust than the present. A descriptive table
for the first part of this section (Table B.3) is located in Appendix B. Table B.3
gives information about the forty-four firms, industry location and occupations
that comprise the parents’ initial post-training jobs and their last known jobs. Six
parents remain in their initial post-training firm, and one parent was not reemployed
after leaving her post-training job. Thus only one firm is listed for these parents,
with the exception of Lucky Miracle, whose second full-time job, in addition to
his initial full-time job, is included in Table B.3.

The second part of this section reviews the characteristics of two of the parents’
firms and envisions what “firm as partner” might look like based on premises of
the new mobility paradigm.

INDUSTRY, OCCUPATION, AND WAGE PROJECTIONS TO 2012

By 2012, total employment in the United States is projected to increase by 21.3 mil-
lion jobs over 2002 figures (Berman, 2004). The labor force is also expected to
grow, meaning that more persons will seek jobs. More than 80 percent of the
jobs that will be created will require some postsecondary education, yet despite
the popular description of the future labor market as the “knowledge economy,” the
number of positions for lower-skilled workers is expected to outpace the number



Yesterday’s Firms and Today’s Families 169

of positions for highly skilled workers (Buehlmann, 2003, p. 3). Still, considering
Holzer’s (1996) description early in this chapter of the skills needed for low-skill
jobs, many working parents across America, including quite a few here, will need
help to satisfy these rudimentary cognitive and interpersonal requirements.

In the context of these national predictions and of the parents’ up-and-down
mobility pathways, this section raises the following questions: What might the
parents’ futures hold? What are the projections for jobs in the industries in which
the first post-training jobs were located? Are these industries expected to grow
or shrink over the next decade? If the parents remain in the initial post-training
occupation, what can they expect to earn in the future? If they change firms or
industries, what might they earn in the future? Overall, can they expect to be
economically mobile in these occupations and industries over time?

Industry projections

Given the sustained loss of jobs in the manufacturing industry over recent decades,
projections echo this pattern (Table B.3, Appendix B). Of the fifteen industries the
parents work in at our last contact with them, manufacturing is the only industry
expected to shrink in rates of employment between 2002 and 2012. At that, the pro-
jected annual rate of shrinkage is small at minus .1 percent. In the parents’ particu-
lar manufacturing firms, growth and shrinkage are projected about equally, which
underscores that firms vary within industries (DiPrete & Nonnemaker, 1997).

The other industry sectors that the key parents inhabit are expected to grow in
employment. With the exception of Other Services and the Accommodation and
Food Service industries, employment growth in service industries is projected to
outpace growth in other industry sectors between 2002 and 2012 by about two to one
(Berman, 2004). At the same time, when one looks at specific occupations within
industries, patterns of projected growth and shrinkage in rates of employment
exhibit considerable heterogeneity (Baron, 1984; Rosenbaum, 1990).

Occupation projections

Thirty-five of the forty-four occupations described in Table B.3 (Appendix B),
are projected to grow in rates of employment between 2002 and 2012, and six
are expected to shrink. The projection for three occupations is unknown. At the
same time, the employment growth projected for particular occupations reflects a
broad spectrum of potential employment. The jobs the parents initially hold after
training reflect growth occupations for the most part. At a median annual rate of
growth of 20.3 percent, these occupations are growing at a rate that is over five
times greater than the shrinkage rate of the few occupations that are shrinking (3.6
percent). In some cases parents leave their initial post-training job in shrinking
firms or shrinking occupations for similar or related jobs in more hearty firms in
the same industry. In fact, the jobs the parents hold at our last contact, what we
call their last known job, all reflect growing occupations. None move into jobs in
which rates of employment are decreasing. Thus even when an initial position or
firm falls on hard times, the parents are able to locate new jobs and firms with
growth potential, even if their wage or wage adequacy does not reflect this (see
Tables B.2 and B.3 in Appendix B).
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Wage projections and mobility direction

If parents stay or had stayed in their initial post-training job, what would their
hourly wages be in 2003 compared to their city’s average wage for that occupation?
What are or would wages be in their last known job? Although we are limited to
wage projection data for 2003, even 2003 projections yield suggestions for future
outcomes as the wage pathways of the parents in this study begin as early as 1998.
For those parents without known 2003 wages, we use Osterman’s (1999) formula
of a 2 percent annual increase to calculate potential 2003 wage figures. In some
cases these calculations may be underestimates, as the jobs could yield more than
a 2 percent increase.

Comparing the parents’ first- and last-known jobs (Table B.3, Appendix B),
parents are more likely to experience downward than upward wage mobility, re-
gardless of whether they remain in their initial firm or change firms. Wage mobility
is or is projected to be downward in two-thirds of the jobs (twenty-nine, or 66 per-
cent), upward in about one-quarter (twelve, or 27 percent), equivalent in two jobs,
and one is unknown. Put another way, the wages of three out of five parents (61
percent) did or would have fallen an average of $2.79 per hour below the average
hourly wage for their occupation in their particular city. Wages for two out of five
parents (39 percent), however, did or would have exceeded the average hourly wage
for that occupation in their city by $2.92 per hour.

Although the 2001 recession and its extended aftermath likely influence the
predominance of downward over upward wage mobility, it is striking that wage
projections move in the opposite direction of industry and occupational projections.
As we discuss earlier, the employment rate in almost all the parents’ industries and
occupations is projected to increase annually, yet wages in these same occupations
have or are projected to increase for only two in five parents. This means that
although many jobs are projected to be plentiful over the next decade for low
earners like these parents, not all will offer wages in the near future that will
forward economic mobility.

Looking further out, given that two in five parents experience increased eco-
nomic security after several years in the labor market, even if they are not fully
or consistently able to support their families, might more reach greater financial
security if firms become real partners in this effort?

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: TOWARD “FIRM AS PARTNER”

Nearly a century ago Weber (1922/1978, p. 200) held that “forms of establishment
and of the firm must be ‘invented’ like technical products.” Granovetter (2002, p.
54) posits a related viewpoint today: “Fundamental concepts like solidarity, power,
norms, and identity cannot be understood except in relational terms; their very
definition relies on social relationships, and they are produced in social networks.”
Similarly, in the study of firms and economic mobility in this chapter we avoid a sole
focus on the activity of persons in favor of examining the relational and structural
intersections among the working parents, their firms and their families. Policy and
other social institutions are influential as well. We argue that economic mobility
takes place at the nexus of these dynamic, contextual, and relational intersections.
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The parents in this book begin strong upward movement through work, consis-
tent with old paradigm myths. Through initiative they access workforce training
programs that get them in the door of good jobs. For most, hard work pays off
initially as their wages exceed those they had been able to earn before training.
Many receive regular wage increases, either in the same or in a subsequent firm,
and inch toward family-sustaining incomes. But history and the present collide
to slow or reverse upward movement for many of the workers and their families.
Wage levels in firms are too low to meet their needs; subsidies and work supports
do not adequately boost wages to sufficiency; national and local economies fall
into recession; and modes of organization and social relations in yesterday’s firms
intersect with the backgrounds, competencies, and decision processes of today’s
parents to constrain economic mobility.

As we conclude in Chapter 3, “place” matters in the details but not to the overar-
ching realities of low-wage jobs in the parents’ cities, industries, and firms. In most
jobs across the five cities, wages are not set high enough for the needs of older work-
ers with families; hierarchical or peer authority relations are untrustworthy; loyalty
to firm is not reciprocated; employer-provided benefits are unaffordable or nonex-
istent; workplace policies do not accommodate children’s developmental needs or
the demands that other social institutions make on parents; and economic recession
results in precipitous layoff, termination, and lower wages and amenities in subse-
quent jobs. Firm rhetoric and management assertion to the contrary, the parents in
this book experience many of the seventy-four firms in which they work as contin-
gent, untrustworthy, and unilateral: in short, as “fair-weather friends,” “disengaged
families,” or “roommates.” Although some firms incorporate practices designed
to increase loyalty and trust, in only two cases—Ayesha Muhammad’s primarily,
and Sam Gates’s secondarily—are these practices sufficient to approximate “firm
as partner.” What makes Ayesha’s firm, Financial Services Company—FSC, and
Sam’s firm, Technology Management Company Electronics Division—TMC, stand
out?

WAGE STRUCTURE

The wage structure makes Ayesha’s and Sam’s firms the exceptions. At his initial
post-training job in 1999, Sam’s wage was well below 200 percent FPL and 100
percent SSS, but after layoff and landing a new job at TMC, by mid-2003 Sam’s
wage income exceeds both adequacy metrics: 241 percent FPL and 110 percent
SSS. Although challenges to his earning power remain, as his earlier story reveals,
TMC offers “good”—even what some might call “decent”—wages (Lafer, 2002),
which puts Sam and his family on a steady mobility path. Ayesha’s firm also offers
good wages, although her family needs are so great that her annual income still
leaves her family of six below sufficiency. Still, over two years at FSC Ayesha’s
wages increased 26 percent to a respectable $13.25 per hour. If Ayesha can remain
on the firm’s well-supported upgrade track, she anticipates earning upwards of
$45,000 per year. This would put her family at almost 200 percent FPL. Even now,
her hourly wage would put her at 100 percent of the Self-Sufficiency Standard if
the household contained a similar wage-earning partner.
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Similarly important, although arguably only in the context of decent wages,
Ayesha’s and Sam’s firms offer comprehensive nonwage benefits and richly struc-
tured routes to advancement—characteristics that the training programs and their
workforce development networks identify as essential to good jobs. In addition,
both firms are local divisions of larger corporations that offer “new,” employee-as-
customer practices that explicitly aim at household and profit, as the new mobility
calls for. Such practices help to offset the problems of the life-stage mismatch
for older, familied workers like Ayesha and Sam, as we describe briefly in the
following cameos of the two firms.

Financial services company (FSC)

After considerable divestment and restructuring in the 1990s, Financial Services
Company pared down its workforce and designed its organizational relations to sat-
isfy both market and employee customer. To begin with, FSC instituted a voluntary
mentor program, whereby the mentor is matched with the employee as a “career
guide”—a role that Cappelli (1999) and Osterman and colleagues (2001) suggest
is generally missing in the current labor market—to help craft the employee’s ca-
reer plans and skill upgrade opportunities, in and outside the firm. Importantly
these mentor meetings take place on company time, helping Ayesha toward her
goal to be certified as an underwriter, which will entail both underwriting and case
management. Heralded publicly for the quality of the work environment for mi-
norities and women, FSC offers tangible benefits to children, such as movie passes
and “take your children to work” days. And as noted in Ayesha’s temp-to-perm
story earlier in the chapter, FSC is the only firm of the seventy-four in this research
with an official flextime policy, which facilitates the ability of working parents
like Ayesha to attend to their children’s school, medical, and court needs. Toward
advancement, FSC offers a menu of “lunch and learn” sessions, activity commit-
tees, and skill classes on company time—extending the career guidance role of not
only the mentor but also the company as a whole. Moreover, employees are not
just perfunctorily offered these classes. Management strongly encourages them to
attend forty hours of classes per year on such topics as computer skills, customer
service skills, and email—all potentially transferable as well as firm serving skills.
In short, Financial Services Company has found a way to combine household and
profit in its organizational structure and relations.

Technology management company—electronics division (TMC)

Technology Management Company is less family focused than Financial Services
Company, but similarly dedicated to both production and its workforce. In response
to global pressures in the 1990s, TMC instituted production practices based on the
Japanese kaizen philosophy described in Sam Gates’s story earlier in the chapter,
that one of his coworkers calls “a business enterprise revolution.”

Although TMC is essentially Fordist in its careful supervision of repetitive tasks,
it also recognizes that autonomy and reasonable expectations increase a worker’s
ownership and pride in his or her work. As Sam’s supervisor, the facilities manager
at TMC reports, “We expect every operator here to build quality in what they do
and inspect the work they do” The firm is also explicitly team oriented, as Sam’s
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supervisor articulates:

When Sam first came over from TMC-Cable Division we sat down and talked about
what he did over there, and talked about what I was looking for here. The first
thing out of Sam’s mouth was, “Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do it.” You would
think that any supervisor would love to hear that. Since then, though, Sam and I
have an understanding. It’s whatever “we” want to do that Sam will do. Sam Gates’s
Supervisor at Technology Management Company—Electronics Division

In subtle ways the company is wise about workers’ needs. Operators and as-
semblers switch positions every couple of hours to prevent monotony and the
mistakes that may accompany it, a practice that also fosters considerable, albeit
informal training across competencies. And although a vestige of Taylorist effi-
ciency guides both operation and assembly procedures, because just-in-time pro-
duction is dependent on rapid completion of individual tasks, ergonomics guides
the procedures both preventively and in response to identified needs. In relation
to upgrading skills and encouraging education, TMC seems unconcerned about
poaching or costly turnover of trained workers. Both informal and formal skill en-
hancement take place on site at TMC via a GED attainment program and an employee
cadre of state-accredited apprenticeship trainers that provide on-the-job skill train-
ing and partner with an off-site community college for courses that the firm pays
for in advance. The TMC promotion process—which a TMC assembler describes
as “[supervisors, managers] keep bugging one of us”—is less formal than FSC’s
system of mentors, Web listings, official applications, and meetings, but effective
nonetheless.

Consideration of the worker in the context of the whole family, rather than as an
atomistic individual, in setting workplace regulations and procedures is less evident
at TMC than it is at FSC, despite TMC’s predominantly female (85 percent female; 15
percent male) and largely Hispanic and African American workforce. The senior
apprentice trainer discusses the requirements for completing an apprenticeship
in old paradigm terms: “If you were young enough or didn’t have kids yet, you
could probably swing it. It’s a huge commitment.” At the same time, the trainer’s
star apprentice is Sam—a 40-year-old noncustodial father of three whose family
responsibilities conflict with the time demands of the apprenticeship.

The firm’s somewhat excessive attention to attendance “presenteeism” and
punctuality “on-timeism” potentially perpetuates Fordist and Taylorist imperson-
ality. However, in a different way TMC is as concerned with the worker’s voice as
FSC is. Sam’s company has instituted a formal program for workers and manage-
ment to air problems, concerns, suggestions, and recommendations through both
written and group discussion. These CVR meetings (no-one we encountered at the
firm knows what “CVR” stands for) are led by firm management or the company
president, and serve not only to give workers a voice in organizational procedures,
but also, as Sam notes, “to build trust . . . it really is a ‘we’ thing.” Finally, TMC pays
its contingent workers, who may be welfare leavers, persons without a high school
diploma, or individuals laid off from other firms, higher wages than the usual temp
agency wage, explicitly to reduce disparity between the temporary and permanent
workforce: in Sam’s supervisor’s words, “to level the playing field between them
and a TMC employee.” In addition, the company shows concern about its employees,
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and indirectly their families, through the policy of “performance payout,” which is
a quarterly check to employees across the board based on the firm’s performance
in production quality, daily planning, and worksite cleanliness—another exam-
ple of attention to household and profit. In effect, the company tends carefully to
reciprocity.

In conclusion, keeping Ayesha Muhammad’s and Sam Gates’s companies and
workforce development networks in mind, we posit characteristics of firm orga-
nization and relations that are consistent with a new view of economic mobility.
“Firm as partner” might include a family-supporting wage structure across the
company; profit-sharing; affordable benefits; administrative advisory boards com-
prised of equal representation from management, workers, community partners
and the public, with equal power; structured communication between manage-
ment and workers; clear internal ladders with opportunity to upgrade skills on
company time; and a family- and community-building orientation. A partner firm
would no longer view or conduct itself as an autonomous institution but would
articulate its organizational relations, policies and practices with those of related
social institutions—an intersection that the next chapter shows is essential for
family economic mobility. Finally, the firm as partner would seek consent over
coercion, recognizing that institutions are constituted by workers who are persons
(Burawoy, 2003), although we would also say they are families. What it would take
from the government, the corporate community, and the public to maintain and
foster more firms like Ayesha’s and Sam’s is a topic for the final chapter.



7 Children’s Schools, Parents’ Work and Policy

Alignment and Misalignment

Education is so important and I will tell that to my children until I can’t breathe
anymore.—Elizabeth Seabrook, New Orleans

[The teacher said,] “I need to see you before Friday.” Now this is like on a
Wednesday, and they call me and tell me, “Oh, I need to see you before Friday.”
You know, leave a message on my machine. So I will call them back and I’ll get
the person: “As you well know, I work. Just like you. I cannot just up and come
into your office or into the school the next day or the day after. I have to give my
supervisor ample time so she can find somebody to replace me, just like you
would have to give your boss ample time.”—Ayesha Muhammad, Philadelphia

DECADES OF RESEARCH have addressed the vertical and longitudinal in-
tersections between school and home and between school and children’s futures
(Patchen, 2004). However, few scholars have looked at the horizontal and simulta-
neous intersections among children’s schools, families, parents’ work, and policy.
Findings from this multiyear, multisite ethnography illustrate that and how these in-
stitutions are aligned or misaligned in relation to family economic mobility. In brief,
children’s “work” at school influences parents’ work, home life, and ultimately the
family’s ability to move forward economically through employment. Reciprocally,
parents’ work influences family life and children’s school success. School and
public policies are continuous but little-acknowledged players in these intersec-
tions, and as the family stories illustrate in the following sections, frequently do
not work in harmony. School policies are often not aligned with the policies of
low-income parents’ employers, and firms’ policies are not always designed to
provide low-income workers with the means to be actively involved in their child’s
school. Public policies are often misaligned with both schools and firms.

Examination of the intersections among children’s schools, parents’ work, fam-
ily, and policy shows that reciprocity is lacking among these institutions. Interin-
stitutional trust relations are either absent or extinguished. In a downward spiral
then, children’s school behavior and performance worsen, parents are drawn in
more frequently and more frantically, workplace mobility is thwarted, and families
experience reduced economic security. In response, school policies and teacher
practices tend to address the proximal or more immediate targets of child and fam-
ily rather than the distal, or distant and thus harder to influence, target of parents’
work environments.

The educational equivalents of the mobility myths in Chapter 2, such as “hard
work is all it takes to succeed” and “pull yourself up by the bootstraps,” are reflected
daily in the assumptions made by teachers and administrators in inner-city schools
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that show little understanding of the rigors families face in the low-wage work
world. Claims that “parents don’t care about their kids’ education” and “there isn’t
any discipline in the home” are leveled regularly, and thus become embedded in
school policies and practices that are misaligned with parents’ efforts to keep their
families financially afloat. Simply put, home, school, work, and policy are viewed
and treated as separate spheres (Gartrell, 1991).

The experiences and views of parents, children, teachers, school administrators,
and field researchers, elicited from over 120 days spent in the children’s eighteen
preschools, twenty-two elementary schools, sixteen middle schools, and thirteen
high schools, illustrate how the focus on proximal versus distal targets perpet-
uates unequal opportunity for the “next generation” of American workers—the
children—and constrains family economic mobility at the same time.

In the first section of this chapter, parents’ normative hopes and dreams for
their children’s education and their actions toward this mobility goal show that
institutions and the populace alike are solidly lodged in the old paradigm myths
of meritocracy, opportunity, and individual achievement, evidence at times to the
contrary. The next sections of the chapter offer evidence for the need to move toward
a new, intersectional view of economic mobility. These sections describe the multi-
institutional intersections that horizontally and simultaneously influence intra- and
intergenerational mobility, showing how children’s schools, family well-being, and
parents’ work and policy are inextricably intertwined, for and against the economic
mobility of low-income families.

PARENTS’ VIEWS ABOUT EDUCATION

PARENTS’ HOPES AND DREAMS FOR THEIR CHILDREN’S EDUCATION

No matter the age of their child, the parents here view their children’s education
as the first—if not primary—step to avoiding the life challenges they have expe-
rienced. Yet parents’ views about education are often shaped by their own early
schooling. Like many parents, thirty-seven-year-old Elizabeth Seabrook laments
the poor quality of the education she received. Recognizing that her New Orleans
public school background started her out “way behind,” Elizabeth fiercely seeks
better schools for her children: in her words, “Education is so important and I will
tell that to my children until I can’t breathe anymore.” Philadelphia parent Ayesha
Muhammad sums up her feelings and fears with the hope that her children “would
not get to my age and still be struggling.”

Sensing their own limitations and mindful of the effects of a poor education,
some parents take a hard-line approach. Lynn Walker tells her children to buckle
down and consider her struggles without a college degree. Laid off and homeless,
Lynn moved her family to a smaller city two hours from St. Louis where she finally
found what she considered a good school for her 13-year-old son Waldo Aloysious.
As she tells him, “If you can’t get an education here, you can’t get an education
anywhere. These teachers are willing to work with you; they are willing to help you.
You have to be ready and willing to work with them.” Aware of the consequences
of having dropped out of high school in eleventh grade to care for four brothers
and five orphaned cousins that her mother raised alone while working full time,
Lynn said, “I’m here to help, but there is only so much I can teach you because I
don’t have a degree.”
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Such hopes and dreams suggest that these low-income parents hold normative
values about education, as earlier research also finds (Farber & Iversen, 1996,
1998). Although the parents here may be positively biased toward schooling, given
their willingness to enroll in a workforce development training program, they are
demographically and experientially similar to other low-income research cohorts
(Chapter 3). In contrast, scholars such as Murray (1984) suggest that low-income
parents do not hold normative values about education. Similarly, through concepts
such as “shadow values” and “value stretch,” Liebow (1967) and Rodman (1971)
suggest that low-income parents develop alternative values about schooling to
adapt to their circumstances. These contrasting positions are not substantiated by
the avowals and actions of the parents here, yet popular acceptance of “no values”
or “different values” perspectives is evident in many aspects of public and school
cultures, policies, and practices.

In contrast to value approaches, other scholars identify structural misalignment
between families’ educational goals for their children and the opportunity struc-
ture in impoverished urban communities. Although Lareau (2003) seems to find
otherwise, the low-income parents here try to provide enrichment for their children
at home, often limiting TV watching and buying “educational” toys and materials
at discount. Despite these efforts, the families lag behind the computer and Inter-
net explosion of the late 1990s. They cannot depend on their children’s schools to
provide adequate computer and Internet access either.

For example, in comparison to suburban and wealthier school districts with
richly wired classrooms, most Philadelphia classrooms are limited to one computer
for every thirty-three children (Reform Journal, 2003). To the extent that computers
and other educational resources in the home are associated with higher test scores
and academic achievement (Patchen, 2004; Wilhelm, Carmen, & Reynolds, 2002),
the children here fall cumulatively further behind their more economically advan-
taged peers every year via limited opportunity to bring these forms of cultural
capital to their subsequent education (Becker, 2002; Bourdieu, 2001).

PARENTS’ ACTIONS TOWARD THEIR
CHILDREN’S EDUCATION

As context for this discussion of how parents act on their hopes, dreams, and
structural obstacles to forward their children’s education, we first describe the
children’s grade status in four groups: Preschool, K–5, 6–8, and 9–12 (Table 7.1).
Some children are represented in more than one group as we follow them through
grade transitions. Over the research period, five children experience suspensions

TABLE 7.1. Children’s Educational Status: 2000 to Mid-2003

Number (%) of children
Grade enrolled over the period

Preschool (center based or school based) 13 (41%)
Elementary K–5 21 (32%)
Middle 6–8 15 (23%)
High school 9–12 12 (18%)
College 1 (2%)
High school dropout 1 (2%)
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from school, two are retained in grade, and three more are threatened with reten-
tion. One youth moves on to a four-year college program and one drops out of
school in eleventh grade as a result of family disruption. Their stories are included
among those interwoven in the balance of this chapter. Across the grades, parents
regularly attend teacher-parent conferences and take pains to oversee their chil-
dren’s academic performance, praising them when they do well or encouraging (or
punishing) them to do better.

PRESCHOOL: TRYING TO GIVE CHILDREN A GOOD START FOR
FUTURE SCHOOLING

In recent decades policy and public emphasis is increasingly placed on a “head
start” or “early start” for later school achievement, particularly for families with
limited financial, social, and cultural capital. Thirteen children participate in eigh-
teen preschool programs at one time or another over the research period. Par-
ents universally voice the desire for quality developmental environments for their
children as they near school age, understanding from media reports of academic re-
search (Duncan et al., 1998; Rouse, Brooks-Gunn, & McLanahan, 2005) or simply
presuming that early learning is important for children’s later academic achieve-
ment, as the scenarios in the following sections illustrate. By the time they reach
age three, two out of five children attend either a center- or school-based preschool
program. To accomplish this, however, parents spend precious hours, lose wages,
and risk unemployment to patch together such programs, in effect jeopardizing in-
tragenerational economic mobility for the perceived promise of intergenerational
mobility.

The families’ preschool arrangements are stable for the most part, but perpetu-
ally subject to the ever-depleting stock of subsidies for which family members are
eligible, as Loretta Lopez’s experience illustrates. When Loretta’s daughter Placeta
was almost four, Loretta enrolled her in the preschool that her son attended years
earlier because she liked its warm yet stimulating environment:

Placeta is learning a lot there. She’s sounding out letters, she’s learning to color within
the lines instead of all over the place like she used to. I’ve noticed a lot of things that
Placeta has learned since she began school. Loretta Lopez, St. Louis

However, Placeta’s progress was thwarted by the confluence of child care, wel-
fare, and training program regulations. Loretta’s job history was one of short-term,
mostly temp agency assignments that she sought a customer service training pro-
gram to rectify. At the same time she needed to earn income to support her family.
Her biggest challenge was negotiating a balance between the work expectations of
the welfare system and the attendance requirements of her new training program.
She explained the tension between these worlds, and its likely byproduct for her
daughter’s preschool education, through her report of an incident with her welfare
caseworker:

[My caseworker was] talking about closing my childcare because she said I wasn’t
doing any work activities. Well, I explained to her that “I’m going to a customer
service program from nine to two, but I work from one to five.” She’s like, “How
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was you working and you being at [training?]” And I’m like, “Well, the organization
honors the fact that I have a job, and if there’s not a lot for me to do they’ll let me go
so that I can go to my job.” [Caseworker:] “Well I don’t believe that. I’m cutting your
day care off. I don’t care.” CLICK! Oh . . . my daycare, that means Placeta’s going to
be out of school . . . So I went up there [to see her training program case manager]
and I was like, “Could you please type me up some [papers]. I need verification of
being in this organization because my caseworker is going to close my case.” Loretta
Lopez, St. Louis

Despite the intervention of training program staff, Loretta’s child-care subsidy
was terminated as was her daughter’s learning start. Loretta eventually enrolled
Placeta in a free Head Start program of undetermined quality in her neighborhood.
Although Loretta’s main criterion was that it “be free,” she also said, “I want it to
be curriculum based, or learning through play is good. I want her to be in a learning
environment.”

Many parents aggressively seek information about early learning resources
for their preschool child. St. Louis mother Shanquitta Tucker researches magnet
schools to get her three-year-old daughter Kenyetta into a more intensive learning
environment. As Shanquitta puts it, “She’s three now and she needs more school,
so I want a magnet school because they have preschool.”

Similarly, New Orleans mother Elizabeth Seabrook frets over her children’s ed-
ucational future. She calls her daughter’s first preschool facility “just a babysitting
service,” noting that she went to the facility in the middle of the day to find the
kids watching TV and, “I got the feeling that they do this a lot.” Observations
confirm Elizabeth’s conclusion; children look bored and disengaged. For example,
when told to color the toes of a lion and a child reached imaginatively for a red
crayon, the teacher exclaimed, “Not red; he ain’t got no red toes.” After days of
searching, Elizabeth located an affordable preschool for three-and-a-half-year-old
Abigail that offers enriching resources such as a backyard garden, a science center,
a math center, a reading center, an art center, and lessons in Spanish as well as in
English. Elizabeth’s choice to move her daughter is fortuitous, as the child’s new
teacher noted that Abigail is already behind others in the class. Elizabeth speaks
about the new preschool with relief:

Learning Center is a good school. Abigail now knows all her colors; she never knew
that at the other school because that was more like a babysitting service. But she knows
all her colors, her alphabet, and she’s starting to recognize letters, like the letter s that
she will say s for you know, and d, duck, duck, duck. I am very impressed because she
never did that at the other program. Elizabeth Seabrook, Mother of Three-and-a-Half-
Year-Old Abigail, New Orleans

Elizabeth’s efforts are rewarded. Having had surgery as an infant to correct
a birth defect that limited tongue movement, Abigail’s speech was not well de-
veloped. After eight months at the Learning Center, Elizabeth rejoices that “Abi-
gail is conversing, understanding words, and putting them together in sentences.”
Abigail’s teacher reported that Abigail had caught up academically and was ready
to enter the pre-K class for four-year-olds with her peers the next fall.
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOL: TRYING TO GIVE CHILDREN A SUSTAINABLE
ACADEMIC BACKGROUND

Parents of the twenty-one children enrolled in twenty-two elementary schools over
the research period hold firmly to the old mobility belief that their children can
surmount school problems and get an education that will forward their futures,
even though cumulative experience with educational institutions weakens their
conviction in some cases.

Tom Russell, a fourth-grade Seattle student attended three different schools
over a three and a half year period. Multiple visits to these schools reveal vast
differences. The first school tends well to his personal and artistic needs but is
not rigorous academically. The second school’s classes are large, chaotic, and
impersonal. Tom was frequently chastised for misbehaving, but his antics are mild
compared to many others in his class of thirty. In the second school only 5.9 percent
of the students passed state standards in math, 17.2 percent passed in reading, and
22 percent passed in writing (Seattle Public Schools, 2001). In this context, Tom’s
grades follow suit and plummet. Alarmed over her son’s performance, his mother
Teresa researches alternative schools and eventually moves Tom to a nearby private
school. The private K–8 school immediately assesses Tom to be two years behind
in reading. He is placed in a Title I reading class with elementary students and is
simultaneously enrolled in middle school classes, a customized learning approach
that was not available in his previous public school. Now enrolled in a class of seven-
teen, Tom can no longer get by on his natural charm or artistic skills or be bypassed
because his teacher focuses more on managing than teaching. By the end of our con-
tact with the family, Tom’s academic skills, though still shaky, are slowly starting to
improve.

Some elementary school parents feel isolated from their child’s school. Aida
Gomez, parent of eight-year-old Juan complains that the teacher “never sends home
spelling tests” and that any knowledge of Juan’s performance comes solely from
a parent-teacher meeting about his report card. Over the year, Juan’s behavior and
academic performance become a growing concern. His teacher informed Aida that
Juan had become “a behavior problem.” Juan also copes with a weight problem,
exacerbated by inactivity after school. Because school-based or after-school edu-
cational and activity programs are lacking, Aida tries to help Juan at home after
exhausting days at work:

I try to help him. I sat down with him, but the thing is he was getting me frustrated.
I’m a busy person, you know, during the day. It is not like I am sitting at home doing
nothing and I have all the patience in the world. At the end of the day when I pick
him up and bring him [home], he would sit there and look somewhere else. I am like
“I am telling you to read this word.” Aida Gomez, Philadelphia

Aida feels she has no place to turn to get Juan the help he needs. Her parents,
who provide his after-school care, do not speak English. The school’s solution of
retaining Juan in second grade renders his academic future precarious.

Other parents feel that the school does not recognize their interest in their
children’s education. Shalon Stewart attended first grade in a Philadelphia school
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where her science teacher said, “Parents don’t seem to see school as necessary.
The children so often don’t do their homework.” She lodged her conclusion in
a global view of life in impoverished communities: “The neighborhood is rough
and parents don’t seem to care.” The experiences of Shalon and the actions of her
mother Micarla challenge this perception.

A first-grader who has read over three hundred books, Shalon is an honor-roll
student performing at least one grade level and likely two above her current
grade—a significant achievement given that she attends one of Philadelphia’s
“failing” schools. No steps, however, were taken to have Shalon tested for the
gifted program even though her primary teacher said, “Shalon knows everything
that I am teaching, and this is a difficult class.” We asked her, since Shalon seemed
to know everything that she is teaching, would she have her tested for the gifted
program? The teacher responded that she could not decide whether Shalon should
be tested, because although she reads at second grade level, she might be at the
border of meeting the standard of the gifted child. When asked whether there
would be harmful consequences if Shalon were to be tested for the gifted class
and not pass the test, the teacher replied, “No, but I didn’t request it.” Because
of the teacher’s inaction the earliest that Shalon could be tested would be halfway
through second grade, almost a year later. Over the course of the year Shalon
became increasingly distracted and began to be labeled a “behavior problem.”

In response, Micarla researched other public and private schools for Shalon.
Despite having a well-paying manufacturing job, Micarla cannot afford private
school tuition, and without documentation of her daughter’s gifted status, scholar-
ship funding is out of reach. After months of searching Micarla enrolled Shalon in
a neighborhood “academic plus” school for the following school year. That school
too, however, failed to arrange gifted testing for Shalon, despite her continued high
performance. After Micarla was laid off, her hopes and actions toward improving
Shalon’s school environment are further constrained.

MIDDLE SCHOOL AND HIGH SCHOOL: TRYING TO PREPARE
CHILDREN FOR FURTHER EDUCATION AND WORK

The parents of fifteen children in sixteen middle schools and twelve youth in
thirteen high schools over the period also draw clear connections between their
children’s education and their futures. Wendy Delvalle, Philadelphia mother of
fourteen-year-old Edwin, emphasizes the importance of human capital for future
attainment, as we hear increasingly from parents of middle- and high-school-age
children:

I want him to have the best of everything. You love your children and you want them
to have the best. I want him to get a good education; I want him to be able to go to
college. I try to stress that a lot with him, because without an education it is hard
to get a job. You are going to struggle; if you want to get a good job you have to
work for it. You have to go to college and set your goals as of now, knowing what
you want to do with your life. It is very important for you to get good grades so that
you can work toward these goals and accomplish them. Wendy Delvalle, Mother of
Fourteen-Year-Old Edwin, Philadelphia
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At the same time, structural impediments to the children’s human capital devel-
opment are identified. Teachers at Tank Blessed’s Milwaukee high school perceive
that having insufficient equipment is a result of funding inadequacies that hurt the
student:

The problem is that there are so few books, and when they are taken home they don’t
come back. That’s why books can’t be taken home. High School Teacher of Tank
Blessed, Milwaukee

Another teacher’s ideas about what schools and families need to provide for
student success are reminiscent of the benefits that are possible in well-developed
workforce development networks (Chapter 5):

I think that five outside entities could help. If we had a nurse, a clinic, a child-care
center in school, if the parents had more money, and more time. Another High School
Teacher of Tank Blessed, Milwaukee

Several parents identify and negotiate their youths’ enrollment in magnet or
higher performing high schools in neighborhoods far from their own in hopes
that these schools will improve their children’s life chances. For example, Tisha
Shanks locates a Milwaukee public school for her son Juan that received accolades
in a Newsweek article that ranks the top U.S. high schools. Juan’s acceptance to a
first-rate university for fall 2003 confirms the wisdom of Tisha’s efforts.

Rounding out the children’s educational status (Table 7.1), Tisha’s elder daughter
entered a four-year college in fall 2002, and Hard Working Blessed’s son Tank
dropped out of eleventh grade during a period of family turmoil. He had not
reenrolled at the time of our final contact.

More commonly, when parents lose time at work and jeopardize their economic
mobility to try to counter school-engendered limitations to their children’s future
mobility, they are forced to temper their dreams. In the midst of a difficult search
for housing and decent schooling for her children, Philadelphia parent Micarla
Stewart blends her hopes with her reality: “If I don’t move to a nice apartment and
find a nice school for the kids it doesn’t mean their life is over or my life is over.
They are going to get their education regardless of what school they go to, but I
would like them to get a better school than what they get now.” School performance
data cast doubt on Micarla’s conclusion.

SCHOOL PERFORMANCE

In contrast to the parents’ old paradigm beliefs that their children’s “initiative and
hard work will pay off” in mobility-enhancing human capital attainment, school
performance data paint a discouraging picture of the level of attainment that is
generally possible. All five districts struggle to maintain their foothold, a daunting
challenge given the quickly evolving landscape of educational reform that is exac-
erbated by the No Child Left Behind legislation’s emphasis on testing, student, and
teacher performance. Most of the children across the five states attend schools that
are among 8,652 schools out of some 91,000 nationally that are designated as “fail-
ing for two years” in 2001 (National Center for Fair & Open Testing, 2002). As the
children progress through the grades, most of their schools sequentially perform
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TABLE 7.2. Reading Proficiency Scores: National Compared to State Tests

Fourth-Grade
Reading Test:
(Percent scoring
at or above
proficiency Louisianab Missouric Pennsylvaniad Washingtone Wisconsinf

NAEPa 20 34 33 33 33
State test 61 34 58 67 82

Note: Author generated table from the following data sources:
aSource: National Center for Education Statistics: Information on Public Schools and School Districts in

the United States. Retrieved December 22, 2004, from www.nces.ed.gov/ccd
bSource: Louisiana Department of Education. Retrieved January 3, 2005, from www.doe.state.la.us/lde/

pair/1989.asp and www.doe.state.la.us/lde/ssa/773.html
cSource: Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. Retrieved January 3, 2005,

from http://dese.mo.gov/schooldata/ftpdata.html and http://dese.mo.gov/divimprove/assess/stateresults/html
d Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education. Retrieved January 3, 2005, from www.pde.state.pa.us/

a and t/cwp/view.asp?A=3&Q=83730 and www.pde.state.pa.us/a and t/cwp/view.asp?A=3&Q=103869
eSource: Washington State Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction. Retrieved November 10,

2004, from http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/DataDownload.aspx and http://reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us/
Reports/WASLTrend.aspx?&schoolId=1&reportLevel=State

fSource: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction. Retrieved January 3, 2005, from www.dpi.state.
wi.us/oea/kcrawdat.html

worse than others in their state or local district1 (analysis not shown). Moreover,
the validity of state-level performance data may be questionable, as state-designed
tests tend to produce higher performance results than nationally administered tests.
In one comparison (Table 7.2), the percentage of fourth-graders scoring at or above
proficiency in reading on the National Assessment of Educational Progress exam
(NAEP) is much lower, other than in Missouri, than the percentage scoring at or
above proficiency in reading on state tests (EdWeek, 2005).

Performance measures and the parents’ and children’s experiences with school
suggest that all are influenced by the ways in which families and school systems
intersect. The family stories in the next section provide an extended view of how
additional actors in this landscape of families and schools are aligned or misaligned,
affecting both inter- and intragenerational mobility. We first look at children’s
schools, families, and parents’ firms. We then look at children’s schools, families,
and state and school policies.

CHILDREN’S SCHOOLS, FAMILIES, AND PARENTS’
FIRMS: ALIGNMENT AND MISALIGNMENT

Children’s Schools, Families, and Parents’ Firms—Partially Aligned:
Ayesha Muhammad’s Family Story (Philadelphia)

Ayesha Muhammad is a forty-year-old mother of six and grandmother of two.
She is a high school graduate who got married, bore three children, and divorced
after her husband became physically abusive. She later bore two more children,
male twins, with a partner from whom she separated when he became unfaith-
ful. In the early 1990s Ayesha earned certificates in phlebotomy technology and
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Certified Nursing Assistance (CNA) and worked full time as a CNA until a work-
place injury in 1999 threatened paralysis if she continued in that field. She took a
year to recuperate and craft a new career direction, supporting her family with in-
come from Unemployment Insurance and TANF assistance. When she regained her
health, she sought office skills training at a four-week welfare-to-work program that
was part of a local workforce development network. Although the program was
“rapid attachment,” its network included an established temporary employment
agency through which Ayesha obtained a position at Financial Services Company
(see also Chapter 6). After three months she was offered a permanent position
there as an assistant associate in bill distribution at $10.50 per hour with full
benefits.

Ayesha Muhammad’s block was a one-way street of mostly lived-in houses
with boarded-up buildings and vacant lots on the corners where “shooting” was
a problem. She and her children were subject not only to unsafe neighborhood
conditions but also to unsafe school environments. The incident mentioned in
Chapter 4 where a classmate put a gun to ten-year-old Tom’s head was not the
only violent incident at the twins’ elementary school. The children witnessed a
child who came to school with a screwdriver and tried to stab his friends, as well
as a fight outside the school that brought two police cars to avert future crises.
Two years later, in spite of a new discipline code of “zero tolerance” for violence,
two elementary school students were found with loaded guns inside Philadelphia
public schools (Snyder, 2003).

In these challenging neighborhood and school environments, Ayesha’s children
struggled to have their educational needs met. Tom and Don were fraternal twins
and in the fourth grade. Born prematurely at seven months, the twins spent several
weeks in the intensive care unit. Don weighed considerably less than Tom and
doctors were concerned “he would not make it.” Although Don survived birth, as
well as later hospitalization for an elevated lead level from exposure to lead-based
paint, he experienced developmental delays. In December 2001, the aforemen-
tioned incidents of violence that were not adequately addressed prompted Ayesha
to move the twins to another school.

Ayesha eventually settled on an elementary school within walking distance of
her home where the twins had attended kindergarten. She had long tried to secure
special education services for Don who had been diagnosed with Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and a learning disability that qualified him for such
services. Ayesha also sought medical treatment for Don’s ADHD with similarly little
success. Absent professional support, Ayesha taught him how to avoid conflicts
with other children that might bring him or others harm. She also tried to help
him with reading and with “putting words together,” something she admitted was
difficult because of her own struggle to put words together. She took a day off
work to facilitate the exchange of paperwork that would make her sons’ school
transfer possible, and delivered results of tests done to determine the extent of
Don’s learning disability into the hands of the new school’s principal. These papers
never reached the teacher or guidance counselor responsible for the development
of Don’s educational plan. For the rest of the year his education was guided by an
outdated assessment.
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At the new school, Don spent his school day divided between regular and spe-
cial education. The teacher concluded that Don needed full-time special education
classes or resources in his regular education classroom that did not exist in the
underfinanced elementary school. The special education teacher expressed con-
cern to the research team that Don was mentally delayed and that his problems
were not the result of a learning disability like dyslexia, but of low IQ. When we
asked if she had spoken about this with Don’s mother, the teacher said she had
been in touch with Ayesha, although Ayesha contradicted this report. The teacher’s
proposed solution to Don’s delays was to promote him to middle school where spe-
cial education resources were stronger, despite the fact that he reads at first-grade
level.

Tom’s teachers reported that Tom generally tried to do his work, completed
homework assignments, and did not have any behavioral problems, but read two
years behind grade level. The guidance counselor confirmed the school’s concerns
about Tom’s learning as well as an absence of effort to contact Ayesha about it.
The counselor said that Tom might not pass the exams needed for promotion to the
next grade. She spoke with the researcher about putting a request in writing to have
Tom tested for a learning disability, but never mentioned this to Ayesha, despite
the fact that they had met recently. The school’s limited efforts at communication
left Ayesha uninformed about the extent of the twins’ learning difficulties.

James, Ayesha’s twelve-year-old son, was in the sixth grade in a Philadelphia
middle school where he also experienced academic problems. James’s teachers
reported that James did not complete homework assignments, despite his ability to
do the work. According to the math teacher, James’s real problems stemmed from
home: in her words, she “did not see any support for James at home.” This view was
disconfirmed by the structure and support the field researchers observed over many
months in Ayesha’s home, particularly in relation to the children’s after-school life.
The teacher cited Ayesha’s absence from one parent–teacher conference and her
belief that Ayesha did not read James’s progress report as evidence for her assertion.
Ayesha’s interpretation was that teachers called her to come in for a meeting at the
last minute, which was not possible based on her work schedule. She described an
interchange with the teacher that illustrates this misalignment:

[The teacher said,] “I need to see you before Friday.” Now this is like on a Wednesday,
and they call me and tell me, “Oh, I need to see you before Friday.” You know, leave
a message on my machine. So I will call them back and I’ll get the person: “As you
well know, I work. Just like you. I cannot just up and come into your office or into the
school the next day or the day after. I have to give my supervisor ample time so she
can find somebody to replace me, just like you would have to give your boss ample
time.” Ayesha Muhammad, Philadelphia

In the fall of the next academic year (2002–03), James, Tom, and Don were
enrolled in the same middle school: James in seventh grade and Tom and Don
in fifth grade. James was getting good grades and his homework completion had
improved noticeably. He was scheduled for remedial help to begin in January. Tom
received special services in addition to regular educational services, and Don was
enrolled half time in the school’s special education program where he was helped
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to manage the anger that was likely a behavioral result of an elevated blood lead
level (FitzGerald, 2003). Tom’s special education teacher was supportive, but she
had only worked with him for two months.

Don faced greater challenges. During a January 2003 school visit, James and
Don had been arrested and suspended from school. A school-based Philadelphia
police officer had reprimanded James for having left the lunchroom without per-
mission. According to the officer, James and Don then attacked her with kicks and
blows and Don at one point jumped on her back. James and Don claimed that the
officer laid her hands on them first.

Describing previous “run-ins” with James, the officer’s view was that neither
child had “respect for women in authority.” Ayesha’s contrasting view of the officer
was that “she does not know how to handle children.” Although the school did
not pursue further disciplinary action against James, they chose to do so against
Don, saying that Don would not be permitted to remain at Middle School but
would instead be transferred to a district disciplinary school. Ayesha was frustrated
and at a loss about how to advocate for her son. Concerned that Don’s latest
report card suggested that he needed a more specialized education environment
than Middle School provided, Ayesha contacted a nonprofit legal program and
asked the researcher to attend a meeting at the school with her later in the month.
In the meantime, the researcher contacted the school’s guidance counselor on
Ayesha’s behalf to inquire about resources for Don, lending legitimacy to Ayesha’s
efforts that could be supplied by a retention-focused workforce program case
manager.

A spate of time-consuming meetings ensued between Ayesha and teachers,
administrators, a psychiatrist, the school guidance counselor, the court, the legal
advocacy center, an attorney, a school psychologist, and a hospital-based thera-
peutic program—all to ensure the best possible educational environment for Don.
Critically, Ayesha’s efforts were made possible by her firm’s official flextime policy
that allowed her to take the time she needed to address the needs of her children
and make up the hours later. Official flextime meant that Ayesha did not lose wages
for these hours spent in meetings, and time off was not contingent on the decision
of an unofficial, “street level” supervisor’s decision about the merits of her request
(Lipsky, 1980).

Earning just 110 percent of the federal poverty level for her resident family of
six, but on track for significant advancement through formal and informal training
opportunities, retaining her job at Financial Services Company was essential to
the family’s economic future. The firm’s flextime policy thus directly impacted
Ayesha’s ability to negotiate on her son’s behalf in school, suggesting that when
firms and children’s schools are at least partially aligned, inter- and intragenera-
tional mobility may be sustained.

Full alignment would require schools to reciprocate in kind, as Ayesha’s firm
could not counteract the deleterious effects of Don’s school placement on the family
and ultimately on Ayesha’s upgrade training plans. Given the Philadelphia School
District CEO’s edict that “all violent students will be sent to disciplinary schools,”
Don’s behavior was seen unidimensionally rather than possibly symptomatic of
lead-related learning disabilities (FitzGerald, 2003). The for-profit disciplinary
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school environment that Don faced was experienced by another middle-schooler in
this research as “more a prison than a school.” Four hundred of the twelve hundred
slots in this school—fully one-third—comprise “violent offenders” and “those
returning from juvenile detention,” and the school plans to enlarge its capacity to
twenty-three hundred students (Snyder, 2002).

Although mobility challenges typically arise at the intersection of families,
firms, and children’s schools, Ayesha’s firm’s response is exemplary. At the same
time, Ayesha’s story reveals the plight of children enrolled in under-resourced
urban schools that casts a critical lens on teacher-parent communication, es-
pecially in relation to the role of work in low-income parents’ lives. In many
other cases, such as Wendy Delvalle’s, families, firms, and children’s schools are
misaligned.

Children’s Schools, Families, and Parents’ Firms—Misaligned:
Wendy Delvalle’s Family Story (Philadelphia)

Families often view school bureaucracy as overwhelming and inefficient. Philadel-
phia mother Wendy Delvalle’s experience is typical. When fourteen-year-old
Edwin, who has ADHD, enters a one-year placement in a disciplinary school, his
mother cannot confirm the reevaluation process for his return to regular school.
Nor can his teachers. Not surprisingly, as time passes Edwin’s placement seems
more and more like a sentence. The rules and procedures of the disciplinary school
are particularly ambiguous because of extensive reforms underway in the school
district. These reforms appear to have a negative impact on meeting the needs of
Edwin and other youth with serious learning and behavioral needs.

The children’s school districts across the five states experience staff shortages,
especially in the areas of special education, and funding shortages for “soft” posi-
tions for parent outreach and involvement. At the same time affordable community-
based support such as tutoring and counseling are extremely hard to access and
often require negotiating multiple bureaucracies. Wendy Delvalle’s story under-
scores the frustration of a parent facing these obstacles. When it becomes clear
to her that Edwin’s school is not equipped to handle students with ADHD, despite
claims that it specializes in special-needs students, she takes unpaid time off work,
jeopardizing family economic mobility, to assess the school’s range of services:

I signed all the (admission) papers because they said this would be good for him and
I believed it. When I went to the school the principal was like, “Children are going
to learn, we promise this and that . . . ” [but] I don’t see the promises. I went to the
school because I found out my son had ADHD and I wanted to know what they were
going to offer, so I talked to the school psychologist who said that he was going to
get him the help that he needed, [but] he only called me one time and I have never
heard from this man again. Wendy Delvalle, Mother of Fourteen-Year-Old Edwin,
Philadelphia

Because Edwin’s school is insufficiently staffed, Wendy is forced to add the
responsibilities of “behavior specialist” and “counselor” to her already full-time
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jobs of insurance company customer service agent and parent, despite having no
formal training in the counseling specialties:

Teachers call me constantly complaining about him. I say “He has ADHD you have to
be patient with him. He needs to be seated in the front because the less distractions
he has the better, and he needs a lot of individual attention one on one.” I was like,
“I don’t know what else you want me to do.” I talked to the psychologist and I spoke
to everybody in the school. I really don’t know, it is like in order to get things done
you need to take all this time to go to these schools and again remind people what
he has, and I don’t have the time. It is hard; it is so hard. Wendy Delvalle, Mother of
Fourteen-Year-Old Edwin, Philadelphia

The stress of Edwin’s school situation intersects with Wendy’s stressful new
worksite that is organized according to Fordist, if not Taylorist, relations and
control procedures (see Chapter 6). Wendy’s solution is to return to a pharmacy
technician job rather than remain in the customer service field for which she entered
training and that pays 12 percent more than the pharmacy position does.

Seeing how the intersections among children’s schools, families, and parents’
firms are seldom in full alignment, we look next at how state and school policies
align or misalign with children and families to affect economic mobility.

CHILDREN’S SCHOOLS, FAMILIES, AND POLICY:
ALIGNMENT AND MISALIGNMENT

STATE BUDGETS AND FISCAL POLICY

With few exceptions, children are enrolled in inner-city school districts in which
state budget crises and related fiscal policy decisions affect students and schools.
The single variant from the urban landscape is one suburban district. Barely five
miles from the rest of the schools in one of the research cities, the suburban school
is a marked contrast to the inner-city school environments. Budget cutbacks are
implicated in the more universal experiences of misalignment.

In Philadelphia, following the gun debacle at Don’s former elementary school,
as the Muhammad story describes earlier, Ayesha hopes that the new elementary
school will better understand her son’s needs and address them with the appropriate
services. The budget at Don’s new school was cut several times, each time reducing
personnel. Although two staff members are literacy interns, there is no professional
special education staff to help students like Don. In Philadelphia that year, over half
the six hundred new teachers lacked full certification, and thousands of existing
teachers held their positions under “emergency certification” (Mezzacappa, 2002).
Ayesha laments the fallout on her son from budget-related teacher cutbacks:

I just want Don to be able to deal with life when he gets older. With him having a
learning disability that he has, he has ADHD, it’s like a mild retardation, he’s not getting
reading. He’s barely getting math. Nothing holds his attention very long. Nothing at
all. Ayesha Muhammad, Philadelphia

Ayesha’s twelve-year-old son, James encounters a similar problem in his middle
school. His sixth-grade teacher believes that James needs “comprehensive support
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and testing for learning needs.” James agrees with this assessment saying, “I think I
have attention problems.” But James’s teacher tells Ayesha that in the current budget
context such resources are reserved for the “extremes”: “It’s easier to get students
into a special help class if they’ve missed lots of school or have been a behavioral
problem.” Thus the special education help promised to James for January 2003
was not forthcoming. Advocating for adequate services for her children in depleted
schools limits the time Ayesha can spend on upgrade training to advance her
family’s economic security.

In Washington, state funding reductions include $300,000 from the governor’s
proposal to launch an initiative to reduce class size (Johnson, 2000) and a $1
million cut in flexible aid to school districts (Bach, 2003). Tom Russell’s academic
gains in a class of seventeen might be adversely affected by this, which could take
even more of his mother’s work hours to mediate.

The state education budget for Milwaukee is also cut. As a result schools plan
to eliminate arts and reading programs and decrease counseling services. These
particular cuts affect seventh-grader, The Rock Blessed’s participation in extracur-
ricular activities, such as being a tutor or playing basketball, because after-school
transportation was cut as well: “I don’t go because I ain’t got no way to get back.
They say they have an after-school bus but it doesn’t go.” Despite significant
attempts at school reform, Milwaukee’s funding cutbacks similarly reduce The
Rock’s academic enrichment supports, as a local newspaper columnist forewarned:

The projected MPS [Milwaukee Public Schools] budget shortfall for 2001 will mean
cuts in services for students with special education needs; the loss of music, art, phys-
ical education, library and reading specialist services; outdated textbooks; deferred
maintenance; and less support for the most needy students from educational assis-
tants, social workers, psychologists, and other staff (Copeland, 2000). Newspaper
Article, Milwaukee

Particularly concerning in terms of equalizing the developmental enrichment of
children across family income brackets, the elimination of funding for four-year-
old kindergarten (Norman, 2003) reduces the likelihood of equalization for chil-
dren like The Rock’s sister, Baby Miracle Blessed.

Louisiana legislators also consider stripping extra education money from the
budget. As one representative puts it, “We need to fund our needs, not our wants.
We can’t fund education at the expense of the health care of our citizens” (Hasten,
2003). With Louisiana state income down, plans to raise salaries and give stipends
to teachers seeking National Board certification are scrutinized, and concern looms
over the state’s hesitancy to expand the kind of prekindergarten programs that
Elizabeth Seabrook located to better ensure her four-and-a-half-year-old’s aca-
demic future. In 2003 only twenty-one New Orleans teachers were National Board
certified (New Orleans Public Schools, 2005). At a time when many states are
reducing their investment in education, Louisiana is trying to increase funding but
its resources are limited. With three jobs and a rigorous upgrade training regi-
men, Elizabeth Seabrook has neither time nor money to spend on another school
search.

Finally, in Missouri a private management firm took over the St. Louis Pub-
lic School District in May 2003, replacing the position of superintendent with a
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management consultant team. The team’s analysis of the district’s financial position
projected a $73 million deficit by the following June. The action taken to reduce
this projected deficit to $14.7 million violated state law that prohibits unbalanced
budgets. Accordingly, the management team reduced expenditures and increased
local property taxes which lowered the cash flow shortfall from a projected $99 mil-
lion to an actual figure of $37.6 million (McCaskill, 2004). Given that the St. Louis
city schools are so financially strapped, seven-year-old Chris Tucker is fortunate
that his mother enrolled him in a county school where she successfully sought and
secured special testing and reading instruction. However the state budget deficit
may have contributed to the fact that when the family moved to the inner city,
special instruction was delayed for a year.

SCHOOL DISTRICT MANAGEMENT POLICIES

As the aforementioned St. Louis example shows, management policies intersect
with budget cutbacks to create an ever-changing school landscape for parents to
negotiate, ultimately misaligning with the demands of parents’ work schedules to
threaten both intra- and intergenerational mobility. For example, massive reorga-
nization of the Philadelphia School District results in a major management shift in
seventy schools that are among 884 declared by the state as “failing” (Langland,
2002). In AY2002–03, three for-profit firms, two universities, and two nonprofit
organizations run forty-five schools, and additional funding and resources are fun-
neled to twenty-five schools under existing public management. The children in
three of the five Philadelphia families attend externally managed schools.

The New Orleans School District Superintendent, an ex-marine described by
state educators as a “classic tragic figure, a person of heroic proportion” (Thevenot,
2002a), resigns amidst accusations of audit improprieties, political crossfire, and
concern over test scores. At least 41 percent of fourth-graders and at least 59 per-
cent of eighth-graders in New Orleans fail the standardized Louisiana Educational
Assessment Program (LEAP) test in AY2002–03, an increase over the previous year
(Nelson, 2003). Two chief officers follow in quick succession. The administrative
mission of the newest chief is to “manage our fiscal resources to direct maximum
funds toward student achievement” (Amato, 2004). At the same time, the audit
advisory committee for the district reports that the school system’s major depart-
ments have not undergone an internal audit for over a decade (Thevenot, 2002b).
This tumultuous managerial environment awaits the four New Orleans families
whose children will soon enter public elementary schools.

Seattle’s Superintendent, another private sector recruit hired largely for his fi-
nancial acumen, resigns, leaving the district to address serious financial problems.
The Seattle School District experienced serious budgetary shortfalls over the pre-
vious four years and projects a $12 million budget gap for 2005–06 (Seattle School
District, 2005). These deficits have been attributed to accounting problems at the
district level, cuts in federal and state funding, and the need to eliminate lead
contamination in drinking fountains throughout district schools (Roberts, 2004).
Teacher turnover negatively impacts district resources as the average elementary
school loses one out of five teachers each year (Bhatt, 2005). Such managerial
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turbulence potentially threatens the academic stability of vulnerable children like
Isabell Smith’s early-elementary-age sons.

The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction names more than one-third
of Milwaukee public schools on its list of schools facing escalating sanctions
if they fail to show better results. With the exception of Juan Shanks, the
Milwaukee families’ children attend near-sanctioned schools. Simultaneously, crit-
ics of Milwaukee’s school voucher system charge that the policy diverts money
and attention away from the city’s neediest schools (Weintraub, 2000).

Each of the five districts has thus experienced significant management and
policy turbulence in the recent past, making both the intergenerational mobility of
the children and the intragenerational mobility of the parents vulnerable.

SCHOOL POLICIES ABOUT FAMILY-SCHOOL INTERACTION

In addition to the macro landscape of budget cutbacks and management turbu-
lence, the children and their families are embedded in a micro terrain of school
policy aimed at family–school interaction. Such “parent involvement” policies
are increasingly viewed as an antidote to the woes of inner-city schools (Patchen,
2004). These policies may also illustrate a myopic focus on school improvement
at the expense of overall family well-being. Both outcomes are evident in this
ethnography.

On the more positive side and along the lines of the intersecting networks in
local and regional workforce development systems (Chapter 5), for the past fifteen
years the Seattle Public School District has operated the Family Support Workers
Program, which is a collaborative effort of the Seattle public schools, United Way
and city government. Family Support Workers serve fifty-six elementary schools
and assist over six thousand families a year to increase parents’ involvement in their
children’s school. Three of the five Seattle families are assisted by this program,
receiving tutor referrals, help finding community-based after-school care, and pro-
vision of book bags. Such a resource might be a vital boost to any school district.

In contrast, lacking a district policy, a Milwaukee school administrator calls for
a special staff liaison to reach parents:

I’d like to see a liaison between school and parents. The MPS [Milwaukee Public
Schools] has so many changes that have to be explained to parents. I’d like the liaison
people to tell parents what they need to know to help their kids succeed. Parents
have to get the school’s angle on things. The kids go home and tell a story and then
the parents get angry before coming to school. Then it’s hard to talk to the parents.
The parents have to know that schoolwork comes first. Parents should make sure that
homework is done first. [Is there anything that a workforce program can do to help?]
I don’t know that they can do anything about the problems that teachers have with
this community. Middle School Administrator, Milwaukee

At the same time, involving parents in schools can be a triple-edged sword.
Although parent involvement policies are defensible if not ideal in the abstract,
teachers’ and school administrators’ expectations show little to no understand-
ing of the competing work demands and responsibilities faced by hard-working
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parents with low incomes. Such expectations involve extensive involvement with
homework and family participation in school events, strategies teachers hope will
compensate for insufficient school funding and staffing but all too often limit
parents’ ability to successfully perform in or advance in their jobs. Startlingly, in
hundreds of conversations, not one teacher or administrator expresses the view
that the parents’ “work responsibility” or “work ethic” is admirable. They seem
only to view parents’ work as disruptive to the schools’ or teachers’ goals, which
tends to turn an “involve the parent” policy into a “blame the parent” practice, as
Kevin McDonalds’s story typifies.

Parent Involvement Policy—Blame the Parent Practice:
Kevin McDonalds’s Family Story (Milwaukee)

Kevin and Lynn McDonalds’s three children are bright and articulate like their
parents. They are well cared for and well behaved, saying, “Excuse me” when
poised to interrupt adult conversation. For their age, both six-year-old Salina and
five-year-old Christina use difficult vocabulary with facility—words like “prob-
ably, usually, normally, actually, and permission.” All three children are in good
health, except for three-year-old Fireman’s occasional bouts of asthma. At home
the roles of parent and child are clearly delineated and the children respond re-
spectfully and with affection to both Kevin and Lynn, thrilled to have their father
back after a three-year felony incarceration. Despite having what Lynn describes
as “different parenting styles based on our upbringings,” Kevin and Lynn seem to
have sorted out how to parent together effectively. TV programs are monitored,
the girls generally do an art activity alongside TV watching, and Lynn engages
interactively with them in letter writing and cooking.

At school the picture becomes more complicated, which may suggest that
the problem exists at school or is simply manifested there. Salina and Christina
attend a distant, European-style public elementary school whose students are
mostly African American and Latino. When we first met the McDonalds family
in February 2000, Salina was in first grade and Christina was in Kindergarten.
By the next fall, Salina was still in first grade and Christina had advanced to first
grade. In early September 2000, Lynn had already been to one school conference
with the girls’ teachers who reported that “Salina seemed to be doing better than
last year” and that “Christina has improved in the last few weeks.” Kevin planned
a follow-up conference. Both parents have demanding work schedules, including
what we call a “serial two-parent” arrangement whereby Kevin works nights and
Lynn works days to assure continuous oversight of the children. At the same time
they hold somewhat different views about the solution to Salina’s school difficulty,
as Kevin notes:

[Lynn] thinks Salina has the same problems this year as last year and that Salina
should go to a different class or switch schools. Salina has the same teacher as last
year—they’re in the same class for three years. I tell [Lynn] not to be frustrated. I
think if we start now changing schools, classes, we get the kid set to think “If I don’t
like it, I can act up and move on.” I think we have to stay here and get it right. Kevin
McDonalds, Father of Salina and Christina
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By late September the parents’ and school’s perceptions about the girls’
school performance reflect opposite poles. The parents and children report mostly
acceptable performance, the teachers report both problems and improvements, and
an administrator issues a critical, arguably stereotypical report. Different percep-
tions of “discipline” underlie these variations.

Christina’s teacher is puzzled by Christina’s behavior: “She doesn’t stay on
task. Her reading skills need improvement. I don’t know what happens at home,
if the children aren’t disciplined or have consistency.” In contrast, although an
administrator characterizes the European-style school as “more relaxed than a
lot of public schools,” the research team found Christina’s classroom somewhat
rigid. Christina greeted one researcher by running to her and hugging her—not an
unusual reaction of a six-year-old to a familiar adult. In response the teacher said
sternly: “You know we do not bother guests, Christina. The guest sits in this chair
and observes. I want you to go back to your work now.”

Similarly, one of Salina’s teachers characterizes her as “not so focused. She’s
a challenge to have in the class. She just doesn’t seem to pay attention or to
follow directions.” Another teacher said that Salina “has a lot of problems. She
had tantrums last year. [And this year?] No, not so much.” This teacher also
notes improvement after the conference with Lynn and the parents’ follow-through
on Salina’s home-reading packets: “She seems to do better work now.” Again
in contrast, the teacher complained that, “It is difficult to get the kids to do as
they are told.” The researcher observed this teacher as “very tense and scolded
the children frequently, telling them to be quiet,” similar to Lynn’s observation
during the previous school year. The teacher’s description of school policy could
be construed as excessive for a six-year-old child:

She had a three-day suspension about a month ago. I don’t know all of the details.
I was gone for the day. There was a substitute. I am rarely absent from school. But
anyway, Salina hit a girl on the playground. She was given a three-day suspension.
[In school?] No, we do not have in-school suspensions. When you’re suspended, you
go home. First Grade Teacher of Salina McDonalds

A school administrator also suggested that Salina perhaps did not receive
enough discipline at home and therefore was not appropriate for the school en-
vironment, notwithstanding the school’s mission statement that all children will
benefit from its environment:

I get the feeling that the parents just let her do what she wants to do and there is
no order or discipline at home, that she isn’t made to follow any rules. Elementary
School Administrator

If anything were the case, the children are perhaps too disciplined at home,
having to maintain a strict schedule based on the mandates of their parents’ work
schedules. Kevin exercises a consistent and authoritative parenting style, albeit
from the command point of the living room couch, with comments such as: “No
skateboard in the house”; “Beds are not meant to be walked on”; and to Christina’s
complaint about her brother’s behavior, “When did you become a parent? Who
gave you the power to parent him?” Kevin also models the ability to acknowledge
his own mistakes, a developmentally important skill for children to learn from a
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parent. When Fireman broke a glass picture, Kevin followed an initial frustrated
remark immediately by acknowledging his complicity in the breakage:

No, it was really my fault. I shouldn’t have left the package that way. Now we’ll have
to clean it all up. Kevin McDonalds, Father of Three-Year-Old Fireman

In response to the administrator’s comment about insufficient discipline, the
researcher related the disciplined, organized structure of Lynn’s daily routine:

[Researcher:] The mother gets up very early in the morning and has to have the
children prepared to get to school and prepare herself to work a full day. In order to
do this, she prepares the evening before by setting out the children’s clothes and they
are fed and groomed on a regular schedule with a system. Research Field Notes,
McDonalds Family

[As Lynn described her routine:] I can’t get Fireman to brush his teeth. The other two
do it as part of a routine. When they get up in the morning, I brush one of their hair,
while the other one brushes her teeth and then we trade off. The night before I iron
their clothes and set them out. They take their pile and get dressed and then we eat.
We have to have a routine or I would be late for work. I have to be at work at seven.
So I have to be up by five and get them to before-school care by six. So we have to
do it like that. Lynn McDonalds, Mother of Salina and Christina

The administrator’s response to this information suggested a limited and judg-
mental perspective about the McDonalds family:

Well, that’s surprising. It certainly is a surprise. I was sure there was no discipline
in the home. You said she gets everything ready the night before? Doesn’t that seem
obsessive to you? Elementary School Administrator

Similarly, the administrator evidenced no understanding of the parents’ employ-
ment rigors. After his overnight shift Kevin attends three hours of upgrade training
for the printing trade. Lynn often works as a nurse aide on weekends as well
as weekdays. Running a household of three small children, ferrying them to a
carefully-selected but distant school before work, and trying to compensate for
Kevin’s years of no income, was not easy. Yet the administrator blamed the parents
for not being ‘interested’ enough in their children’s education to follow the school
policy of parent involvement:

We have a full calendar of events for the students, families, and teachers to join in.
We take trips to the museum. We went to the Shedd Aquarium in Chicago, and to
the apple farm. We are having an ethnic potluck this coming Wednesday. We have
sock-hops, and a sleigh ride during the winter holidays. We have a Black History
program in February. I have never seen the family here. I send home information on
the trips with each child in the school. Elementary School Administrator

When parents perceive negative approbation from school personnel to whom
they have entrusted their cherished children, opposing views of children’s perfor-
mance surface. In some cases parents also withdraw from the school (Furstenberg
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et al., 1999), severing relations that ideally are trust based, which likely furthers
inadequate communication to the children’s detriment. Such patterns of school-
family relations are all too common in impoverished urban areas and are clearly
one way that the relationship between the McDonalds family and the school could
evolve.

Parent Involvement Policy—Overwhelm the Parent Practice:
Elizabeth Seabrook’s Family Story (New Orleans)

In another example, although equally designed for enrichment, parent involve-
ment policies in preschools often put parents “over the top” in terms of expectations
and stress. At our final meeting in May 2003 Elizabeth Seabrook worked three jobs,
spurred largely by the fact that her childcare subsidy had been cut one month earlier.
At the new rate Elizabeth pays $129 per month for Joseph’s after-school program
and $109 per month for Abigail’s preschool program. The $238 per month total
is an increase of $163 per month for already-strapped Elizabeth. Although the staff
at her earlier workforce development program advocated actively against the de-
crease in child-care assistance, Elizabeth’s solution is in concert with the tenacity
she shows consistently—get more work:

How was I ever going to do that [pay childcare]? So what did I do? I got two more
jobs. At the end of March, I got a job here [her mother’s assisted living residence]
putting a lady to bed every night. Aunt “M,” I put her to bed every day and Sundays I
get her up and put her to bed. I bathe her once a week. I get paid fifty dollars a week.
My other job I began at the end of April. I clean my boss’s house. I get forty dollars
for that; I do it on Thursdays. Last time I got forty dollars. God always makes a way.
I don’t mind cleaning toilets. I’d even get out there with a jackhammer if I could. I’ll
do anything to earn money for my children and me. Elizabeth Seabrook, Mother of
Preschoolers Joseph and Abigail

Although the children’s carefully selected preschool is a good environment for
their learning, it places continuing burdens on Elizabeth. Short of funds, the school
holds regular fundraising drives, such as selling candy and other items. Elizabeth
does not have time or energy to add “saleswoman” to her multifaceted life, but
parents are not allowed to return unsold goods. As a result, Elizabeth’s recently ill
mother bought the children’s candy boxes out of income that she could have used
for her grandchildren’s immediate needs or for her own medical needs. In another
example Elizabeth reports that the last week of school is “Teacher Appreciation”
week and believes that each day holds different requirements: “Monday’s supposed
to be a plant or card date, real simple things, but . . . ” On the final day of the week,
children are to bring a gift. Elizabeth plans to get each teacher a gift, but has
no time to “go to the mall” for a plant or card because of the demands of work,
medical technology study, her mother’s illness, and her children’s daily homework
requirements. And although she downplays the cost aspect, apparently neither the
school nor Elizabeth thinks that a hand-drawn card or flower would suffice.

Finally, Elizabeth faces the challenges of the school’s “special days”: “Purple
day; funny sock day; and then they want a certain kind of mat and a certain kind
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of cover for all the mats.” Couple these demands with the homework demands and
one sees quickly why the children’s homework often eclipses Elizabeth’s own:

A lot of nights I would like to do my homework . . . but I had to spend time with
Joseph’s homework. I had to read to him; he had to read to me; he had to answer
questions. And when you bring it in, you have another stack for the next week.
Elizabeth Seabrook, Mother of Preschoolers Joseph and Abigail

Even Abigail, barely in preschool, has daily homework. While the school en-
vironment nurtures Elizabeth’s children, fulfilling its parent involvement policy
delays Elizabeth’s academic and employment progress, indirectly slowing the chil-
dren’s progress as well by making their parent’s wished-for enrichment opportuni-
ties, lessened daily stress, and higher income farther in the future.

One other school policy is misaligned with the work demands of many low-
income parents: the requirement that parents pick up children’s report cards at
school. Most often parents are blamed for failing to comply with what is arguably a
misguided policy. In a typical example, despite the fact that forty-year-old single-
parent Rachel Quinn breaks her back, figuratively, to locate and enroll her son
Miguel in a magnet high school far from the neighborhood school that serves the
family’s public housing project, and literally, to work construction to support her
family, Miguel’s teachers do not understand that the school’s report card pick-up
hours conflict with Rachel’s work hours. Although Rachel technically has a full-
time job, assignments in the tradeshow portion of the construction industry seldom
offer forty-hour workweeks, which means that Rachel’s annual income reaches
about one-fourth of what it should. When she is working, however, picking up
Miguel’s report card at the school’s convenience means that Rachel loses vital
income and currency on the union queue for work.

A final pattern emerged from the intersection of school policy, school practices,
beleaguered teachers, families and parents’ work. During repeated interviews and
observations in schools in all five cities, teachers and administrators commonly give
the researchers negative reports about children’s performance, express pessimism
about the children’s futures, and evidence resignation and exhaustion in their jobs.
In contrast, teachers tell the same children’s parents that their children’s problems
are improving, commend them for their efforts, and predict future achievement for
the children. In one of many such examples, the guidance counselor of Ayesha’s
son Tom reveals to the researchers that Tom is at risk of being held back. Ayesha
was completely uninformed about this concern. The same pattern occurred with
the children of Randy Jackson, Kevin McDonalds, Aida Gomez, and of others
across the country, especially in relation to reports of bad behavior and threats
of grade retention (Iversen, 2002). One “sense” that the field team makes of this
pattern is that it is a strategy that teachers use to cope with their impoverished
school environments. In effect, teachers use researchers as a sounding board and
complaint bureau, viewing them as “like-minded professionals” in contrast to their
view of the parents as uninterested or ill-equipped to partner with them on behalf of
the children. It is also possible that teachers and administrators in these inner-city
schools use the research interview as an opportunity to emphasize negatives and
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“worst-case scenarios” about the study children as a tool to effect change in the
families via the researchers as intermediaries.

As the stories of many parents including Ayesha Muhammad, Wendy Delvalle,
Elizabeth Seabrook, and Kevin McDonalds typify, teacher’s perceptions that par-
ents are uninvolved in their children’s education are frequently inaccurate and
based on incomplete information. The views of teachers and policies of school
administrators reveal obvious lack of awareness of the rigid firm policies and long
work hours that make it impossible for some working parents to be active partners
in their children’s homework or at their children’s schools. For schools in par-
ticular, parents’ work and policy remain perceived as separate, unrelated spheres
(Gartrell, 1991), which limits parents’ intragenerational mobility in the short run
and children’s intergenerational mobility over time.

SCHOOL POLICIES AND OTHER SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS
MOVING TOWARD ALIGNMENT

At the same time, examples of schools moving toward alignment with other so-
cial institutions are found in all five districts. Further, examples of firms moving
toward alignment with family responsibilities, although rare, do exist. Public pol-
icy alignment with schools, firms, and families, although even rarer, also surfaces
occasionally.

In New Orleans, LEAP testing introduced by the deposed superintendent
leads to reduced ‘social promotion’ of students. Summer school is mandatory
for students who fail the LEAP tests to be promoted. The same superintendent
also creates a department to deal with the “largely ignored problems of students
with learning disabilities” in the state (Thevenot, 2002a). Also at the state level,
the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education agrees to the governor’s re-
quest to increase teacher pay across Louisiana by $1,000 on average starting with
the 2001–02 fiscal year, which is about one-third of the amount necessary for
Louisiana teachers to reach the average salary for teachers across southern states
(Wardlaw, 2001). This school-policy alignment may improve teacher retention for
the New Orleans families’ elementary school children.

In Philadelphia the school district CEO allocates $19 million to develop what
some call “the most ambitious after-school program” in the city’s history (Woodall,
2002). Sixteen thousand third- through eighth-graders who are below grade level
in math and language arts are eligible to attend. Juan Gomez, retained in second
grade, benefits from this program, as do Tom and Don Muhammad before their
debacle. A limitation is that no bus transportation is provided at the end of the
weekday program at 5:15 P.M.

Seattle developed a city Office of Community Learning designed to deepen or
form partnerships with organizations that share their goals of minimizing children’s
obstacles to learning and engaging students’ families (Office of Community Learn-
ing, 2002). This structure is much like that of local or regional workforce devel-
opment networks (Chapter 5). The focus of this office on school readiness, better
outcomes for out-of-school time, and transforming schools into lifelong learn-
ing centers makes it possible for many low-income and refugee and immigrant
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families to use school-sited community-based technology centers and become
more engaged with their children’s education.

As these stories and excerpts suggest and history documents, individuals and
institutions under budgetary and management constraints both suffer and strate-
gize. At the same time, they demonstrate that the intersection of school, family,
work, and policy is extremely complex. This intersection requires attention to the
horizontal and reciprocal influence of multiple institutions, recognizing that the
mobility chances of hard-working parents and children are significantly thwarted
by the old paradigm practice of funding and perceiving each domain as an isolated,
un-networked silo.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In the course of more than 120 days spent in children’s schools and preschools
during the research period, observations and interviews with parents, teachers,
and employers suggest that families, communities, firms, and school policies all
influence student achievement and that no single individual or institution can be
responsible for children’s education. We see real problems with student learning
and get the sense from teachers and parents that current testing and accountability
practices detract from critical issues that both invade and transcend the school
walls. We also see teachers and parents who feel powerless: teachers working in
classrooms without adequate training, books, or staff support; and parents strug-
gling to understand complex bureaucracies while making ends meet, without losing
control or sight of their children’s needs. The families’ experiences underscore the
need to raise the level of dialog about how relationships and interinstitutional reci-
procity influence management policies, state and school policies, firm policies and
practices, and children’s futures.

Essentially, one or another of the institutional actors—family, school or parents’
work—suffers under current policy structures. Two might be aligned, but the third
is not. Most often, as Seattle parent Isabell Smith puts it, families are “between a
hard place and a rock.” When parents stay at unsafe jobs, as Hard Working Blessed
does, children worry about their parents and their grades fall. Schools then demand
more of parents who have to take time off work to meet these demands, and family
income suffers. If parents work two jobs to increase financial well-being, children
act out, often in school, to regain parental attention. Schools then demand more
of the parents’ attention, leading parents to quit one of the jobs and jeopardize
economic mobility or lose sleep and risk injury, especially in physically demanding
work environments. The intersection rapidly becomes a downward spiral, despite
the efforts of each actor to do the best it can for the children.

Even in Ayesha Muhammad’s situation, which seems closest to interinstitutional
alignment, problems in the Philadelphia school system threaten the balance for the
family. Although her firm’s flextime policy allows Ayesha time to advocate for
Don’s deep dilemmas at school, the time it takes to navigate that system means
that she has to postpone the upgrade training that could raise her family above
110 percent poverty.

One truth is evident in all the misalignments: when faced with conflicting
choices between the proximal and distal needs of their children, these parents
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choose the proximal over the distal. As the new mobility paradigm holds, the par-
ents’ choice processes are both cognitive and emotional, especially when resolving
conflicting goals. Meeting proximal needs may be the right choice for the children’s
immediate development but that choice may be at the expense of family economic
mobility.

How might genuine school reform foster both intra- and intergenerational mo-
bility? In brief, reaching beyond the school doors, such reform might start with
well-subsidized early childhood readiness strategies and be supported later through
high quality before- and after-school programs and summer schools. It might also
question the costs of shaping school culture around traditional business models
and ask the business world to be more responsive to the needs of working families.
Finally, it might foster parental involvement in the academic performance of their
children in ways that do not constrict family economic mobility. Such involvement
might mitigate the impacts of budget cutbacks, school management turbulence, and
teacher turnover. Schools cannot produce this change alone, however. If parents’
firms become involved in supporting these changes and recognize their role in both
intra- and intergenerational mobility, they might experience extended economic
health now and in the future. Genuine reform in paradigm, policies and practices
appears to be needed to ensure the future of millions of America’s children, as
Chapter 8 discusses next.



8 Jobs Aren’t Enough

Toward an Agenda for Family Economic Mobility

How can people know what the problem is for more than a hundred years, put a
man on the moon, make planes fly, but not answer the question of why certain
classes of people are behind? If people would put the same focus and energy in
pumping more grant information, job programs, legal programs, and other
different programs that is out there, minorities wouldn’t be stuck. —Kevin
McDonalds, Milwaukee

Why can’t we help a few poor families that are trying to pay off debts get a fresh
start? We could help them by getting a wealthy person to pay off their debt and
get a tax deduction for that. This would help families and help the economy.
—Hard Working Blessed, Milwaukee

FAMILY ECONOMIC MOBILITY TODAY

We establish at the beginning of this book that social and labor market conditions
make it difficult for at least one in four workers in the United States to support their
families, much less move forward economically through work. Long-held myths
about unlimited opportunity, merit-based attainment, and individual responsibility
for choices and outcomes are firmly entrenched in at least four of our major social
institutions—family, education, firms, and the state, forming what we describe in
Chapter 2 as the old paradigm for economic mobility. The institutionalized policies
and procedures of these entrenched myths coalesce to constrain the economic well-
being of many families—those with low incomes in particular, but increasingly
those earning moderate to middle incomes as well.

We argue that a new paradigm for economic mobility is needed to realize the
foundational American principle of real opportunity in contemporary society and
to solve the wage inequality and disparate employment conditions that Osterman
and colleagues (2001, p. 181) call “the most pernicious labor-market problem of our
time.” Krueger (2003, p. 10) concurs that there is “less mobility in income across
generations in the U.S. than in most other countries.” A new paradigm recognizes
that multiple intersecting institutions are implicated in economic mobility, that
mobility is a thoroughly relational process, that choice making involves cognitive
and emotional dimensions, and that mobility paths are increasingly dynamic and
variable. Most important, instituting equity and real opportunity requires changes
in what we call the “public will.”

The twenty-five key parents in this book show us that in many ways they are
similar to millions of other adults across the United States that do not earn a
family-sustaining income through full-time work. Chapter 3 articulates personal
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and structural challenges to the families’ mobility that stem from incomplete or
poor-quality education, inadequate services for language acquisition and accultur-
ation, or periods away from family and the labor market due to incarceration and
rehabilitation.

However, Chapter 3 and later chapters also show that other social institutions
play defining roles in the families’ mobility efforts. For example, family and pol-
icy institutions are intimately related through the availability, accessibility, and
adequacy of subsidies and work supports. Similarly, family and labor market insti-
tutions are intimately related through the adequacy of wages and the availability
of employer-provided health insurance benefits, especially given the prevalence of
chronic health conditions and, seemingly, symptoms of depression that fluctuate
with labor market conditions.

Chapter 3 also shows that economically impoverished urban environments and
fiscal challenges facing city and state governments across the nation overarch the
influence of location or “place” in limiting economic mobility. At the same time,
place matters through the particular ways that state and city characteristics intersect
with families, workforce development institutions, firms, children’s schools, and
policy. Place tells us how families experience employment, unemployment, and
insufficient wages, but these constraints on mobility are experienced universally
across the five cities. Thus, although knowledge about place-based particularities is
critical to the development of appropriate policies and programs, national policies
are the key to greater economic mobility writ large.

The sixty-six children living with these parents then show us in Chapter 4 who
they are and how they experience their families’ histories, neighborhoods, commu-
nities, and mobility efforts. Their parents’ new jobs result in a mixture of tangible
benefits, such as enough money for food and clothing, and tangible challenges such
as too little time together, devolution of care for younger siblings from parents to
adolescents, and fear about parents’ health and safety at work. Overall Chapter 4
shows that constrained economic mobility imposes intragenerational penalties on
children’s current well-being and intergenerational penalties on children’s mobility
potential. These penalties occur largely through insufficient family income during
the children’s early years (Duncan et al., 1998) and through insufficient accumu-
lation of the human, cultural, and social capital needed by both generations for
mobility, as Chapter 7 later amplifies. Notably, the prevailing belief that parents’
work is an unadulterated “plus,” in terms of modeling the work ethic and respon-
sible civic behavior, is challenged by children’s responses to the physical dangers,
stresses, and contingency of their parents’ low-wage jobs. Many children come to
perceive the world of work as one of futility, not as one of opportunity.

In Chapters 5 through 7, the stories of the families incorporate the views of
their employers, job training staff, friends, child-care providers, school teachers
and administrators, neighbors, faith leaders, and others—at least one thousand in
all to show that the siloed structure of social institutions constrains the efforts of
many families to move ahead. Chapter 5 reveals that, contrary to earlier evaluation
findings that job training is not effective for economic mobility, local or regional
workforce development networks that are constituted by strategic partnerships
among workforce intermediaries, education and job training programs, civic
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organizations, policymakers, and employers enable families to move into better
jobs than they’ve held in the past. In effect these new arrangements turn what Burt
(1992, 2002) refers to in market relations as “structural holes” into what we call
structured wholes for job seekers and firms alike. Accordingly, the parents’ wages
increase by magnitudes over previous earnings and, for the first time for most,
their jobs offer nonwage benefits and advancement opportunity. As Milwaukee
parent Kevin McDonalds observes, “Without a start, there’s no finish.” At the
same time the parents’ gains, and those of their children, cannot be sustained by
the lattice of workforce development programs and networks alone. These new
systems need to be positioned to effect significant changes in firms and public
policy. Getting in the door of a good job through initiative simply isn’t enough to
secure economic mobility.

Chapter 6 then illustrates the limits of old paradigm reliance on human capital
attainment as the key to family mobility. The limitations result partly from the fact
that many of the institutional structures and policies in the parents’ seventy-four
firms are lodged too solidly in the old paradigm to provide mobility-enhancing
conditions for today’s multiethnic, young- and middle-adult working parents. In
short, the disconnect between today’s workforce and yesterday’s firms results in a
life-stage mismatch (Iversen, 2002). Thus, although jobs are crucial for economic
mobility, jobs aren’t enough. Critically, the wage structure in most firms remains
inadequate and excessively disparate, and aspects of firm organization and relations
are often inhospitable or physically dangerous. Even when wages increase over
time, which many do, they seldom reach levels adequate to support a family. Nor
do they seem likely to in the coming decade. Persistent wage disparity and other
current labor market practices, such as reliance on temporary workers like Loretta
Lopez and the lessened firm-to-worker loyalty that Isabell Smith experiences, belie
the myth that hard work pays off. Overall, only Ayesha Muhammad’s and Sam
Gates’s firms approximate what we term “firm as partner” to families’ mobility
efforts, largely through organizational structures and practices built on the new
mobility characteristics of trust, reciprocity, and interinstitutional cooperation.

Chapter 7 then reveals that children’s schools are a stronger influence on eco-
nomic mobility than is commonly recognized—horizontally as structures and poli-
cies in schools are misaligned with those of parents’ firms, and vertically as schools
prepare children to be productive citizens and workers. These influences are recur-
sive as well. When parents’ work is going well and is compensated adequately, even
if not sufficiently, children’s school performance and behavior often improve, such
as fifteen-year-old Tank Blessed’s does when his father retrieves him from violent
and failed Chicago schools and is newly able to support his family through work.
But when parents are not paid a living wage or work under harsh conditions, as
many of the stories in Chapter 6 illustrate, children often reflect the family’s stress
in their school behavior and performance—as Tank Blessed does when his father
later suffers herniated discs, pneumonia, and flu on the job and is demoted in re-
sponsibility and wage. In situations like Tank’s, underresourced, understaffed urban
schools demand that parents attend conferences during the regular school day and
participate heavily in their children’s remediation, not realizing or ignoring the fact
that such conferences and demands on parents’ time generally result in lost wages
or lost upgrade opportunity and may even result in job loss, outcomes that further
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stress the family’s children in turn. Worse yet, embattled schools in impoverished
neighborhoods generally have insufficient material, energy, and teacher expertise to
provide the human and cultural capital that children in low-income families need
to have a real chance for future mobility. Moreover, as Chapter 5 underscores,
workforce development networks and firms do not offer parents the academic
remediation they need to augment their children’s attainment. Misaligned social
conditions and institutional intersections then, as well as the absence of reciprocity
and trust, severely constrain the mobility efforts of parents and children alike.

CURRENT STRATEGIES FOR ECONOMIC MOBILITY

Given the realities facing contemporary families, workforce development institu-
tions, firms, and children’s schools, and the ways in which these spheres intersect
with each other and with public policy, we anticipated concluding this book with a
set of specific policy and program recommendations to increase economic mobil-
ity for low-income families. The more we interview, observe, and read, the more
obvious it is that many creative and workable micro- and macrolevel strategies have
already been offered by thoughtful policymakers, policy advocates, scholars, prac-
titioners, and low-income workers—Kevin McDonalds and Hard Working Blessed
among them, as their comments illustrate at the beginning of this chapter.

For example, one recent strategy for economic mobility is the creation of part-
nerships between welfare and workforce programs and community colleges to
build a skill-based career pathways system that fosters human capital-based mo-
bility (Alssid et al., 2002; Roberts, 2002; Stone & Worgs, 2004). Not surpris-
ingly, women leaving welfare and other low-wage workers with a high school
diploma, previous vocational training, and higher than an eighth-grade reading
level gain greater traction toward mobility from human capital strategies than do
those with more limited educational histories. However, the upgrade efforts of
Elizabeth Seabrook, Tasha Tracy, Randy Jackson, and others mentioned in Chap-
ter 5 illustrate that such two-dimensional partnerships are too easily derailed by the
absence of concurrent supports from public policy and labor market institutions.
Contributing to this derailment, skilled personnel and methods to comprehensively
assess the varied and interrelated needs of all family members are generally miss-
ing in welfare and workforce programs, and the reliance of community colleges on
human capital investment neglects the critical contribution of social and cultural
capital to mobility.

A more expansive strategy to foster the economic mobility of low-income fam-
ilies and the simultaneous economic development of their communities emerges
from local and regional workforce development networks that are explicitly consti-
tuted by partnerships between community service and job training organizations,
area employers, legislators, and other relevant local actors (Blair, 2005; Bliss,
2000; Giloth, 2004b; Kazis & Miller, 2001; Stone & Worgs, 2004). Although such
networks are still only one of the necessary components of economic mobility, the
families’ experiences evidence their importance (Chapter 5). Notably, these efforts,
often spearheaded by what are called labor market or workforce intermediaries
(Giloth, 2004b; 2004c; Meléndez, 2004; Osterman, 2005; Osterman et al., 2001),
identify that institutional partnerships built on trusted and sustained relationships
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and active commitment of local firms are integral to the mobility calculus. As
Chapter 7 illustrates, children’s educational institutions are equally integral to the
calculus. Unless or until the nation engages in comprehensive integration of pub-
lic education, the labor market, and public policy institutions, federally funded
and local workforce development systems and networks may remain the default
strategy to increase economic mobility for at least some low-wage families.

A more targeted strategy related to the role that firms play in economic mobility
emerges from the findings of welfare-to-work research (Berlin, 2000; Michalopou-
los, 2001; Rangarajan & Novak, 1999; Strawn & Martinson, 2000; Wagner & Herr,
2003). This research finds that work-incentive strategies such as wage supplements,
help with accessing food, housing, transportation, and child-care subsidies, and
selective but sustained postemployment guidance, increase job attainment and
retention for some welfare participants, alleviating poverty and putting them in
position to get and keep a job that may lead to economic mobility. The range of
mobility supports that the parents in this book draw on (Chapter 2), as well as
their met and unmet needs for such supports (Chapter 6), underscore that these
strategies are similarly necessary for low-income working families. Arguably, in-
come and wage support strategies allow firms to use tax dollars to boost low wages
rather than compress their wage structure. In addition, subsidy and work support
strategies remain guided by the myth of individual responsibility rather than by the
ways in which the labor market and firms could alter their structures and relations
to foster sustained economic mobility for low-income families.

From the demand side of the labor market, a few corporate strategies for in-
creasing economic mobility are notable (Perlmutter, 1997; Sutton, 2004). Most of
these corporations partner with community-based workforce development organi-
zations to enhance the ability of employers to retain skilled employees through the
joint development of customized training curricula, provision of training-based
internships, guaranteed job placement, and/or employee mentor programs. The
active participation of employers in workforce development networks was spurred
by the tight labor market of the late 1990s. Such strategic alliances work best if
the participating actors hold mutual goals and if firms are “characterized by both
strong external networks with community partners and the strong internal support
of management and co-workers” (Meléndez, 2004, p. 28; Sutton, 2004). Tasha
Jones’s firm evidences this kind of alliance (Chapter 6). At the same time, em-
ployer participation in workforce development strategies seems to be curtailed by
the slack labor market conditions of the early 2000s and by tax deferral policies that
induce corporations to shift profits away from foreign nations back to the United
States without penalty. Supposedly a job creation strategy, evidence suggests that
the tax savings are being used for corporate buyouts and other purposes (Corporate
welfare runs amok, 2005).

Finally, across the institutions of family, workforce development, firms and chil-
dren’s schools, legislators and policy advocates actively promote selected efforts
based on research evidence that economic mobility for low-wage workers and
their families may be a lengthy process that involves multiple intersecting com-
ponents (Herr, 2003; Iversen, 2002). Advocacy efforts include changes in welfare
and workforce legislation, encouragement of functional skill-building networks,
development of asset-building strategies, incorporation of cultural competency
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and antiracism initiatives, use of technological advancements to facilitate access
to public benefits, provision of sustained subsidy and work supports such as the
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and, after the recession of 2001, extended eligi-
bility for unemployment insurance (Johnson, 2001; Levin-Epstein, 2002; Mathur,
2002; Patel & Savner, 2001; Savner, 1999). However, innovative ideas about how to
better use tax expenditures and tax credits—a key policy influence on mobility—
are either ignored or paid scant attention by most strategists, with the notable excep-
tions of Howard (1997), Howard and colleagues (Gitterman, Howard, & Cotton,
2003), and Kochan (2005), who cogently illuminate how tax policies foster the
mobility of higher income families and suggest how tax credits and expenditures
can foster the mobility of low-income families as well.

Moreover, these and other strategies are put forward within the current context of
relatively unconnected, siloed program structures and funding streams—structural
holes (Burt, 1992) that are not but could be effectively spanned to facilitate mobility
through structured wholes. With few exceptions, strategies are not funded at a
sustainable scale or power. In addition, few recommendations are put forward
in a broad construction of what more truly democratic, egalitarian, and humane
strategies could mean to low-income working families and, reciprocally, to their
communities, neighborhoods, firms, and social institutions. Although perpetuating
the status quo may be expedient, especially in a relatively conservative policy
environment, existing but currently unconnected strategies for economic mobility
might gain traction and leverage if they are knit into an inclusively structured whole.

In the end we keep bumping up against these questions: why haven’t more of
these ideas been implemented or adequately funded? Given that work is at the core
of the American ethos, why aren’t legislators and the populace more generous
in thought and funding for remedial or postsecondary education, training, and
workforce programs? Why is there so little strategizing about changing the wage
structure in firms? Why do legislators and the populace continue to conceptually
and practically bifurcate government tax and subsidy aid into private and public
categories of the “deserving us” and the “nondeserving them”? What will happen if
we do nothing about the continuing challenges to mobility that millions of families
face?

Already one out of every four families does not earn enough to support its
members through work and middle earners increasingly experience wage reduc-
tions and job insecurity. If this pattern continues, firms may be required to cover
the cost of higher and longer unemployment insurance and taxes may need to be
levied to cover the costs of increased returns to the welfare rolls and mushrooming
health care. Children’s life chances will remain constricted, now and in the future,
and American confidence in work and market solutions may erode. Although we
know that resources are limited, the economy is turbulent, and change is difficult,
policy decisions in each of the institutional spheres in this book involve choice.
Ultimately we conclude that what is needed to improve the economic well-being
of millions of hard-working but low-income families in the United States is a re-
vitalization of this country’s foundational “public will” toward greater reciprocity
and prosperity for all residents and citizens.

Others also address the intransigence of poverty and lack of economic mobil-
ity in the United States in concepts akin to the public will. As Edwards (1979)
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notes, we have known about the “working poor” for decades. Even in the 1960s
and 1970s, slightly over one half of families with incomes below the poverty line
have family heads who work and one-fifth of the families work full time. Also
writing in the 1960s, Gans (1999, p. 108) holds that, “The real issue is not lack
of money, but lack of political support to spend a share of American affluence to
abolish poverty.” More recently Miller (2003, p. 82) argues that “in economically
developed societies it is quite feasible to meet every citizen’s genuine needs and
still have ample resources to devote to other purposes—that there are sufficient
resources in these societies to meet (locally defined) needs everywhere, if the po-
litical will exists to do so.” Estes’s Report Card of World Social Progress concludes
that “while the worldwide view on nations’ progress to provide such basic needs
as healthcare, education, political rights and freedom from social chaos is promis-
ing . . . the United States, despite its great wealth, continues to be indifferent to the
struggles of the poor” (Hyland, 2004, p. 4). Osterman and colleagues (2001, p. 11)
argue that “the rhetoric and (to an extent) the practices of the job market have lost
their moral grounding,” and Giloth (2004c) questions the lack of public will in the
politics of workforce development. Rank (2004, p. 244) echoes similarly that “One
of the reasons for the high prevalence of U.S. poverty is not a lack of resources,
but rather a lack of a national will to truly address the issue.” Most recently, Rep.
Emmanuel Cleaver from Missouri reportedly said, “Will is the key word. . . . It will
take a truckload of money to bring back the Crescent City. . . . If we have the will,
we can pretty much do what we want” (Gyan, 2006). Finally, two centuries ago
Tocqueville offered a similar perspective: “I cling with a firmer hold to the belief
that, for democratic nations to be virtuous and prosperous, they require but to will
it” (Strauss, 1971, p. 110). The idea of the public will is thus not new, but the
way we conceptualize it and recognize its import for the major intersecting social
institutions and for a new economic mobility paradigm may provide a direction
for more equitable strategies to prevail.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY THE “PUBLIC WILL”?

We mention first what we do not mean by the public will. We do not mean a
unified, universal ethos such as the “collective or common consciousness” that
Durkheim (1933/1984) posits in The Division of Labor in Society. We explicitly
do not view “will” as a characteristic held or not held by individuals or persons. We
do mean freedom and responsibility of choice and choice making that is based on
the foundational American principles of fairness and real opportunity—in short,
principled choice-making.

Specifically then, our notion of the public will applies to the spheres of our
society in which members exercise or potentially have a voice: for example, the
political and economic spheres, the intra- and interinstitutional spheres, and the
nexus of persons and institutions. Our notion of the public will assumes that mem-
bers of society hold varied beliefs and worldviews that lead to varied choices and
decisions about their own and others’ well-being. Thus the form our education and
training institutions take, the form our firms take, the form our children’s schools
take, and the form our social policies take are within our power to determine; they
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are not predetermined by an autocratic government or by the prevailing economic
milieu. In all cases we (the people) have choices to make (Miller, 2003).

For instance, we now choose to conceptually and practically separate “educa-
tion” from “workforce development” strategies (Grubb, 1996), even though both
aim to prepare youth and young adults for the labor market as well as for civil
society. In 2001, the federal government designated about $3 billion for adult
workforce development through various departments and pieces of legislation and
around $50 billion through the Higher Education Act for federal student financial
assistance, most of which goes to middle-income families. Why would we expect
a two- to three-month job training program to adequately prepare a worker for
mobility when it takes from two hundred hours (one full-time semester) to at least
nine hundred hours (four and a half semesters; Carnevale & Desrochers, 1999) of
compensatory education to translate into wages that can or nearly can sustain a
family? Is that why we choose now to spend more on public assistance than on
job training? We could choose to design and fund workforce development policies
and programs as a learning continuum through life that encompasses employment
and civic education. We also could adequately fund workforce intermediaries, as
well as other new forms of regional labor market consortia (Appelbaum et al.,
2005), with combined tax and employer dollars to provide sustained mediation
to new workers who need it, customized employee relations strategies to firms,
and other structured efforts aimed at upgrading entry-level workers and increasing
firm productivity.

In terms of firm policies and strategies, we now choose a “hands-off” position
toward the disparate wage structure facing low earners in most contemporary firms
and a “hands-on” position toward income enhancement strategies. We subsidize
low wages for individuals through tax credits such as the EITC and the Child Tax
Credit (CTC) rather than impose regulations or set standards for reasonable wage
differences in firms. We subsidize firms to hire low-income workers, but not long
enough to lead to sustainable employment. Although the wage structure in firms
is nominally tied to educational attainment, is it really reasonable that a high-level
administrator or manager, even with more years of education than the machine
operator, earns more than ten times the operator’s wage: say, $250,000 versus
$25,000? Or that top managers might earn one hundred times more? Is it reasonable
that by 2000, CEO compensation is 310 times higher than the compensation of a
typical worker (Kochan [2005] reports 400 times higher), or that CEO compensation
in the United States is about three times higher than that of CEOs abroad (Mishel,
Bernstein, & Allegretto, 2005, p. 112)?

Is the disproportionate wage structure in firms really based on educational merit?
How can education alone explain why the wealthiest 1 percent of the nation owns
more than the bottom 90 percent put together (Reich, 2004)? We could compress
the wage structure in firms, using Norway as a model. Instead of (putatively)
keying wages to human capital attainment, wages could be keyed to quality of job
performance, as long as the wage floor for all workers is set to least 100 percent
of the local self-sufficiency standard. Firms could achieve this by reducing the
disproportionate wages of the highest earners to increase wages for the lowest
earners. Whereas unions serve as the wage compression force in Norway (Barth,
Roed, & Torp, 2002), the federal government or consortia of socially responsible
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corporations (Business Ethics magazine, 2005) could serve as wage compression
forces in the United States.

We also choose to rely on the workforce development system for the advance-
ment of low-wage employees rather than on firms to provide upgrade training on
site. As Giloth (2004c, p. 3) underscores, employers in the United States invest
approximately 2 percent of annual payroll expenses in training, mostly for higher
level workers, compared to a 6 percent investment by employers in other advanced
economies. We could choose to use tax policy to subsidize or fund employers
to provide and financially reward expanded advancement training for frontline
workers. As Streeck (1997, 205) argues, “Workplace training, while undoubtedly
economically beneficial, flourishes only when its provision is largely removed from
rational-economic calculation by a socially and legally obligatory training regime.”

We also could choose to help firms, perhaps aided by business associations
and the federal government, to understand their stake in society more generally.
For example, every one percentage point decline in the aggregate unemployment
rate is now associated with around a 2 percent increase in output (Ehrenberg &
Smith, 203, p. 533). As Hart (2005, p. 10) finds, “in certain situations, preventing
pollution through process or product redesign could actually save money, reduce
risk, and even improve products for the firm.” Crudely, improving economic and
social conditions in local communities stands to improve the bottom line in local
firms at the same time.

Perhaps we even need multiple “bottom line” metrics: financial, societal, and
familial—in effect, profit and household writ broadly. As Streeck (1997, 216)
cautions, “Where justice is pursued only insofar as it fits economic needs, it will
very likely fail to generate the legitimacy and trust an advanced economy requires
to perform well.” More broadly still, improving the economic mobility of low-
wage workers means more discretionary income to spend on consumption, more
tax revenue, and less federal and community money and energy spent on income
transfer solutions. Just as U.S. firms are now forced to engage outside their national
boundaries to remain productive, maintenance of high productivity will increas-
ingly require firms to engage outside company boundaries with the economic and
social conditions of the communities in which they are embedded.

Regarding public education strategies and policies, we now choose to view
schools as atomistic institutions that influence mobility solely through intergen-
erational processes. As such, we “reform” schools and students, blaming these
actors for educational failure rather than understanding them to be integral parts
of interinstitutional networks. School districts and schools could systematically
engage local firms as partners toward realizing the short- and longer term benefits
of retaining and preparing a viable workforce and informed citizenry. Such active
engagement might improve working conditions such that Rachel Quinn would want
to show her teenagers her work environment (Chapter 6). Representatives of school
districts in alliance with local businesses also could advocate with policymakers to
recognize that schools fundamentally influence intra- as well as intergenerational
economic mobility. As such, state budgets for enriching or equalizing programs,
such as Early Start, Head Start, and after-school programs for children and ado-
lescents could be block-grant funded in a K–20 continuum.1 Current funding for
childcare and preschools through the Childcare and Development Block Grant
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does not adequately meet the needs of at least two hundred thousand children
(McGarvey, 2004). Improved child care and preschool and after-school services,
possibly through business and government funding as well as business involve-
ment in programs and curricula, could thus foster the mobility efforts of parents
as well as the academic futures of children.

Finally, we still choose to design public policy according to the stubbornly
persistent, old paradigm categories of “deserving” and “not deserving,” ignoring
the fact that middle- and higher income families receive numerous welfare benefits
through tax policies such as interest deduction on home mortgages and delayed
taxation for pension funds until retirement when assessment rates are lower. Firms
are the beneficiaries of similar welfare benefits. As Katz (2001, p. 179) reports,
“Pension contribution deductions cost the government $69.6 billion in foregone
revenue in 1996,” half of which could have come from firms. We also still choose
to design and fund social programs through the structure of disparate bureaucratic
silos. We could choose to create structures that would provide integrated and
fluid responses to persistent and emergent social needs. Along these lines, a few
state governments have merged departments of welfare and labor into departments
of working families. In Giloth’s (2004c, p. 16) view, we could choose to forge
policy according to “performance regimes” of institutions enmeshed in a “broader
civic context of relationships, networks, and leadership” that respond to human
needs rather than organizing policy around “employment regimes” that inherently
perpetuate bureaucratic relations and the status quo.

Regarding principled choice making more broadly, political theorists Gutmann
and Thompson (1996, p. 18) hold that moral disagreement about such choices typ-
ically revolves around the distribution of perceived scarce or limited resources
and human generosity or lack thereof, but also around “incompatible values,
and incomplete understanding.” Miller (1999) similarly highlights the historic
disagreement about whether the fundamental, guiding value of a democracy is
social justice or personal freedom, and elsewhere (2003) emphasizes that the
hard political decisions or judgments about what ought to be, when several
options are open and there is disagreement about the best one, involve facts,
preferences, and moral principles. According to Stone’s urban regime analy-
ses, “Adequate financial resources, access to authority, and common ideas are
necessary for durable coalitions to form and last around particular policy is-
sues” (Giloth, 2004c, p. 16). And as Wuthnow (2005, p. 355) maintains, “The
most effective times of [democratic] renewal are ones in which policies and
programs challenge fundamental assumptions about individual identities and
responsibilities.”

Choices about economic mobility strategies then must be made by locating or
constructing shared meanings about justice and social justice, freedom, interde-
pendence and community, and reciprocity and trust in democratic governance. The
landmark economic success of the Tupelo, Mississippi community, as a result of its
collective versus individualistic orientation to business, education, and the social
environment (Putnam, 2000), may be a model to emulate more broadly. As Charles
Tilly (2004, p. 3) argues, “partial integration of interpersonal trust networks into
public policies is a necessary condition of democracy.” Choices will also need to
be directed at just processes and just outcomes.
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FROM OLD MOBILITY MYTHS TO NEW
MOBILITY OUTCOMES

Given the notion of public will, we see that the myths we dissect in Chapter 2–
opportunity, meritocracy, and individual responsibility–need to be countered by
the philosophical and distributive principles underlying the new view of mobility:
those of context and shared power, trust and reciprocity, equity and equality, and
social relatedness and relational responsibility.

Opportunity, merit, and atomistic individual responsibility congeal in the old
paradigm myths that persist in institutional policies and practices, including those
of the state, as we discuss fully in Chapter 2 and illustrate through family expe-
riences with workforce development programs and networks (Chapter 5), firms
(Chapter 6), and children’s schools (Chapter 7). Actually, the concept of the self-
made, lone-wolf, independent man (generally a gendered concept) underlies all
three myths. Although it is understandable that our country’s frontier history and
contemporary interest-oriented market economy both strongly influence our pro-
clivity to think of ourselves as atomistic, personally free, and individually respon-
sible, it is puzzling that other historical realities are underemphasized in popular
and policy discourse. For example, considerable generosity, collaborative effort,
and sharing of resources took place in frontier times. Life was hard and settlers
banded together to ensure survival and prosperity alike. Somewhat later craft guilds
and cooperatives developed as communal forms of production. Currently, social
relations in firms, participation in community associations and groups (Putnam,
1995), and “civic capacity,” as the “sustained ability to overcome local divisions
and fragmentation to pursue an accepted social purpose” (Giloth, 2004c, p. 19),
are similarly necessary to the survival and prosperity of all. Yet deleteriously for
so many, the myths and manifestations of excessive individualism persist. As Katz
(2001, p. 96) reports, “In 1989, Democratic pollster Mark Mellman’s survey of
Americans on family values concluded that ‘the single most widely shared value
in this country is that people ought to be responsible for their actions.’” The fact
that an Internet search for “personal responsibility” in November 2005 results in
4,750,000 entries underscores this survey’s findings.

Could we write this book or live our daily lives if the labor market does not
include the kinds of jobs that the hard-working parents here, and millions like
them across America, hold? We don’t think so. Could you do your work and live
your life as well without the existence and products of these jobs? Probably not.
For example, Kevin McDonalds’s job produces the magazines and books that we
use. The jobs of Hard Working Blessed, Tasha Jones, Tisha Shanks, Mike Jeremy,
Sam Gates, Micarla Stewart, Nasir Winters, and Lucky Miracle give us the steel
parts, hoisting equipment, refrigerator and air-conditioning compressors, propane
gas canisters, plumbing rivets and washers, and electronic equipment that we need
for our homes and businesses. The construction jobs of Randy Jackson, Ahree
Raca, Nasir Winters, Joseph Faithful, and Rachel Quinn result in the interiors and
exteriors of buildings that house our families, stores to keep the economy going,
and displays and meeting rooms at our professional and academic conventions and
conferences. Teresa Russell’s and Ahree Raca’s jobs keep our rental cars in good
order and Mike Jeremy’s job results in well-managed parking lots for our vehicles
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while we work or shop. The customer service jobs of Isabell Smith, Wendy
Delvalle, and Aida Gomez give us easy, time-saving Internet and phone man-
agement of our orders and bills. Shanquitta Tucker’s and Rachel Quinn’s grocery
jobs and Hard Working Blessed’s fast-food job provide meal alternatives when
we haven’t time to cook. When we receive indecipherable medical and indemnity
bills or insurance statements, Maya Vanderhand’s, Isabell Smith’s, Aida Gomez’s,
Ayesha Muhammad’s, Wendy Delvalle’s, and Loretta Lopez’s jobs enable us to
navigate this perplexing terrain. Jane Jenkins’s job provides horticultural advice
and lawn service and Elizabeth Seabrook’s biological research job contributes to
improvements in our environment. Tasha Tracy’s and Joseph Faithful’s security ser-
vice jobs provide safe environments for large events and Loretta Lopez’s job helps
to solve the mysteries of our annual income tax returns. Aida Gomez’s job provides
developmental childcare for our children while we work and Lucky Miracle’s and
Lynn Walker’s jobs keep our children’s schools and our office buildings clean
and orderly. Finally, when we are ill or need an operation Shanquitta Tucker’s and
Tasha Tracy’s hospital jobs provide us with night-and-day nurse’s aide services and
meals and Elizabeth Seabrook’s job enables us to have follow-up home health care.

Is it fair that the parents in and like those in this book work full time in jobs that
benefit society yet do not provide a family-sustaining income? Doesn’t this fact re-
ally mean that it is not so much that there are low-wage jobs as jobs that just happen
to pay low wages?2 This conundrum leads us to ask again, What about reframing
the idea of personal responsibility as “responsibility for persons”? What about
further reframing “corporations,” which Bowles and Gintis (1987, p. 16) define
as “the most powerful form of collective organization in contemporary capital-
ism,” as “communities”? Such reframing forces attention to the interdependence
between the efforts of each of us in our jobs and the smoothness of everyone’s
daily life; in effect what Osterman and colleagues (2001, p. 11) describe as “a
manifestation of service to the community for the common good.” In the spirit of
mutual responsibility and interdependence then, what do all families, including
and perhaps especially low-income families, deserve? Enriching schools. Decent
jobs. Family-supporting wages. Future mobility for their children. In short, real
opportunity to be a full part of American democratic life.

We view this argument as a charge to each of us to make good on our ba-
sic American values, principles and humanity, as we find that Kochan (2005),
Osterman and colleagues (2001) and Reich (2002) similarly suggest. We need to
recognize that we are all vitally interrelated—that we should be the “United” States,
not what one of our typos presciently identified—the “Untied” States. We need
to recognize that we are able to build a strong country in the twenty-first-century
world only if we base it on reciprocity and trust. And we need to consider retool-
ing our iron ethos of individual freedom and responsibility into a more flexible,
dynamic ethos of cooperation, collaboration, and mutuality: simply put, shift-
ing assumptions, policies, and practices from personal responsibility to relational
responsibility. Critically, the interdependent work of children, families, schools,
firms, and communities defines the future productivity of our country and the
future well-being of its inhabitants.

The complexity of the ways in which the policy choices of our social institutions
influence family economic mobility becomes increasingly obvious. When any
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element of this intricately interwoven tapestry becomes diminished, so do the
others. The outcomes of inequity in Jobs Aren’t Enough trumpet the need to enact
a thoughtful and sustained agenda for action.

TOWARD AN AGENDA FOR FAMILY
ECONOMIC MOBILITY

In light of the current strategies, philosophical positions, and theoretical premises
described previously, we recommend a series of actions toward making family
economic mobility real. Each aspect of this series heeds the charge that we follow
in this book “to build theory for the more general case where contexts, structure,
and individual actions interact and change together” (Granovetter, 2002, p. 54),
and builds action items into that charge. Each aspect thus expands on the goal
of household and profit, or what Osterman and colleagues (2001, p. 24) describe
as a process of policy reform that is “guided by and must balance concerns for
economic efficiency, for equality, and for the welfare of the whole society.”

How can we simultaneously catalyze public interest in and forge dynamic so-
lutions to this problem? Given that the mobility paradigm of the past no longer
applies and that replacing it is the mandate of a just and productive society, we
pose the following actions:

� The president would convene a bipartisan Blue Ribbon Commission focused
on family economic mobility. Because multiple institutions intersect to affect
economic mobility, this commission would include the following members at
a minimum: workforce and economic development professionals; child-care,
transportation, and mental health professionals; legislators and cabinet offi-
cials; business and corporate leaders; officials at philanthropic foundations
and faith-based organizations; educators and scholars; tax experts; union offi-
cials; and families representing all income categories, weighted more heavily
by those with low incomes. International experts should also be consulted.
The American Assembly (Giloth, 2004b), the Task Force on Reconstructing
America’s Labor Market Institutions (Osterman et al., 2001), the Aspen Insti-
tute Roundtable on Community Change, the Saguaro Seminars (Putnam, 2000),
National Governors Association Summits, and, at the state level, formation of
the Massachusetts Work-Family Council in the Executive Office of Economic
Development (Kochan, 2005), are deliberate efforts in this direction that could
serve as models for the commission.

� The commission would launch a series of town hall meetings across the nation
moderated by a high-profile individual who could garner media attention for the
issue of family economic mobility. The meetings would seek local input about
the nature and scope of the challenges to family mobility and elicit possible so-
lution strategies. Following these information-gathering, stakeholder-intensive
town hall meetings, the commission, or other body if more appropriate, would
create an action agenda for family economic mobility. At a minimum such an
agenda might promote the following new directions:
◦ Reorientation of current tax credit and tax expenditure policies to enhance

the mobility goals and efforts of low- and middle-income families.
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◦ Reorganization of employee-employer relations in firms and compression
of disparate wage policies, possibly along the lines of the Norwegian model
discussed briefly earlier.

◦ Identification of firms like Ayesha Muhammad’s and Sam Gates’s and others
across the nation that have devised ways to be socially responsible and
productive, toward reinforcing them and expanding their numbers.

◦ Establishment of multiyear initiatives focused on ensuring family economic
mobility, with the stated intent of using evaluation findings from these initia-
tives to guide realignment and restructuring of funding streams and public
policies to better support all families.

� The commission would also consider the establishment of a federal interdepart-
mental body focused on the economic mobility needs of families. This cross-
cutting body would have both governance and research responsibilities. Mod-
eling the trust and reciprocity of the new view of mobility, governance would
be shared by high-level decision makers from the Internal Revenue Service
and the departments of Education, Labor, Health and Human Services, Agri-
culture, Commerce, Housing and Urban Development, Justice, and Homeland
Security. In terms of its research responsibility, this interdepartmental body
would identify a set of relational, inter-institutional measures of the nation’s
progress on family economic mobility. It could use current efforts to develop
common measures of adult educational and workforce development underway
in the departments of Education, Labor, Housing, and Health and Human Ser-
vices as a partial guide. The nascent collaborative work of these departments
could be strengthened by designing comprehensive measures of economic mo-
bility based on the ways in which families intersect with other major social
institutions. Indexes such as the European Union’s “Indicators for Social Inclu-
sion” and the International Labor Organization’s “Decent Work Development
Index” and “Employment Quality Index” may provide more comprehensive
models.

� The commission or interdepartmental body would then identify a clearinghouse
that will share the research data, disseminate and publicize the findings, and
develop policy advocacy strategies to ensure that the agenda for family eco-
nomic mobility remains in the forefront of the minds, hearts and actions of
policymakers, employers, state and federal officials and representatives, and
the general public.

The ethnographic findings in Jobs Aren’t Enough show what is needed from
policy, public and philosophical spheres to create economic mobility for the far
too many families in today’s America without it. We urge others to use this in-
formation to forge further theory about economic mobility and use that theory to
inform research, advocacy and action toward the development of democratic poli-
cies, programs, and institutions that will ensure economic security for all working
families.
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What Lies Ahead for the New Orleans Families
after Hurricane Katrina?

HURRICANE KATRINA STRUCK at the end of August 2005, just as we sub-
mitted Jobs Aren’t Enough to the publisher. From the barrage of press information
we knew that the New Orleans families in this book lived in parts of the city that
were particularly hard hit. We also knew that despite steady efforts to work full
time, attend upgrade schooling, pursue careers, and raise their children well, the
families had few resources to draw on to weather daily challenges, much less a
disaster like Katrina.

In the months following Katrina, although we received some secondhand in-
formation from our contacts in New Orleans, we were unable to reach the families
by telephone. Their phone numbers were either disconnected, out of service, or
yielded the repeated message that “all circuits are busy,” consistent with the dev-
astated infrastructure in the city. Thus in February 2006, five and one-half months
after the hurricane, we returned to New Orleans to see firsthand how the families’
homes, schools, and work environments had fared. We also hoped to learn more
about the families’ whereabouts.

As prepared as we thought we were by post-Katrina reports, we were awestruck
at the widespread level of destruction throughout the city as we traversed most of
New Orleans’s 181 square miles. We traveled mile after mile after mile on deserted
streets that consisted of wind- and flood-demolished homes, overturned cars and
boats, uprooted trees, caved-in roofs, piles of debris, and gutting and mold-removal
service ads on lampposts. The city’s infrastructure still featured potholes, sinkholes,
few working traffic lights, and according to a number of conversations, relief money
and promises of work that do not reach the residents. Wires hung dangerously in
some areas, street signs were missing or lopsided, and schools, child-care facilities,
hospitals, restaurants, shopping malls, and grocery stores remained closed and
deserted. Even the French Quarter, publicized as fully operational, evidenced many
stores, eating establishments, and hotels not yet open. A few facilities with new
“Now Open” signs, perhaps in hopes of Mardi Gras patronage, showed “Help
Wanted” signs in the windows.

Perhaps most noticeable was the absence of people. Although 130,000 of the
almost half-million residents have returned to the city (Katz, Fellowes, & Mabanta,
2006), many are students who live and take classes in downtown hotels, rather than
permanent residents. Usually heavily trafficked streets were without pedestrians or
vehicles, except for police patrol cars, and most neighborhoods were completely
or almost completely empty. In some neighborhoods, lone buzz saws, bulldozers,
backhoes, and cranes provided an almost eerie background hum. With heavy hearts
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at this unbelievably devastated landscape, we canvassed the families’ home and
work environments.

Hurricane Katrina uprooted Elizabeth Seabrook’s eighteen-month medical tech-
nology program that was going to take her forty-eight months to complete, at best.
She was living in her “dream” house, affordable because of a Section 8 housing
subsidy. The house, in which Elizabeth and her two preschool-age children lived in
a second-floor apartment, was declared “Right-of-Entry for Debris Removal” on
February 6, 2006. Located on the elevated side of a Gentilly-area street, this was
perhaps the only one of the families’ homes that might eventually be reconstructed.
However it is not certain whether the owner will be able to afford required repairs
or continue to qualify for Section 8 housing status. The house across the street
was completely demolished. Moreover, Elizabeth’s neighbor told us she has been
on the FEMA trailer waiting list for five months, despite the fact that she’s a state
employee and cares for a profoundly disabled daughter. As of February 9, 2006,
21,039 FEMA trailers had been requested for New Orleans; only 3,342 are occupied
(Steinhauer & Lipton, 2006).

Elizabeth’s medical technology program is holding classes, but we learned that
she was not enrolled in fall 2005. Her children’s preschools are closed, as are
most public elementary schools in the city, and her mother’s multi-story assisted
living facility in the devastated eastern section of New Orleans was vacated. A
lone rusting wheelchair sat on the pavement outside the facility entrance. Grass
growing in the cement parking lot, downed light poles, and puddles of standing
water announce that Elizabeth’s “plum” worksite, which offered flexible part-time
employment for full-time students, is closed.

Rachel Quinn’s public housing project is blocked off and enclosed by a six-
foot-high barbed wire fence. The Housing Authority of New Orleans (HANO;
www.hano.org) reports that the facility sustained several feet of standing water
damage, although one small part (not Rachel’s part) experienced no unit flooding
and little wind damage. We learned from a construction union contact that, as one
of the 105,000 New Orleans residents without access to cars to leave the city (Muro
et al., 2005), Rachel remained in her unit during the storm. She was later evacuated
to the Superdome to join 25,000 others without food, water, or electricity (Knauer
et al., 2005) and was eventually transported to an east coast city where her daughter
is in military service. In terms of Rachel’s pre-Katrina construction employment,
as problematic as it was, it may be similarly problematic if she returns to New Or-
leans. The union contact told us that construction work is plentiful for residential,
but not yet commercial, facilities, in part because few journeymen have returned
to the city. Carpentry for trade show events, which was Rachel’s work, is virtually
nonexistent at present. The convention center expects to reopen in June 2006.

Nasir Winters was struggling mightily in the years before Katrina to pursue his
passion—a welding career—and simultaneously care for his two preschool-age
children. A neighbor told us that Nasir’s mother, with whom he lived at our last
contact, remained in her house during the hurricane but left for a southwestern state
several days later. The neighbor was not sure whether Nasir accompanied her or
not. A U.S. Army Corps of Engineers sign on the door of his mother’s ground-floor
apartment in a two-family rental house stated on October 22, 2005, that the house
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was a “Non-Qualifying Property” for the “Blue Roof Program,” a federally funded
temporary roofing program (www.fema.gov). The tenant in the upstairs apartment
said that the owner announced he will begin to collect rent again on March 1, 2006,
but she did not know if Nasir’s mother intends to return. The tenant predicted that
if Nasir’s mother does not return by March 1, 2006, the owner will likely rent the
downstairs apartment to someone else—with or without the refurbishment it needs
because of severe roof and water damage. What employment possibilities await
Nasir if he returns? Although the construction union contact reported that welding
skills are in high demand because of the need to construct new flood wall sheeting
on the levees, the school that he planned to attend went out of business.

Before Katrina, Joseph Faithful was in a precarious position as a newly self-
employed construction worker with a wife and two infants to support, one of whom
has serious health concerns. The family’s half of a rental house in the Lower Ninth
Ward was destroyed and the family can’t return to the apartment complex in New
Orleans East that they lived in earlier because it too is in ruins. Although residential
construction work is ample in New Orleans, start-up firms like Joseph’s are not
likely to receive contracts. The family’s church would likely be a resource for them,
but as one of the first to reopen will be besieged with requests.

Tasha Tracy’s father, in a neighboring Gulf state, informed us that Tasha, her
children, and her extended family relocated first to live with relatives in Texas and
more recently to another relative’s small apartment in a coastal Louisiana town.
Her mother’s home in the Lower Ninth Ward, where Tasha lived with her two young
children, was designated “No Entry” by the inspection team and appears unlivable.
We saw no sign that other families in the notoriously devastated area have returned
to their homes. In terms of Tasha’s goal to get nursing training, the near future
demand may be low as many of the nursing and convalescent homes are closed,
and some of the training facilities will never reopen.

The stories in this book show that even before Katrina the environment in New
Orleans often deterred or countered the productivity of families. A Brookings
Institution report characterized pre-Katrina New Orleans as a “racially divided,
low-wage metropolis built on a marsh in hurricane country” (Muro et al., 2005,
p. 2) that has experienced a steady downward population trend since 1970 (p. 4).
African Americans made up 84 percent of the New Orleanians who lived below
the poverty line (Berube & Katz, 2005). The average neighborhood poverty rate
for public housing residents in the city, like Rachel Quinn and her family, was
74 percent (Berube & Katz). The median household income in New Orleans before
Katrina was just over $30,000 (Katz, Fellowes, & Mabanta, 2006).

Making matters worse, the city’s economic infrastructure was also declining.
New Orleans’s share of metro area jobs dropped from 66 percent in 1970 to 42 per-
cent in 2000, and the remaining jobs shifted from a substantial manufacturing
sector to predominantly service and retail sectors (Muro et al., 2005). This shift
disproportionately disadvantaged African Americans, such that career-building
employment was less available as a route out of poverty. In 2003, the average an-
nual pay in half the metro-area jobs fell below the national average (Muro et al.,
2005). Closely related, the New Orleans educational system is extremely weak
(see Chapter 7), further limiting access to jobs that do exist. And for the children,
only 15 percent of the 117 public schools had reopened as of February 2006 (Katz,
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Fellowes, & Mabanta, 2006). The New Orleans School District announced that
most of the public schools scheduled to open before fall 2006 are high schools
(www.nops.k12.la.us). The youngest children seemed most forgotten. Empty play-
grounds and child-care programs were prominent features of the landscape.

Can New Orleans be a real home for the New Orleans families in this book? Can
it provide them with the opportunities they sought and the supports they needed
even before Katrina?

Considering the extensive and pervasive devastation we encountered almost
six months after the storm, the amount of time it’s taking for the city to rebound,
and the fact that people need to have a place to live and schools for their children
before they can hold and keep a job, returning to New Orleans may or may not be
an option for them. Hurricane Katrina dramatized the ineptness of federal, state,
and city governments (Knauer et al., 2005) and draws attention to the preexisting
fragility of residents affected by this terrible storm and its bungled aftermath.
Structural connections among “helping institutions” and residents both were and
remain tenuous, too late, or nonexistent. As countless reports document, housing
aid, school openings, and employment opportunities are not forthcoming for many
families (DeParle, 2005).

In sum, although Hurricane Katrina may seem like a unique crisis, the pervasive
institutional failures in New Orleans are not unlike the inequities and inequalities
that all the families in this book confront. Even though we do not know for certain
what lies ahead for the New Orleans families, Jobs Aren’t Enough makes it clear
that their advancement efforts, and those of others like them across the United
States, need to be embedded in resource-rich environments that offer education,
housing, employment, and wages that foster real economic mobility.

Roberta Rehner Iversen
Annie Laurie Armstrong

New Orleans, February 16–19, 2006
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Appendix A

Frequently Asked Questions about the
Research in this Book: Research Design

How did we come to study economic mobility through these
twenty-five families?

We gained entrée to the families and auxiliaries in this book through an eight-year
five-city1 workforce development demonstration called the Jobs Initiative, created and
funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. To counteract labor market problems such as
skills mismatch, spatial mismatch, and race discrimination (Holzer, 1996; Jargowsky,
1997; O’Connor, Tilly, & Bobo, 2001), the demonstration aims to improve the employ-
ment and retention of young-adult job seekers in impoverished inner-city communities,
thereby helping children as well. As such, the demonstration is organized around local
and regional particularities yet retains a national focus through its overarching design
(Giloth, 2004a; Giloth & Phillips, 2000). Five key components comprise each city’s ef-
fort: (1) civic infrastructure, (2) an appropriate development intermediary (called here
a “workforce intermediary”), (3) a designated impact community, (4) job projects, and
(5) job policy reform (Hebert et al., 2002). In effect, the demonstration systematically
crafts new program designs and organizational partnerships in concert with local needs
and capacities toward the dual goal of poverty alleviation and economic development
at both individual and community levels (Giloth, 1995).

Specific to this book, a variety of existing and new job-training programs affiliate
with or are created in conjunction with the local workforce intermediaries because their
program services correspond to local industries and markets that analyses consider ro-
bust for “good jobs.” Most of the programs the key parents attend are freestanding,
independent programs that serve job seekers beyond those associated with the demon-
stration. As Chapter 5 shows, these programs range from “rapid attachment” welfare-
to-work programs to short-term skill training to intensive, long-term skill training in
vocational institutes or community colleges. Still, given the “work first” orientation of
programs under the sole auspices of TANF and WIA, the programs here may offer job
seekers somewhat easier access to skill training.

Instead of establishing fixed “eligibility criteria,” the job programs explicitly target
services to economically disadvantaged residents of the cities’ impoverished neigh-
borhoods: for example, women on welfare, incumbent workers, single men, or any
low-income resident in the region. The general criteria emphasize but are not limited
to younger workers, ages eighteen to thirty-five, because of the Foundation’s interest
in improving the well-being of young children (Fleischer, 2001). The programs also
deliberately target job seekers of African American descent and others from underrep-
resented minority and immigrant groups whose previous job pathways may have been
constrained by discrimination or insufficient acculturation.

Reports from the national evaluation team provide informative demographic and
performance data about participants, rates of job placement, wages and benefits,
rates of job retention, and advancement across the five demonstration cities (Abt
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Associates & New School University, 2000; Fleischer, 2001; Hebert et al., 2002;
Hebert, St. George, & Epstein, 2003). These findings stimulated the Foundation to
try to understand more deeply about how parents’ work and children’s welfare inter-
sect. Ethnography is the method of choice for such exploration, as it can reveal the
subjective, interpretive perspective of families as they live their lives over time. Roberta
Iversen was awarded an initial grant from the Foundation2 to conduct ethnographic re-
search in two of the demonstration cities for a period of eighteen months (Iversen,
2002). Subsequent grants expanded the research to twenty-five families in five demon-
stration cities. The ethnographic research on which this book is based is explicitly not
an evaluation of the demonstration. In Jobs Aren’t Enough, the job-training programs
simply provide a platform from which to explore and articulate processes of family
economic mobility.

Who are “I” and “we”?3,4

After the research began in January 2000, I (Iversen) constructed a research team across
the five cities that consisted of eight local field researchers from diverse backgrounds
and disciplines that include anthropology, urban studies, social work and social welfare,
public administration, and one who describes herself as “from the poverty community.”
I directed, led, and joined these eight in continuous fieldwork between January 2000 and
summer 2003. Annie Laurie Armstrong also served as the Seattle field ethnographer,
and we wrote Chapter 6 with one of the Philadelphia researchers and doctoral analysts,
Michele Belliveau.

Ethnographers, as all researchers, bring different lenses to their field work. The
theoretical and applied lenses of the multiethnic field ethnographers in this research
include those of the critical resistance movement (New Orleans), housing, employ-
ment and child welfare (Seattle), lived poverty and state-level workforce development
(Milwaukee), cultural anthropology (Milwaukee), child development and immigration
(Philadelphia), and social welfare and urban poverty (St. Louis and Philadelphia).
Three primary doctoral research analysts add the lenses of postmodernism and urban
geography, institutionalism, and immigration theory. The authors add the lenses of insti-
tutionally and socially embedded service provision (Armstrong) and a sociostructural,
institutionalist perspective on urban poverty and mobility (Iversen). The Foundation’s
historic focus on child well-being infuses the field and analytical work. Despite the
stance that only “like” researchers are able to get the full story, our experience was
similar to Whyte’s (1981): that as long as one expresses genuine interest in a per-
son’s experience, the fact that the researcher is “different” is expected by the respon-
dent, not alienating. Moreover the presence of multiple researchers in our research
allows more rapid identification and questioning of the various biases. For exam-
ple, one field researcher was hyper alert to potential child abuse in one family; in
her words she has “a particular sensitivity to child abuse,” whereas the doctoral ana-
lysts and I perceived less potential danger. Nevertheless we honored the researcher’s
caution and monitored transcripts and field notes for evidence that might otherwise
be missed. Fortunately, over the years of active fieldwork no child abuse was sub-
stantiated, but heeding, as well as checking, the lens of each researcher is critical
nonetheless.

Why do we use ethnography and how can we trust the findings?

Basic ethnography has its roots in the fields of cultural anthropology and structural
sociology. Our research draws strongly on the sociological version of ethnography and
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is a blend of basic and applied ethnography. Applied ethnography yields not only new
knowledge and theory that is characteristic of basic ethnography but also information
with practical significance (Fetterman, 1998). The field study and methods character-
istic of ethnography emphasize direct, systematic observation of social behavior in
its natural setting. The term “field” itself signals that the scope of inquiry is broad,
beyond a “subject,” “informant” or “respondent.” Moreover, ethnography is inherently
interactive rather than unitarily or neutrally imposed (Burawoy et al., 1991).

As Burawoy (2003, p. 655) holds, ethnography “seeks to comprehend an external
world both in terms of the social processes we observe and the external forces we
discern.” In Burawoy’s “reflexive ethnography” and in Bourdieu’s work (1977), reflexive
signifies consciousness of the relation the researcher has to those she studies, as we
discuss above, and also of the relation she has to a body of theory she shares with other
scholars. Similarly, Burawoy conceptualizes field work as a “rolling revisit,” whereby
each visit is a conversation that is connected to earlier and portends subsequent ones.
A rolling analysis thus results in a continuous dialog between theory and data.

Ethnography is a research method of choice when how questions are paramount.
Ethnography is also indicated for the study of processes that develop and change over
time (Yin, 1994). Whyte (1981) reinforces the importance of observing change or
the absence of change over time. Accordingly, the key question for the ethnographic
research was, How does getting a “good job” affect parents, children, workforce pro-
grams, employers, and communities, and vice versa? The key question for this book then
evolved into, What is economic mobility for low-income families in today’s America
and how do parents and children in such families experience it?

Specific to the inquiry in this book, Leicht (1998) argues in a review of several
“end of work as we know it” books from the 1990s that methods for collecting data
on employees and the workplace need to change. Leicht recommends the detailed
construction of individual work histories and careers, through both quantitative and
qualitative means. He argues that “bottom-up” sampling techniques are most likely to
capture the changing relationships among employers, subcontractors, and employees,
while keeping individual work experiences intact in a tight empirical package. He
recommends the same for new qualitative research in the workplace. Instead of going to
organizations and studying who works for them, he suggests that qualitative researchers
should concentrate on reconstructing individual workplace biographies, complete with
accounts of the successes and failures associated with moves from one employer to the
next (Leicht, 1998, pp. 43–4). As Becker (1998) holds, if we do not describe the full
range of the actual, how can we imagine the full range of the possible?

Use of multiple sources and levels of data as well as multiple researchers and ana-
lysts, also called triangulation, increases the reliability of data (Marshall & Rossman,
1999). Use of ethnographic interviews and observations as reciprocal influences pro-
gressively and developmentally particularizes and deepens study findings. Becker
(1996) argues that the merit of results reached through ethnographic research rest
on their credibility and believability as well as on whether those results continue to
command respect and belief over time. He emphasizes the importance of accurate
data, in the sense of being based on close observation; precise data, in the sense of
being close to the thing being discussed; and the breadth and depth of analysis, in the
sense of knowing about a wide range of matters that impinge on the question under
study. Padgett (1998) suggests likewise that rigor in qualitative research, including
ethnography, is signified by “the degree to which a study’s findings are authentic and
its interpretations credible” (p. 88). Although our design is lodged in these research
procedures, we discuss challenges and limits to the research method in the sections
below.
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How did we select the families and the relevant auxiliaries?

We began by identifying male and female respondents in the five cities, each of whom
was participating or had participated in a job-training program affiliated with the work-
force demonstration. Our sole determining criterion was that the key respondent, who
we call “key parent,” have one or more children. The key parents were selected purpo-
sively as follows: first, staff from the workforce intermediary and its program affiliates
recommended potential informants who completed or were currently attending a train-
ing program, had located or were ready to look for jobs, and had resident children.
Second, I culled this array of about twenty “potentials” per city for varied ages, ethnic
backgrounds, education, training, employment sector, length of time employed, gender,
and number of children, with the goal of enrolling five families per city. Third, after a
staff member gained permission for me to contact them, I invited potential informants
to participate in the study, aiming for as much demographic variation as possible. As
the research progressed, we consciously selected respondents in varied positions on the
mobility path. In effect, the selection process aimed to identify as full a range of cases
as possible and to maximize the chance of the odd case turning up (Becker, 1998),
as ethnography focuses on a diversity of cases rather than on variation in variables.
Consistent with the ethnographic design, willingness to participate was the decisive
factor for inclusion in the study (Stake, 1995). In fact, once “signed up” all twenty-five
families remained in the research.

Although there is always the risk that the respondents were chosen to reflect well
on the organizations that identified them (Becker, 1998), some organizations explicitly
referred families to us whose pathways puzzled or worried them. One reason the orga-
nizations were able to refer these families is that they still had contact information for
them. This indicator of relationship or sociability may have made the families more
willing to engage in the ethnography. The status of the lead ethnographer as a univer-
sity professor and the imprimatur of the Foundation also facilitated the participation
of both organizations and respondents in the research. At the same time, the stance of
partial “outsider” allowed the authors to probe the hard questions that emerged from
the running contact between the local field researcher and participant(s). Regardless
of the organization’s view of the key respondent, the job-seeking parents here turn out
to be similar to thousands of others placed in jobs by the training programs and to
national samples as well (see Chapter 3). Families were given honoraria for their study
participation in the form of a modest stipend for the first six months and periodic hon-
oraria for follow-up contacts. They report using these honoraria for essentials or debt
reduction. The key parents and their family members selected their own pseudonyms.
The research team selected pseudonyms for the firms and organizations. Any resem-
blance of the pseudonyms to the real names of persons or organizations is unintended
and coincidental.

To more fully understand the complex intersections between work and family well-
being we sought the perspective of others beyond the key parents and their families.
Thus we extended our inquiry to people and organizations that the parent, family mem-
bers, and we identified as important to his or her family and work life: approximately
forty per family, or over one thousand in all. These auxiliaries include, at a mini-
mum, staff members and principals in the local intermediary organization; staff and
principals in the affiliated or independent welfare-to-work and job-training programs;
friends; neighbors; extended family; faith institutions; employers, work supervisors
and coworkers; union representatives; city policy boards; and children’s child care
providers, school teachers and administrators. The University of Pennsylvania Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB) approved a consent form for the key parents that gave the
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research team permission to talk with family members, organizations, and “anyone
you identify as important to your family and work life.” We needed additional “intro-
ductory” letters on Penn letterhead to gain access to children’s schools but for other
interviews verbal consent was sufficient for access.

The research team spent thousands of hours with the families and auxiliaries, over
120 days in children’s schools, and a similar amount of time at or observing the parents’
seventy-four firms. This inquiry is similar to what Duneier (1999) calls an extended
place method, what Marcus (1998) calls multisited ethnography, and what Burawoy
(2003) describes as a reflexive ethnography that is developed through synchronic com-
parisons in different spatial contexts. In its explicit attempt to link micro- with macro-
processes (Burawoy et al., 2000; Willis, 2000), such inquiry begins with a core place
or person and fans out organically to those in contact with, mentioned by, and relevant
to the core person(s) along the dimension of interest—here, economic mobility and
family well-being. In so doing, micro and macro intersect dynamically and reciprocally
rather than deterministically. As Willis (2000) does, we locate the mediators of social
processes and personal agency at the heart of this intersection.

How did we go about finding out what we found out?:
Methods of data collection

The ethnographic team gathered prospective and retrospective data through both qual-
itative and quantitative methods, covering the time period from 1998 to mid-2003. We
had continuous direct contact with the families from January 2000 to summer 2003,
access to administrative data from 1998 onward, and historical reports from the families
and auxiliaries covering earlier decades.

Qualitative methods include direct observation; participant observation, or first-
hand involvement in the social world chosen for study; and informal interviews, some-
times called “hanging out,” in person, by telephone, and occasionally by e-mail. We
also conducted systematic in-depth and life-history interviews that addressed overar-
ching as well as particularistic issues and questions with each participant at multiple
time points. For example, we kept a running list of “puzzles” that emerged from our
observations and interviews that we pursued in follow-up visits and conversations. We
also listened for what we didn’t think to ask. In addition, we conducted “elite” inter-
views with individuals who have particular expertise and perspective on the families
or the phenomena of interest. We shadowed parents on their jobs and daily rounds and
children in their schools, and we reviewed documents such as organization mission
statements and program designs, informational and promotional material from organi-
zations and firms, and media accounts. Life-history interviews and document review
in particular yield retrospective data or what Burawoy (2003) calls the “archeological
revisit,” which is a method used to give historical depth to ethnography. We audiotaped
and transcribed hundreds of hours of interviews and kept detailed field notes on the
others.

We also used selected quantitative methods. At the initial, six-month, eighteen-
month, and final family interviews we administered the Center for Epidemiological
Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) to the key parent (Radloff, 1977; Radloff & Locke,
1986). The CES-D is an assessment tool for evaluating individuals’ current levels of
depressive symptomatology in relation to current levels within the general population.
This short, noninvasive tool of twenty questions allowed us to examine the general
emotional condition of these job seekers and new workers in relation to employment
and family transitions. The CES-D is used increasingly in work and family research
because depression and depressive symptoms are frequently identified as obstacles to



224 APPENDIX A

finding a job or remaining employed, particularly among economically disadvantaged
families (Ahluwalia et al., 2001; Danziger et al., 1998; Iversen & Armstrong, 2004;
Wong, 2000). Although major (clinical) depression commonly acts as an obstacle to
and during employment, depressive symptoms may not impede employment unless they
are compounded by other challenges such as low levels of education; little work expe-
rience; insufficient wages; problems with transportation; health; or domestic violence;
and correspondingly few mediating program or policy supports (Lennon, Blome, &
English, 2001). Such multiple challenges are common among welfare recipients and
other low-income workers such as the families in this book (Iversen & Armstrong,
2004). We hoped to administer the CES-D to the key parents’ partners, but were unable
to obtain a full set of responses during the first wave of the study and discontinued this
effort in subsequent waves.

Program administrative data provided environmental background for the family
context leading up to and during the period of study. Supplemental use of these data in
the analyses ensured methodological triangulation. Quantitative cross-site data from
the national evaluation (Abt Associates & New School University, 2000; Hebert et al.,
2002; Hebert, St. George, & Epstein, 2003), a synthesis of evaluation and early ethno-
graphic findings (Fleischer, 2001), and research and policy reports (Gewirtz, 2001;
Gewirtz & Harrington, 2000; Giloth & Gewirtz, 1999) round out the demonstration’s
data sources. More broadly we drew on state-, district-, school-, and student-level per-
formance data, OSHA data, Census data, and data from the Unemployment Insurance
(UI) and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) programs. In all, the dataset
consists of more than ten thousand pages of transcribed audiotapes, field notes, and
documents that yield “massive detailed descriptions” (Becker, 1998) for our analysis
of the work and lives of the research families in their social, spatial, institutional, and
policy contexts.

How did we figure out what we found out?: Analysis of the data

We organized the interview and observational data around the key parent respondent
and his or her family. We conducted analyses throughout the study period to follow up
on emergent themes and questions (Becker, 1998; Moffitt, 2000). A team of doctoral
student research assistants and the authors analyzed the data using several techniques.
We used a qualitative research software program called N-Vivo for initial categorical
coding and retrieval of broad themes. We also constructed a SPSS file to calculate fre-
quencies and simple comparisons (ANOVA) on descriptive variables. The core analytic
strategy was mining the multiple data sources to develop narrative descriptions that
document the range and complexity of the intersections between family-sustaining em-
ployment and family and community welfare. As we learned about the families’ lives,
we decided that a diachronic narrative approach (telling a story through time) best fit
the purpose of the study, the initial conceptual framework, and the goal of expanded
understanding about intersecting events and the dynamic importance of time. The the-
oretical argument in this book (see Chapter 2) also emerged out of the diachronic
approach. The narrative constructions proceeded according to constant comparative
analysis—an iterative process that begins inductively and includes the initial coding
categories, becomes deductive through re-review of data to check codes and themes,
and ends inductively with room for new themes to emerge. The narratives thus incor-
porate the “inside” perspectives of the respondents, or what institutional ethnographer
Dorothy Smith calls their “constructed truths” (Campbell, 2003), and the “outside” re-
flections of the researchers and analysts. We call these twenty-five narratives the Family
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Stories. Each family story is from twenty to forty single-spaced pages (references in
Appendix C).

The local field researcher and I (Iversen) met with each family to review the written
narrative in person before publication, a process that is called variously “member-
checking” (Padgett, 1998), “valedictory revisiting” (Burawoy, 2003), “checking in”
(Duneier, 1999), or the avoidance of “errors of attribution” (Becker, 1996). We asked
families to check their story for both fact and interpretation. This step is a recent
contribution to qualitative rigor (Duneier) that also forwards the conceptual premise
that families are the primary experts on their lives. Changes resulted through a process
of discussion and resolution. Where disagreement remained we identify it as such
in the narrative. We struggle throughout the writing of the stories and this book to
accurately render the complexity of the respondents’ lives and environments (Anderson,
2002; Wacquant, 2002)—the unflattering and deviant alongside the admirable and
normative—but to do so in ways that do not succumb to Pollyanna-ism on the one
hand or “provide material for their regulation” (Burawoy et al., 2000, p. 15), invite
labeling, or fuel simple categories of “deserving” and “undeserving” poor on the other
hand.

The valedictory revisit was a remarkable intervention in itself—generally an em-
powering one. Many families told us that seeing their history over time and in one
place led them to recognize their cumulative strengths and accomplishments and, for
the first time, to recognize that some of their persistent challenges reside in social
institutions and social policies outside themselves. In effect, the stories helped them
to use what Mills (1959/2000) calls “the sociological imagination” to understand that
personal troubles and public issues are inextricably interrelated. For some, reading the
family story was a sobering experience as well, yet these parents reported that it was the
truth, even if a bitter or hard truth. Serendipitously, reading her final narrative spurred
Loretta Lopez to contact a therapist about depression—an action that earlier urging
had not produced.

What is the public response to presenting the findings as “Family Stories?”

Anecdotal or journalistic stories are generally based on the “exception,” which makes
it easy for policymakers to dismiss them as anomalous or irrelevant to their broader
constituencies. In contrast, when ethnographic analyses are reported in narrative form,
the findings can be richly detailed, easily understandable, and compelling (Padgett,
1998). The “story” becomes an exemplar that reflects the range of human experience
or the “rule,” and thus may be harder to dismiss.

For example we learned that our research influenced policy efforts in each of the five
cities, and possibly farther afield as well. New findings about family wage sufficiency
led welfare-to-work and workforce program staff and policy advocates to press for liv-
ing wage legislation. Amplified understanding about families’ postemployment needs
led to changes in housing policy favorable to families like those in this research. New
information about education and mobility led to increased state funding for upgrade
education and training.

At the implementation level, job-training programs added questions about debt
and housing status to their assessment procedures based on our findings that debt
accumulation and homelessness diminish the adequacy of new job incomes and threaten
job retention. In turn, the national evaluator of the demonstration added questions about
debt and housing to its randomized eighteen- and thirty-month follow-up surveys.
Last, after learning how unpaid workdays and periodic layoffs diminish the adequacy
of new workers’ wages, training providers in several cities instituted more extensive
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postemployment support services and used the outcome data, together with narrative
examples, to show legislators that sustained work supports can increase job retention
and reduce returns to welfare.

Particular benefits of using narratives to influence policy seem to include the follow-
ing. First, narratives are a particularly appropriate learning method for adults (Belenky
et al., 1986), as evident in the long history of transmitting culture and knowledge
through story (Maitino & Peck, 1996). Second, because stories are a mode of com-
munication that uses lay rather than “scientific” language to convey complexity and
diversity (Gans, 1999), the listener may find the reported experiences credible, which
often produces an “Ahhhh, I didn’t realize that” connection. The story’s authenticity
then may help to combat stereotypes and previously held myths or views. Finally, sto-
ries engage the listener’s emotions and give the listener a cause. Personal narrative, in
particular, demands the emotional engagement and sustained reflection (Hall, 1999)
that are often precursors to action.

What challenges confront this ethnographic research?

Possible bias. Researchers are always on the lookout for possible bias. We used several
methods to maximize authenticity and credibility in the face of the following threats
or possible biases. First, time: prolonged contact helps to minimize reactivity or the
effect of the researcher’s presence in the field. In effect, the researcher becomes part
of the woodwork over time. Second, use of multiple interviewers, analysts, reviewers,
and the families help to counter researcher bias. Transcriptions helped us check for
“leading” questions and identify possible bias emanating from a researcher’s particular
epistemology. The doctoral analysts, local researchers, and co-author of this book
helped to identify my biases. Third, multiple interviews, interviewers, and informants
help to counter respondent bias in the form of withholding or sharing information or,
alternatively, agreeing with the perceived expectation of the researcher. For example,
we learned from one of Wendy Delvalle’s suggested auxiliary contacts that Wendy’s
husband had recently been in prison, which ultimately allowed us to probe the impact
of this situation directly with Wendy, even though she had not previously revealed
this information. Finally, time, engagement and reciprocity help to reduce the power
imbalance that inheres in a research endeavor, even though nothing can completely
eliminate it (Burawoy et al., 1991).

Possible methodological or ethical conflicts. Although asking questions is itself a form
of intervention, respondents’ needs often cry out for more active intervention that may
raise methodological or ethical conflicts for the researcher. Most of our interventions
involved simple provision of information, which is typical in ethnographic research.
For example, a Philadelphia parent asked the researcher to locate information about
subsidized diagnostic and counseling services for her learning-disabled son that the
youth’s beleaguered middle school was unable to provide. Small interventions also
sometimes involved “in-kind” reciprocity such as helping the key parent or his or her
spouse or partner with resumé construction or providing transportation to medical ap-
pointments. Heeding Monette, Sullivan, and DeJong’s (2005) caution that intervention
may at times be counterproductive to the research goal, we treated all interventions
as emergent data, noting and reporting situations in which intervention was needed
or given. In many cases these reports resulted in changes to program design, such
as longer postemployment follow-up or adding questions to assessment materials. If
research involves only occasional action or intervention and is reported as data, the
rigor is not thought to be severely compromised (Monette, Sullivan, & DeJong).
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Ethical conflicts are likely to emerge in ethnography in conjunction with the ex-
tended, intensive interaction with respondents. For example, in a few cases we learn
vital information that we do not include in the family stories. We arrive at that de-
cision through consultation with the local researchers, doctoral analysts, parents or
auxiliaries, and the final narrative review. Finally, although many families wanted us
to use their real names, we felt that pseudonyms would protect them, and especially
their children, more fully.

Possible limits to policy and program influence. Most problematic for policy influence,
ethnographic findings do not lend to “sound bites.” The researcher needs time to convey
the totality and complexity of findings and to engage the listener’s mind and heart, but
seldom has enough time in the political arena. A workforce specialist who was moved to
legislative advocacy by Hard Working Blessed’s family story at a research conference
wished that the twenty- to forty-page family stories could be summarized in one or two
pages to facilitate legislative attention, but this wish contradicted the reason he and
others were influenced in the first place. Because narrative impact is cumulative and
exponential, condensing risks hazards shared by statistical methods—loss of valuable
information. At the same time, if a policy target will not read or hear the whole story, the
onus is on the scholar to hone the narrative while losing the least amount of information
possible.

Longitudinal ethnographic research is also resource intensive and time intensive.
Unless the researcher—policymaker or researcher—program relationship is strong
and sustained, such that emergent findings are shared and used iteratively, the lag time
between the end of the research and the need to respond to constituents may be too
great to influence volatile policies and programs. To provide real-time knowledge for
use, it helps to use a “dialogical” approach that involves regular and formal written and
verbal feedback to and from all relevant stakeholders throughout the research period
(Ostrander, 1995), as we did.

Exiting the field. Although research texts and ethnographic monographs devote exten-
sive attention to entering the field, exiting the field is seldom mentioned. Even though
ethnographers attend closely to not becoming a full part of the culture they study,
deep relationships form over time. We repeatedly reminded the key parents and their
families, as well as the organizations with which we had repeated contact, that the
research had a decisive end point. We created ending rituals that included small framed
plaques5 certifying participation in the “family study,” books to the children, or gift
certificates to the parents. We also sent each family its final, simply bound “Family
Story” and disseminated the monograph (Iversen, 2002), even if the family had not
participated in that wave of study. In every case, I included my business card so that
I could be contacted in the future if need be, and some families have done so with
tax questions, referral questions, or to update me on postresearch happenings. Still,
several of the local researchers, who after all remain in the same city as the families,
have experienced more protracted exits. They repeatedly clarify to the families that any
information learned after June 2003 is not part of the research and is not included in
this book. They have also endeavored to limit such contacts and in general have been
successful in this. Departure may be psychically hard, however, on both parent and
researcher, especially where strong relationships have been forged with the family’s
children. For this reason too we did not mandate an iron rule of “no further contact.”
We simply emphasized that further contact was not part of the research, and over time
the families generally got too busy to pursue the research team.





Appendix B

Industry, Firm, Occupation, and Wage
Information and Projections

THE THREE TABLES in Appendix B provide detailed information about the
industries, occupations (jobs), wages and wage adequacy in the seventy-four firms in
which the key parents are employed during the research period, 1998 to mid-2003. The
data presented in all three tables are discussed in full in Chapter 6.

Table B.1 presents descriptive data on characteristics of the parents’ firms and jobs.
Table B.1 also provides results of analyses of parents’ wage adequacy in all seventy-
four jobs, according to both federal poverty level (FPL) and Self-Sufficiency Standard
(SSS) metrics.

Table B.2 hones in on wages and wage adequacy, providing data on change in both
measures between each parent’s first post-training job and last known job. Table B.2
also summarizes changes in wages and wage adequacy between the first and last jobs
for the parent group as a whole. Taken together, Table B.1 and B.2 provide a wide-
angle perspective on economic mobility in the context of the parents’ jobs, firms, and
industries.

Table B.3 looks at what the parents’ mobility might be like in the future, through
national and city data on projected employment patterns to 2012 and wage patterns in
the parents’ occupations and industries to 2003.

The data in the three tables are drawn from the ethnographic interviews, workforce
program administrative records, firm information and promotional material, the North
American Industry Classification System (NAICS 2002), the U.S. Census Bureau, and
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration of the U.S. Department of Labor.
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Appendix C

Resident Family Composition and
Family Story References

Key

Key Parent: Name (all names are pseudonyms), age at first contact, racial/ethnic
self-identification, city

Spouse/Partner: Name in italics, (relationship status), racial/ethnic
self-identification, age at first contact

Children: Age at first contact
Family Story Reference

Hard Working Blessed: Age 40, African American, Milwaukee
Mrs. Hard Working Blessed (wife): African American, age 37
Tank: Age 15
The Rock: Age 14
Baby Miracle: Age 1
Iversen, R. R., Turner, D. M., & Basta, M. (2002). The “Hard Working Blessed”

Family Story. In R. R. Iversen, Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD:
Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Wendy Delvalle: Age 32, Hispanic American, Philadelphia
Edwin, Sr. (resident partner, became husband): African American, age 33
Edwin, Jr.: Age 14
Marta: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Belliveau, M., & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2003). The “Wendy Delvalle”

Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Joseph Faithful: Age 23, African American, New Orleans
Lisa (wife): African American, age 19
Joseph: Age 11/2

Faith: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Barrios, I., & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2003). The “Joseph Faithful”

Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Sam Gates: Age 40, Caucasian, Philadelphia
Joyce (ex-spouse): Caucasian, age unknown
Bill: Age 14
Jill: Age 11
Rich: Age 9
Iversen, R. R., Saltzman, C., & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2003). The “Sam Gates”

Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Aida Gomez: Age 26, Hispanic, Philadelphia
Marcos (became resident fiancé during study): Hispanic, age 23
Juan: Age 8
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Luis: Age 3
Eva: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Saltzman, C., & Belliveau, M. (2003). The “Aida Gomez” Family

Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Randy Jackson: Age 40, African immigrant, Milwaukee
Shawn (wife): African American, age 28
Junior: Age 51/2

Roger: Age 41/2

Iversen, R. R., Johnson, K., & Basta, M. (2002). The “Randy Jackson” Family
Story. In R. R. Iversen, Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD: Annie E.
Casey Foundation.

Jane Jenkins: Age 28, African American, St. Louis
George (husband): African American, age 35
Elroy: George’s son; Jane’s stepson, age 11
Kevin: Jane’s son; George’s stepson, age 10
Astro: Age 1
A.C.: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Morton, L., & Belliveau, M. (2002). The “Jane Jenkins” Family

Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Mike Jeremy: Age 42, African refugee, Seattle
Christina: (wife), African immigrant, age 29
Tony: Age 2
Tonya: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Armstrong, A. L., & Belliveau, M. (2002). The “Mike Jeremy”

Family Story. In R. R. Iversen, Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD:
Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Tasha Jones: Age 24, African American, Milwaukee
Fiancé (boyfriend then husband): Middle Eastern refugee, age about 29
Nami: Age 2
Nicolette: Age 1
Baby Girl: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Turner, D. M., & Belliveau, M. (2002). The “Tasha Jones” Family

Story. In R. R. Iversen, Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD: Annie E.
Casey Foundation.

Loretta Lopez: Age 27, African American, St. Louis
Roberto Hernandez: Age 7
Placeta: Age 3
Iversen, R. R., Morton, L. & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2002). The “Loretta Lopez”

Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Kevin McDonalds: Age 29, African American, Milwaukee
Lynn (resident fiancée): Caucasian, Age 27
Salina: Age 6
Christina: Age 5
Fireman: Age 3
Iversen, R. R., Johnson, K., & Belliveau, M. (2002). The “Kevin McDonalds”

Family Story. In R. R. Iversen, Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD:
Annie E. Casey Foundation.
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Lucky Miracle: Age 43, Asian refugee, Seattle
Fantastic (wife): Asian refugee, age 44
Special: Age 9
Awesome: Age 4
Iversen, R. R., Armstrong, A. L., & Basta, M. (2002). In R. R. Iversen, Moving up

is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Ayesha Muhammad: Age 45, African American, Philadelphia
Christopher: Age 21
Fatimah: Age 19
James: Age 12
Don: Age 10
Tom: Age 10
Iversen, R. R., Saltzman, C., & Belliveau, M. (2003). The “Ayesha Muhammad”

Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Rachel Quinn: Age 42, African American, New Orleans
Sadé: Age 16
Miguel: Age 15
Iversen, R. R., Burch, M., & Belliveau, M. (2003). The “Rachel Quinn” Family

Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Ahree Raca: Age 18, African American, St. Louis
Ahrayl (resident partner): African American, age 18
Little Ahree: Age 1
Little Ahrayl: Age 4 months
Uriel: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Morton, L., & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2002). The “Ahree Raca” Family

Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Teresa Russell: Age 43, African American, Seattle
Tom: Age 10
Iversen, R. R., Armstrong, A. L., & Belliveau, M. (2002). In R. R. Iversen,

Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Elizabeth Seabrook: Age 37, African American, New Orleans
Joseph: Age 41/2

Abigail: Age 21/2

Iversen, R. R., Burch, M., & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2003). The “Elizabeth Seabrook”
Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Tisha Shanks: Age 33, Hispanic American, Milwaukee
Maine (resident partner then separated): African American, age 31
Lita: Age 15
Juan: Age 14
Maria: Age 11
Iversen, R. R., Johnson, K., & Belliveau, M. (2002). The “Tisha Shanks” Family

Story. In R. R. Iversen, Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD: Annie E.
Casey Foundation.

Isabell Smith: Age 31, Hispanic American, Seattle
Domingo (resident partner): Hispanic, age 24
Pedro: Age 41/2
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Carlos: Age 21/2

Iversen, R. R., Armstrong, A. L., & Belliveau, M. (2002). In R. R. Iversen,
Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Micarla Stewart: Age 24, African American, Philadelphia
Shalon: Age 6
Latice: Age 3
Iversen, R. R., Saltzman, C., & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2003). The “Micarla Stewart”

Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Tasha Tracy: Age 21, African American, New Orleans
Rachel: Age 21/2

David: Infant born during research period
Iversen, R. R., Barrios, I., & Belliveau, M. (2003). The “Tasha Tracy” Family

Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Shanquitta Tucker: Age 37, African American, St. Louis
Iesha: Age 13
Chris: Age 7
Kenyetta: Age 2
Iversen, R. R., Morton, L., & Fairbanks, R. P. II. (2002). The “Shanquitta Tucker”

Family Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Maya Vanderhand: Age 32, Hispanic, Seattle
Jesus (husband): Hispanic, age 48
Iesha: Age 13
Sahari: Age 11
Zimba: Age 8
Max: Age 7
Iversen, R. R., Armstrong, A. L., & Basta, M. (2002). The “Maya Vanderhand”

Family Story. In R. R. Iversen, Moving up is a steep climb. Baltimore, MD:
Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Lynn Walker: Age 36, African American, St. Louis
Waldo Aloysious: Age 13
Kelly: Age 9
Diamond: Age 5
Breion: Age 2
Iversen, R. R., Morton, L., & Belliveau, M. (2002). The “Lynn Walker” Family

Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Nasir Winters: Age 19, African American, New Orleans
Star Summers (resident partner then separated): African American, age 17
Damarius: Age 11/2

Heavenly: Age 6 months
Iversen, R. R., Burch, M., & Belliveau, M. (2003). The “Nasir Winters” Family

Story. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey Foundation.



Notes

CHAPTER ONE

1. The term “key parent” signifies the twenty-five parents who constitute the core
research sample (see Appendix A, Research Design, for details).

CHAPTER THREE

1. Throughout this chapter and others, we generally refer to the parents’ “job-
training programs” or “workforce development programs” rather than to the demon-
stration, because this book is explicitly not an evaluation of the demonstration and
most of the job programs affiliated with it function independently from it as well (see
Appendix A, Research Design).

2. For some types of research, Zip Code Tabulation Areas (ZCTAs) replace U.S.
Postal Service zip code service areas as the level of analysis (U.S. Census Bureau,
2000). In most cases, the conventional zip code and ZCTA are the same, especially as
pertains to the densely populated inner cities in this book.

CHAPTER SIX

1. We acknowledge Andersson, Holzer, and Lane’s (2005, p. 16) definition of firm
as “establishment” or as “specific places of business and employment” and “the overall
legal entity that sometimes encompasses multiple places of business,” and DiPrete’s
(1993) definition of an “organization” as either. Because the examination in this chapter
is more strongly focused on micro- and meso- than on macrolevels of interaction we use
these terms interchangeably, prioritizing “firm” as is common in research on workers
and employers (Andersson, Holzer, & Lane).

2. “Initial post-training job” signifies the job (i.e., position or firm) that the parent
attains after attending one of his or her local workforce development network’s job
training programs. In a few cases the program or network intermediary contracts with
firms to guarantee jobs for completers of the training program. In most cases, program
staff helps the job seeker locate a job, using either network contacts or more traditional
modes, such as newspaper ads, to identify employment opportunities.

3. The OSHA Web site (U.S. Department of Labor, 2004) issues the following dis-
claimer. “The Integrated Management Information System (IMIS) was designed as an
information resource for in-house use by OSHA staff and management, and by state
agencies which carry out federally approved OSHA programs. Access to this OSHA work
product is being afforded via the Internet for the use of members of the public who wish
to track OSHA interventions at particular work sites or to perform statistical analyses of
OSHA enforcement activity. It is critical that users of the data understand several aspects
of the system in order to accurately use the information. The source of the information
in the IMIS is the local federal or state office in the geographical area where the activity
occurred. Information is entered as events occur in the course of agency activities.
Until cases are closed, IMIS entries concerning specific OSHA inspections are subject to
continuing correction and updating, particularly with regard to citation items, which
are subject to modification by amended citations, settlement agreements, or as a result
of contest proceedings. THE USER SHOULD ALSO BE AWARE THAT DIFFER-
ENT COMPANIES MAY HAVE SIMILAR NAMES AND CLOSE ATTENTION TO
THE ADDRESS MAY BE NECESSARY TO AVOID MISINTERPRETATION.
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The Integrated Management Information System (IMIS) is designed and adminis-
tered as a management tool for OSHA to help it direct its resources. When IMIS is put to
new or different uses, the data should be verified by reference to the case file and con-
firmed by the appropriate federal or state office. Employers or employees who believe
a particular IMIS entry to be inaccurate, incomplete or out-of-date are encouraged to
contact the OSHA field office or state plan agency which originated the entry.”

4. We use the standard Census Bureau formula to translate hourly wages into an-
nual incomes in order to examine wage adequacy according to both federal poverty
level (FPL) and Self-Sufficiency Standard (SSS) metrics (Table B.1, Appendix B). That
formula is hourly wage × 40 hours per week × 52 weeks per year (Bonthius, 2004).
Annual income calculations for tax and subsidy purposes variably include income
from sources such as taxable interest, dividends, capital gains, rental real estate, un-
employment compensation, or public assistance benefits. Because our central focus
is on economic mobility, in this book “annual income” signifies wage income only.
Few of the study families receive income from the aforementioned sources; for most,
wage income, periodically augmented by public subsidies or work supports, is the sole
source of money for the family.

Because the formula used to calculate annual income from hourly wage figures
assumes forty-hour work weeks and fifty-two weeks of income per year, the annual
incomes of some of the key parents may be slight overestimates. However, in many cases
thirty-five-hour weeks are compensated at a forty-hour rate. To some extent this may
counterbalance the fact that subsidy eligibility guidelines often include income from
sources we do not consider in our FPL and SSS calculations. Ultimately, the possibility
of overestimated annual incomes in this analysis suggests that the economic status and
mobility of the study families may be even worse than our discussion presents it to
be, thus discovering routes to economic mobility for low-income families seems even
more critical.

5. The number of jobs left involuntarily is underreported. One parent experienced
multiple short-term (one-week to three-month) jobs with involuntary exits from each,
but because her wage was virtually the same in each job, only one set of changes is
included in the calculation here.

CHAPTER SEVEN

1. Sources for school performance data are listed under Table 7.2 in this chapter.

CHAPTER EIGHT

1. We are grateful to Mary Jane Vujovic for this insight.
2. We are grateful to Sanford Schram for this insight.

APPENDIX A

1. A sixth city, Denver, participated in the demonstration program until 1999. It
withdrew before the ethnographic research began.

2. In toto, the ethnographic research was conducted under four independent grants
from The Annie E. Casey Foundation to Roberta Iversen. The contents of this book do
not necessarily reflect the opinions of the Foundation.

3. The pronouns “I” and “me” in this Appendix refer to the first author, Roberta
Iversen. When “we” is used, it refers variously to both authors—Roberta Iversen and
Annie Laurie Armstrong—or to the research team of nine as a whole.

4. Author contact information: Iversen: riversen@sp2.upenn.edu; and Armstrong:
bgcc@jetcity.com

5. Particular thanks to Dr. Susan Kinnevy for design and production of the plaques.
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