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Disparities between blacks and whites are per-
sistent features of American society.1 On many
measures, blacks as a group perform worse than
whites, and the trends are discouraging. These dis-
parities, continuing reminders of America’s trou-
bled history of racial discrimination, clash with
American ideals about equality, opportunity, and
social mobility. Discussing these disparities is
painful because American public policy has been
so wrong in the past. The institution of slavery,
the all-too-slow dismantling of segregation in the
South and discriminatory practices elsewhere,
prevented ready acceptance of blacks into main-
stream American society. When the civil rights
movement ½nally goaded the United States into
abolishing state-sanctioned discrimination, inte-
gration of African Americans into the economy
accelerated. Black economic status surged in the
late 1960s and early 1970s, with especially rapid
progress in the previously segregated South.2

The success of the civil rights movement in re-
versing state-sanctioned discrimination gave rise
to the hope that active government intervention 
in the economy, schools, and the courts could pro-
duce full equality for blacks in the larger society.
Some forty years later, despite the visible success
of an elite group within the black population, the
economic and social progress of a large segment 
of African Americans has lagged. If anything, of½-
cial statistics overstate the progress of African
American males.3
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Why have the hopes of the civil rights
movement not been realized? What can
we learn from this stalled progress about
how public policy should respond? In
light of evidence amassed since the 1960s,
are the challenges to making headway in
economic and social arenas distinctive
to African Americans, or are they the
consequences of common forces that
operate equally on all Americans?

Black America has a unique history
and now faces unique challenges. How-
ever, as William Julius Wilson has wisely
observed,4 the ½rst-order problems fac-
ing African Americans in contemporary
society are shared by many other groups.
In particular, the shortfalls in achieve-
ment in the twenty-½rst century among
all groups stem from shortfalls in skills
–including education and on-the-job
training as well as cognitive and person-
ality traits–not in the rewards accorded
those skills.

Global economic forces challenge un-
skilled persons of all races and ethnicities.
Secular trends in trade and technology
have boosted the demand for skilled la-
bor. Yet the supply of skills has respond-
ed slowly. The percentage of Americans
with college degrees is the highest in his-
tory, yet the high school dropout rate,
properly counted, has increased in the
past forty years.5 American society is di-
viding into affluent haves and underpriv-
ileged have-nots, with differences in skills
accounting for most of the disparity. For
Americans of all racial and ethnic groups,
the supply of skills has responded slowly
to shifts in market demand. The response
is particularly slow for African American
males.

About the same time he was promot-
ing the 1964 Civil Rights Act, President
Lyndon Johnson launched the War on
Poverty. The programs created by that
initiative recognized the importance of
enhancing skills for reducing poverty.

Many of the War on Poverty programs
and policies designed to boost skills
failed.6 Our understanding of which
skills are important and how to foster
them effectively has improved greatly
since the 1960s. However, many who
advocate skill enhancement programs 
to close racial gaps continue to support
unsuccessful approaches. Just as we 
need to reexamine the sources of racial
inequality in contemporary American
society, we also need to rethink our
strategies for promoting skills.

Public policy to promote skills must
reckon with three essential truths, which
have been distilled from a large body of
research conducted in the wake of the
War on Poverty. First, success in life re-
quires more than cognition and intelli-
gence: soft skills are important, too. Con-
scientiousness, perseverance, sociability,
and other essential character traits mat-
ter a great deal, though they are largely
neglected in devising and evaluating pol-
icies to reduce inequality.

Second, skill formation is a dynamic,
synergistic process. Skills beget skills;
they cross-foster and promote each other.
A perseverant, curious child learns more,
and early achievement fosters later suc-
cess. Advantages cumulate. Young chil-
dren are flexible and adaptable in ways
that adolescents and adults are not. Pre-
venting de½cits from arising in early
childhood is much easier than remediat-
ing them later. The War on Poverty took 
a scattershot approach to fostering the
skills of disadvantaged persons and did
not target the early years, where skill-pro-
moting interventions are most effective.

Third, families play an essential role 
in shaping their children’s abilities. The
family plants and nourishes the seed that
grows into the successful student and
adult. Skill formation starts in the womb.
Early childhood lays the foundation for
the rest of life. Substantial gaps in abili-
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ties between the advantaged and the dis-
advantaged form before children enter
school. Unequal as they are, American
schools do little to widen or narrow the
gaps. We need to take into account the
knowledge that has accrued since the
1960s about the powerful role of the fam-
ily in shaping the skills children have as
adults. 

Across all racial and ethnic groups, the
American family is under strain.7 This
reality has substantial implications for
the next generation. More than 40 per-
cent of all American children are born
out of wedlock; more than 12 percent
live in families where the mother has
never married. Such families have few-
er ½nancial and parenting resources for
child development. It is well document-
ed that on many outcomes, the children
of lone-parent families perform worse
than those of dual-parent families.8 Any
effective policy to foster skills must rec-
ognize the importance of the family, the
mechanisms through which families cre-
ate child skills, and the stress under which
many families operate.

In 1965, when politician and sociologist
Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote his fa-
mous analysis of the state of the African
American family (dubbed the Moynihan
Report), roughly 26 percent of all African
American children were born out of wed-
lock.9 (The ½gure is now 72 percent.) He
met a venomous reception and was false-
ly charged with “blaming the victim”
because he pointed out the adverse con-
sequences for children born out of wed-
lock. For years, to discuss the family as 
a contributor to black disparity was con-
sidered politically incorrect. Fortunately,
and due in no small part to the writings
of William Julius Wilson, it is now possi-
ble to discuss this delicate issue.10

Moynihan used strong language and
focused on “the pathology of the Negro
family,” an unfortunate choice of words

that obscured an important insight. Moy-
nihan’s writings apply more generally to
all American families. Dysfunctional fam-
ilies, which are increasingly prevalent in
many quarters of American society, often
produce dysfunctional children and great-
ly contribute to social inequality.

In 2011, the problems many African
Americans face are also confronted by
other Americans. Acknowledging this
fact reframes the policy discussion and
helps move past traditional flash points.
Indeed, many American children across
all races and ethnicities are in the same
sinking boat. Policies that recognize the
importance of the early childhood years,
the central role of the family in produc-
ing skills, and the importance of skills
other than those measured by achieve-
ment tests are likely to be far more effec-
tive than current school-based strategies
and adolescent remediation programs. 

Policies based on these three essential
truths prevent problems rather than re-
mediate them. By assisting families in
creating and supporting capable, achieve-
ment-motivated students, they bolster
school performance and relieve the bur-
den on other social institutions. More-
over, strategies that address inequality
by recognizing problems shared by all
Americans shift the dialogue about dis-
parity beyond racial boundaries. For this
reason, such strategies are likely to gain
more political support than race-based
policies. 

The failures of programs launched
under the War on Poverty shed light on
how to construct effective alternatives.
In an era of massive government de½cits
at all levels, strategies for promoting skills
must be cost effective. They must harness
resources in the private sector, including
the love mothers have for their children,
to promote skill development. 

In this essay, I ½rst summarize a sub-
stantial body of evidence that shows that

A Post-
Racial

Strategy for
Improving

Skills to
Promote
Equality



73140 (2)  Spring 2011

discrimination in the labor market is no
longer a ½rst-order cause of racial dispar-
ity. Second, I discuss the skill gap: which
skills matter and how the family plays an
important role in producing them. Third,
I consider the consequences of adverse
trends in American families that retard
skill formation and increase inequality.
Finally, I propose effective policies to sup-
plement the resources of disadvantaged
families. The true measure of child pov-
erty is parenting, and an effective skills-
oriented policy bolsters the parenting
resources of the disadvantaged.

Overt Discrimination is No Longer
a First-Order Problem in American So-
ciety. Discrimination exists and should
be eliminated. The evidence suggests,
however, that discrimination in how skills
are rewarded does not account for much
of the achievement gap in contemporary
America. Rather, inequality in skills is
the ½rst-order problem. The skills indi-
viduals bring to the market, to school,
and to other quarters of society deter-
mine their success. In the labor market,
one group may earn lower wages than
another because payments per unit skill

are lower, skills are lower, or both. Recent
research addresses the relative impor-
tance of each factor.

In Table 1, the columns labeled “actual”
show the percentage shortfalls in hourly
wages of all employed blacks and Hispan-
ics compared to the wages of all employed
whites. The shortfalls for blacks relative
to those of Hispanics indicate whether
disparity in wages is a uniquely African
American experience. (A negative num-
ber denotes a shortfall.) Black males earn
25 percent less than white males; Hispan-
ic males earn 15 percent less. For females,
wages are 17 percent lower for blacks and
7 percent lower for Hispanics. The gaps
in annual earnings are generally larger
because minorities tend to be employed
for fewer hours.11 These gaps are large
and statistically signi½cant–that is, they
are unlikely to arise solely by chance.

The pattern of disparity is replicated 
in many other measures of social and
economic achievement, including school-
ing, health, incarceration, and occupa-
tional success.12 Blacks and Hispanics
have worse outcomes than whites in
American society. Further, blacks, on
average, fare worse than Hispanics.

Table 1
Shortfalls in Hourly Wages for Blacks and Hispanics in the Last Twenty Years: Actual Disparity
and Disparity Adjusted for Ability

*Denotes not statistically signi½cant from zero, that is, the adjusted gap is likely to arise from chance. 
Source: Author’s calculations from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. For details, see the Web 
appendix at http://jenni.uchicago.edu/understanding_b-w_gap/. The wages are adjusted for age.

Males Females

Actual Adjusted Actual Adjusted

Black -25% -6% -17% 12%

Hispanic -15% 3%* -7% 17%
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Are these disparities the result of per-
vasive labor market discrimination or 
of gaps in skills? The two possible inter-
pretations of the evidence in Table 1
(and their counterparts for other out-
comes, presented in the Web appendix)
have profoundly different implications 
for public policy. On the one hand, if
persons of identical skill are treated dif-
ferently in the market on the basis of
race or ethnicity, a more vigorous en-
forcement of civil rights and af½rmative
action policies is warranted. If, on the
other hand, the gaps arise from the lev-
el of skills that individuals bring to the
labor market, then policies that foster
skills should be emphasized.

To resolve this issue, I adjust adult
wages by scores on scholastic ability tests
measured in the teenage years.13 (See the
columns labeled “adjusted” in Table 1.)
After adjustment, the gaps substantially
diminish for black males and are essen-
tially zero for Hispanic males. The gaps
are reversed for females: that is, adjust-
ing for their ability, minority females
earn more than their white counterparts.
(A positive number means that, on aver-
age, the ability-adjusted wages of minori-
ties are higher than those of whites.)

There are gaps in educational attain-
ment as well. High school dropout rates
are higher for minorities, and college 
attendance and graduation rates are
lower. As shown in Table 2, the propor-
tion of blacks entering college is twelve
points lower than that of whites. The 
corresponding ½gure for Hispanics is
fourteen points.

Adjusting for their differences in scho-
lastic ability (using the same measure 
as was used to adjust wages in Table 1),
blacks are sixteen points more likely to 
go to college; and Hispanics are ½fteen
points more likely. After accounting for
differences in adolescent ability, family
income in the college-going years and

tuition costs play only minor roles in
explaining the gaps.14

Any serious analysis of economic and
social disparities must reckon with the
importance of skills in American society.15

This contention does not deny the valid-
ity of numerous studies showing the dis-
criminatory inclinations of ½rms in the
labor market; certainly, America is not
yet a color-blind society. 

A distinction between group- and indi-
vidual-level discrimination clari½es the
role of discrimination in the labor market.
Racial discrimination at the individual
level involves treating a job candidate dif-
ferently than otherwise identical candi-
dates by virtue of his or her race, when
race has no direct effect on productivity.
For instance, audit pair studies at various
½rms, in which auditors of different races
and ethnicities pose as equally quali½ed
job candidates, show evidence of perva-
sive discrimination against individuals.16

Racial discrimination at a randomly
selected ½rm does not, however, provide
an accurate assessment of the discrimina-
tion that takes place in realized market
transactions.17 Participation in the labor
market is selective: that is, minorities
seek the more tolerant ½rms. Measured
wages reflect this sorting. Therefore, the
impact of market discrimination on wages
is determined not by the most discrimina-
tory participants in the market, or even
by the average level of discrimination
among ½rms, but rather by the level of
discrimination at the ½rms where minor-
ities actually work. Numerous studies 
that measure discrimination by audit pair
methods do not detect the margin at
which market transactions occur. Thus,
the discrimination reported in audit
studies does not conflict with the small
gap in ability-adjusted wages. Blacks con-
stitute roughly 12 percent of the U.S. popu-
lation; if nondiscriminatory or less-dis-
criminatory ½rms have 12 percent or more
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of the jobs, the contribution of discrimi-
nation to overall wage gaps will be small.

This is not to deny that minorities expe-
rience bigotry or to downplay the real
costs of locating nondiscriminatory em-
ployers. But unequal reward to skills is not
the ½rst-order explanation for observed
gaps in racial achievement in contempo-
rary American society. Any serious attack
on the problem of racial and ethnic dis-
parity must address disparity in skills.18

Gaps in Skills. The data reveal an un-
comfortable fact: minorities as a group are
generally less skilled than whites. The
gap is especially pronounced for the mea-
sure of scholastic ability used to adjust
wages and schooling in Tables 1 and 2.19

One possible explanation for the ra-
cial gap in test scores is that the tests are
culturally biased. However, a large body
of literature refutes such claims.20 The
tests used to make the adjustments in
Table 1 predict performance in a number
of activities for all race and ethnic groups.

In part, the test scores reflect the differ-
ences in the years of schooling attained at
the time individuals are tested. Minorities
generally have lower levels of education
when they take the test and hence earn
lower scores. Accounting for this dispar-
ity does not change the main message of

Table 1: that gaps in skills, not gaps in pay-
ments according to skill level, determine
the lion’s share of racial wage disparity.21

Another possible explanation for the
gap in test scores is that expectations of
discrimination in the labor market sub-
stantially reduce the educational aspira-
tions of African American children and
their parents. The evidence shows other-
wise.22

It has been argued that “stereotype
threat” is a major factor. It is said to arise
from the response of minority test tak-
ers to the information that their perfor-
mance on a test will be used as part of a
study to gauge differences in minority
and majority abilities. Some claim that
this factor causes much of the gap in
test scores between minorities and whites.
Evidence shows that telling minority stu-
dents that the tests they are taking are
being used to compare the abilities of
minorities with those of whites reduces
their performance on tests.23

The test used to produce the evidence
in Tables 1 and 2 does not frame the exam
in a way that triggers stereotype threat.
In addition, the quantitative importance
of stereotype threat in accounting for 
test score gaps is slight.24 Test score gaps
between minorities and majorities are
real, and they measure something that

Source: Stephen V. Cameron and James J. Heckman, “The Dynamics of Educational Attainment for 
Black, Hispanic, and White Males,” Journal of Political Economy 109 (3) (2001).

Black-White Hispanic-White

Actual -0.12 -0.14

Adjusted 0.16 0.15

Table 2
Differences in College Entry Proportions between Minorities and Whites, mid-1990s
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matters for performance in economic
and social life. However, they do not esti-
mate all that is important.

Gaps in Soft Skills. Most discus-
sions of racial and ethnic achievement
gaps focus on measures of scholastic abil-
ity. Indeed, many analysts measure the
achievement gap exclusively by differ-
ences in scores on standardized academic
tests. This emphasis reflects a broad con-
sensus in American society about the
value of achievement tests that are used
to monitor the success and failure of
schools and students. The No Child Left
Behind Act has pushed this focus to what
some have described as a mania. The pro-
gram has created a culture of “teaching 
to the test” in schools, with consequent
neglect of the subjects and by-products
of schooling that are not tested.25

Success in life requires more than book
learning or high scores on achievement 
tests.26 As ½lmmaker Woody Allen put 
it, “Eighty percent of success is showing
up.”27 While the cognitive skills measured
by achievement tests are powerful predic-
tors of life success, so are socio-emotion-
al skills. Sometimes called “soft skills”
or character traits, these include motiva-
tion, sociability (the ability to work with
and cooperate with others), attention,
self-regulation, self-esteem, and the abil-
ity to defer grati½cation. Good schools
and functional families foster soft skills
as well as cognitive skills.28 Soft skills are
as predictive, if not more predictive, of
educational success, wages earned, and
participation in crime or in healthy behav-
iors as are cognitive skills.29 Disadvan-
taged children of all race groups possess
lower levels of soft skills.30

The Early Emergence of Skill Gaps.
Gaps in skills between the advantaged
and the disadvantaged emerge at early
ages and persist. Figure 1 shows achieve-

ment scores by age for white children clas-
si½ed by their mothers’ education level, 
a measure of social advantage. More-
educated mothers marry more-educated
men, have access to greater ½nancial
resources for their children, and pro-
vide their children with more nurturing
and supportive environments than do
less-educated women.31

Figure 1 has two noteworthy features.
First, gaps in achievement test scores by
children of different social backgrounds
are substantial. The gap between more-
educated whites and less-educated whites
is similar to the gap in test scores between
blacks and whites.32 Second, the gaps
arise early and persist throughout ado-
lescence. Schools have little impact on
these disparities, even though the qual-
ity of schooling attended varies greatly
across social classes.33 As multiple stud-
ies have shown, children from socially
and economically disadvantaged families
fall behind their more well-off counter-
parts before schooling starts, and low
achievement scores persist throughout
their education.34 Similar gaps emerge
and persist in indices of soft skills when
children are classi½ed by parental, social,
and economic status.35 Again, school-
ing does little to widen or narrow these
gaps.36

Biology and Genetics. Genetic deter-
minists argue that inherited genes explain
the link between children’s abilities and
the level of privilege that parents are able
to provide them. From this standpoint,
Figure 1 would indicate the power of genes
to perpetuate inequality across genera-
tions. In The Bell Curve, psychologist Rich-
ard Herrnstein and political scientist
Charles Murray implicitly attribute black-
white gaps in scholastic achievement test
scores to genetic differences between
blacks and whites. Their 1994 book raised
a ½restorm of criticism that, ironically,
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convincingly discredited the idea that
genetics are the sole or even main source
of black-white disparity.37

The standard estimate of heritability in
behavioral genetics is 50 percent.38 That
is, genes inherited from parents account
for 50 percent of the variability in mea-
sured behaviors across individuals. Genes
do not fully determine life outcomes;
neither do environments. Extreme claims
about the influence of either are at odds
with the evidence. 

Culture and environment can power-
fully impact child outcomes. A striking
example is the gap in achievement test
scores between genetically similar, but
culturally different, Ashkenazi and Se-
phardic Jews in Israel. The discrepancy
between the two groups is roughly two-
thirds of the gap in measured achieve-
ment between blacks and whites.39 The
results from the intervention analyses
discussed below further strengthen the

conclusion that environments help shape
outcomes–and that environmental im-
provements can boost achievement. 

Schooling raises scores on achievement
tests that measure acquired knowledge
along with “pure ability.” On the test
Herrnstein and Murray used to measure
intelligence (the same test used to adjust
for scholastic ability in the analyses in
Tables 1 and 2),40 personality traits ac-
count for a substantial portion of the
variability in scores.41

The lessons of modern genetics are
more subtle than what is presented by
the genetic determinists. The “nature
versus nurture” debate is over,42 replaced
with the understanding that the two fac-
tors are intertwined. Indeed, environmen-
tal conditions affect gene expression. Sub-
stantial evidence shows that early adver-
sity affects biology and human develop-
ment. Disadvantage literally shapes the
biology of disadvantaged children.43

Figure 1
Average Achievement Test Scores of Children by Age and by Maternal Education
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By studying the gene expression of
genetically identical (monozygotic) twins,
scientists have observed how environmen-
tal conditions trigger gene expression.44

Early environments are especially impor-
tant. By age three–and certainly by age
½fty–the genetic expressions of identi-
cal twins differ as a result of their sepa-
rate life experiences, producing diverse
life outcomes.45

One study of gene-environment inter-
actions shows that a variant of a particu-
lar gene predicts male conduct disorder
and violence. However, the variant of the
gene is most strongly expressed in indi-
viduals from adverse child-rearing envi-
ronments. Many other studies have dem-
onstrated that home life substantially
modi½es gene expression.46

The effects of adversity do not always
work toward accentuating the influence
of genes. The heritability of many behav-
iors in children from less-advantaged en-
vironments drops to 30 percent, as op-
posed to the standard 50 percent reported
in behavioral genetics.47 This evidence 
is consistent with the notion that genes
become relatively more important sources
of variability in life outcomes after suf½-
cient environmental resources are avail-
able. Under adverse conditions, environ-
ments are more determinative of many
child outcomes.

Recent research suggests a form of
Lamarckian evolution, namely, that ad-
versity is partly heritable. The mother’s
social and economic hardship affects the
gene expression of the child; early envi-
ronmental influences are especially im-
portant.48 History is embedded in gene
expression. Failing to address early dis-
advantage produces a biological legacy
that persists over generations.49

How Best to Foster Skills. What are
the best ways to promote skills and reduce
achievement gaps? Fixing schools? Sup-

plementing family resources? In the cur-
rent ½scal climate, we cannot afford to re-
peat the mistakes of the War on Poverty
by trying to do everything. Prioritization
is essential. Low-performing schools
should be improved, but supplementing
the parenting resources of disadvantaged
families is an effective and less common-
ly understood way to improve education-
al outcomes. 

One year after the Moynihan Report
discussed family structure as a determi-
nant of life chances, the eminent sociol-
ogist James Coleman and his colleagues50

published a study that challenged a cen-
tral premise of American policy. The
Coleman Report, as it came to be known,
showed that families, not the attributes
of schools (the focus of much current
public policy), were the principal deter-
minants of the educational success of
children as measured by their perfor-
mance on achievement tests. After forty
years, American public policy has yet to
learn from the wisdom of Coleman’s 
and Moynihan’s recommendations. But
their message is clear: family matters,
American families are in trouble, and fam-
ilies are the main drivers of children’s
success in school. 

At present, our social policy for foster-
ing children’s skills largely focuses on im-
proving schools. This strategy is political-
ly palatable because it avoids the charge
of “blaming the victim” as well as any
hint of intrusion into the sanctity of the
family–a deeply held American value.
At the same time, a strictly school-based
policy ignores the evidence about the in-
equality already present when children
enter school.51 School-based policies 
do not target skill gaps at their source–
namely, by addressing the lack of family
resources for effective early childhood
development. 

The evidence on the success of school
reforms is at best mixed.52 For example,
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not all charter schools are more effective
than public schools. The latest evaluations
show that 20 percent are better; 20 per-
cent are worse; and most–60 percent–
are about the same.53 Moreover, parental
involvement and encouragement appear
to be essential ingredients for successful
charters.

We can and should improve our schools.
But in light of the evidence from the Cole-
man Report and the vast body of schol-
arly literature that arose from the study,
improving schools by hiring better teach-
ers, monitoring teacher performance, re-
ducing classroom sizes, and improving
Internet access is unlikely to be enough
to eliminate gaps, although much recent
public policy and philanthropic activity
is predicated on that assumption. Schools
work with the children that parents bring
them and are more successful with par-
ents’ support.

Part of the hesitation in adopting a
family-intervention policy is that we do

not fully understand all of the mecha-
nisms of family influence. How do fami-
lies produce advantage and disadvantage
across the generations? Despite active
research in this area, much remains un-
known. However, we know for certain
that parents do a lot more than pass on
their genes, and that good parenting
matters a great deal.

Family Environments for All Ameri-
can Children Have Worsened. By many
measures, family environments have de-
teriorated for children of all racial and
ethnic groups, although the severity of
the problem differs greatly among them.
Figure 2 shows that, in 2010, nearly 30
percent of all American children lived
with a single parent. Among single-par-
ent families, the percentage of parents
who have “never married” has increased
more than any other marital status cate-
gory. Numerous studies in economics,
demography, and sociology con½rm Moy-

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

19
68

19
70

19
72

19
74

19
76

19
78

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

Divorced Married, Spouse Absent Widowed Never Married

Figure 2
Percent of Children Under 18 Living with One Parent, by Marital Status of the Parent, 
1968 to 2010

Source: Author’s tabulations.

James J.
Heckman



80 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

nihan’s concern that the child-rearing
environments of children in single-par-
ent families are compromised, and with
them, child outcomes.54

The Consequences of Early Adversity.
The central role of the family in produc-
ing skills and forming character has been
recognized since time immemorial. Amer-
ican public policy must shift attention to
the formative years before children enter
school. Policy must act on the main les-
sons outlined in Figure 1: that gaps in child
test scores emerge early and persist, and
that schools contribute little to these gaps.

Maternal education is a strong predic-
tor of a child’s achievement. Sociologist
Sara McLanahan refers to the “diverging
destinies” of children on either side of a
“Great Divide.”55 Fewer than 10 percent
of college-educated women bear children
out of wedlock. Educated women marry
later, and they marry more-educated men.
They work more; have more resources
and fewer children; and provide much
richer child-rearing environments that
dramatically influence their children’s
vocabulary, intellectual performance,
nurturance, and discipline.56 These ad-
vantages are especially pronounced for
children of two-parent stable marriages.57

Even though they work more than less-
educated women, college-educated moth-
ers devote more time to child rearing,
especially in providing child-enrichment
activities.58 They spend more time read-
ing to children and less time watching
television with them. 

Disadvantaged mothers, as a group,
talk to their children less and are less
likely to read to them daily. Exposure 
to this type of parenting results in ver-
bal skill de½cits when the children start
school.59 Disadvantaged mothers tend 
to encourage their children less, adopt
harsher parenting styles, and be less en-
gaged with their children’s school work.60

The environments provided by teenage
mothers are particularly adverse.61 Fetal
alcohol ingestion alone, which is more
frequent with teenage and less-educated
mothers, appears to have substantial
deleterious consequences on adult out-
comes.62 A central premise of activist
and educator Geoffrey Canada’s much-
discussed Harlem Children’s Zone project,
and especially his Baby College, is that
parental engagement from the earliest
years is an essential aspect of fostering
later success for disadvantaged children.63

Child poverty is not primarily about
access to ½nancial resources.64 Johnson’s
War on Poverty made the mistake of fo-
cusing on remediating ½nancial poverty.
An overwhelming body of evidence sug-
gests that parenting plays a crucial role–
what parents do and do not do; and how
they interact with and supplement the
lives of their children, especially in early
childhood. The true measure of child
affluence and poverty is the quality of
parenting. A lone mother living in ½nan-
cial poverty can create a stimulating early
environment for her child.65

Supplement Disadvantaged Families,
Don’t Blame Them. What are the best
ways to aid struggling families? How can
society devise a cost-effective policy that
promotes skill formation in children that
acknowledges the trends affecting many
American families? Many great minds
have recognized that the family is a major
source of social inequality. Some have
even proposed replacing the family–
a policy that has been tried, with disas-
trous consequences.66 Nothing can sub-
stitute for a mother’s love and care. Pub-
lic policy must be reformulated to sup-
plement family child-rearing resources
when they are lacking and to recognize
the dynamics of skill formation–the
biology and neuroscience showing that
skills beget skills; that success breeds
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success; that disadvantage affects the
biology of the child and retards his or
her development in terms of health,
character, and intelligence. 

While we do not yet know all of the
mechanisms through which families influ-
ence their children, we know enough to
suggest the broad contours of an effec-
tive child development strategy. Supple-
menting the early years of disadvantaged
children addresses a major source of in-
equality. Indeed, many programs that sup-
plement the child-rearing resources 
of families are effective. For example, 
the Perry Preschool Program targeted
African American preschoolers in a city
just outside Detroit who were born into
poverty and had subnormal iq scores.67

For two years, the program taught chil-
dren to plan, execute, and evaluate daily
projects in a structured setting. It fos-
tered social skills. Weekly home visits
encouraged parenting. The Perry program
was evaluated using random assignment
with long-term follow-up for forty years.
Rates of return were 7 to 10 percent per
annum–higher than the return on equi-
ty over the postwar period from 1945 to
2008 and before the recent market melt-
down.68 Notably, the Perry program did
not boost the iqs of participants. It in-
stead fostered soft skills.69

The Perry program and other success-
ful child development programs work
because they start early. Bene½ts include
enhanced school readiness and reduced
burdens on schools’ special education
programs. They produce bene½ts in the
teen years such as better health behav-
iors, reduced teenage pregnancy, and
lessened participation in crime. They
promote higher adult productivity and
self-suf½ciency. They supplement the
family by working with both the mother
and the child. Successful programs are
voluntary and do not impair the sancti-
ty of the family. Most mothers, however

disadvantaged, want the best for their
children. The voluntary nature of these
programs avoids coercion and conde-
scension and promotes dignity.

A deeper understanding of skill forma-
tion over the life cycle underlies the logic
that promotes enrichment of early envi-
ronments. Although this understanding
was not available to the architects of the
War on Poverty, we now know that more
motivated and healthier children learn
better. The process is dynamic and self-
sustaining: academic and social success
promotes greater self-con½dence and a
willingness in children to explore.

A strategy that places greater emphasis
on parenting resources directed at the
early years prevents rather than remedi-
ates problems. It makes families active
participants in the process of child devel-
opment. Adolescent remediation strate-
gies as currently implemented are much
less effective. This is the flip side of the
argument for early intervention. Many
skills that are malleable in the early years
are much less so in the teenage years. As
a consequence, remediating academic
and social de½cits later is much more
costly, and, even then, sometimes inef-
fective. Certainly, such strategies earn
annual rates of return far below the rates
estimated for the Perry Program.70

High-quality early childhood inter-
ventions involve none of the trade-offs
between equity and ef½ciency that plague
most public policies. Early interventions
produce broadly based bene½ts and reduce
social and economic inequality. At the
same time, they promote productivity
and economic ef½ciency. They are both
fair and ef½cient. In contrast, the school-
focused No Child Left Behind program
diverts skill-development away from areas
other than tested math and reading.71

Because it ignores inequality at the start-
ing gate, No Child Left Behind in fact
leaves many children behind. 
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Dynamic Synergies and the Timing
of Effective Interventions. High-qual-
ity early childhood programs are invest-
ments with rates of return far higher than
those earned by most government-fund-
ed skills programs. Figure 3 summarizes
the supporting evidence from a large
body of research in economics and de-
velopmental psychology. The ½gure plots
the rate of return to investment for an
extra dollar of investment in the early
years, in preschool, in school, and in job
training for a person who has an initial
(low) common baseline investment at all
ages. The return to investment at the ear-
liest ages is high because it creates the
foundation of skills that make later in-
vestment productive.72 This pattern is 
a manifestation of dynamic synergism–
what economists call dynamic complemen-
tarity. For example, children who enter
school with higher levels of character

and cognitive skills gain more from for-
mal education.73 Early investment per-
colates throughout the life cycle. Early
disadvantage makes later investment
less productive. 

The negative side of dynamic comple-
mentarity is the equity-ef½ciency trade-
off for skill investment programs target-
ed at disadvantaged adolescents and adults
who lack a strong skill base. Remediation
in later years to achieve the same level of
competence is much more costly. This
feature of dynamic complementarity ac-
counts for the poor record of a variety of
skill enhancement programs launched 
as part of the War on Poverty that still
receive substantial public support.74

Current policy does not heed the wisdom
inherent in Figure 3. We over-invest in
the remediation of disadvantaged ado-
lescents and under-invest in the early
years of disadvantaged children.

Figure 3
Returns to a Unit Dollar Invested in Skill Formation

Programs targeted towards the earliest years

Preschool programs

Schooling

Job training

0–3 4–5 School Post-school

Age

R
at

e 
of

 R
et

ur
n 

to
 In

ve
st

m
en

t i
n 

H
um

an
 C

ap
it

al

Source: James J. Heckman, “Schools, Skills and Synapses,” Economic Inquiry 46 (3) (2008).

A Post-
Racial

Strategy for
Improving

Skills to
Promote
Equality



83140 (2)  Spring 2011

In contrast to the high rate of return
per annum earned by the Perry program
and other early childhood programs, re-
turns on other skill-enhancement pro-
grams are much lower. Certainly, they
are lower for public job training, crim-
inal rehabilitation programs, adult liter-
acy programs, and a variety of other
remediation programs targeting adoles-
cents and young adults with low cogni-
tive and character skills.75 For example, a
recent evaluation of the Job Corps showed
meager earnings bene½ts and a negative
rate of return.76 Reducing pupil-teacher
ratios in schools also has a negative rate
of return.77 We need to listen to the logic
of developmental biology in devising
strategies to reduce disparities in parent-
ing across all racial and ethnic groups.

Engage the Private Sector. How can we
fund such programs? Despite strained
government budgets, it would be possible
to fund effective new programs if they re-
placed the numerous ineffective programs
that currently receive government sup-
port. Few public programs of any sort
would meet the standard set by the high
rates of return earned by early childhood
programs. Implementing high-quality
early childhood programs would ease the
budgetary burden of remediation. 

Engaging the private sector–including
philanthropic, community, and religious
organizations–would bolster the resource
base supporting early childhood. Bring-
ing in diverse partners would encourage
experimentation with new approaches
that build on the success of templates
such as the Perry program and, as anoth-
er example, the Abecedarian program.78

Educare is one promising program that
fosters public and private partnerships.79

Engaging diverse groups would also en-
courage the development of intervention
programs that are culturally and religious-
ly sensitive, and thus better prepared to

respect the sanctity of the family and the
diversity of values that characterize mod-
ern American society.

A New Strategy Based on New Knowl-
edge. In contemporary American socie-
ty, the racial gap in achievement is pri-
marily caused by gaps in skills. We live in
a skill-based society, where both cogni-
tive and soft skills determine life success.
Inequality in skills and school perfor-
mance is strongly linked to inequality in
family environments. The precise mecha-
nisms through which families produce
skills are under investigation, but much 
is already known: namely, parenting mat-
ters. The true measure of child poverty
and advantage corresponds to the quali-
ty of parenting a child receives, not just
the money available to a household.

A growing percentage of American
children across all racial and ethnic
groups is being raised in dysfunctional
families. The widening divide between
the early environments of advantaged
and disadvantaged children foreshadows
even greater inequality in the next gen-
eration of Americans. We have learned 
a lot about how to foster skills since the
1960s, when the War on Poverty attempt-
ed to remediate skills de½cits in people
of all ages and developmental stages.

Investments that foster early life skills
enhance the productivity of investment
at later ages. They support schools and
enhance the productivity of adult job
training. Because of the dynamic com-
plementarity of skill formation, policies
that attack inequality at its early origins
are cost effective. They promote equal-
ity and, at the same time, promote eco-
nomic ef½ciency. Such policies have no
equity-ef½ciency trade-off.

The malleability and plasticity of young
children declines with age. This fact makes
investment in disadvantaged, low-skilled
young adults less effective. To achieve the
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same adult outcomes, later-life remedia-
tion for disadvantage costs far more than
early-life prevention. There is an equity-
ef½ciency trade-off for later-life remedi-
ation activities. 

Our current policies to reduce achieve-
ment gaps ignore these simple truths.
America currently places too much em-
phasis on improving schools compared
to improving family resources. Supple-
menting the parenting resources of dis-

advantaged Americans will bolster Amer-
ican schools and enhance the effective-
ness of school reforms. It will lower the
burden of later-life remediation. A com-
prehensive, cost-effective policy to en-
hance the skills of disadvantaged children
of all racial and ethnic backgrounds
through voluntary, culturally sensitive
support for parenting is a politically 
and economically sound strategy.
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