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Urban School Reform, Family Support,
and Student Achievement

KIERSTEN GREENE
JEAN ANYON

City University of New York, New York, New York, USA

Teachers and other education professionals find themselves
in schools and districts bombarded by reforms—each one
purporting to improve student achievement, particularly in
reading and mathematics. This article lays the political
economic groundwork of student achievement in urban areas
in an attempt to contextualize the studies of literacy in this
issue of Reading & Writing Quarterly: Overcoming Learning
Difficulties. As long as school reforms do not address the
economic obstacles facing students from low-income families,
significant, sustainable improvements in academic achieve-
ment in urban public schools and districts will remain beyond
reach. However, financial and other social supports
to low-income urban families can and do significantly increase
the achievement of the children in those families. It is hoped
that literacy reforms and other education reforms will
take to heart the economic and social realities of schooling
and act on them.

It is widely known, and has long been of concern to U.S. policymakers, that
the majority of students from low-income urban families score poorly on
standardized tests (Lipman, 2004)—particularly in literacy. According to an
analysis of the 2005 National Assessment of Educational Progress, 84% of
low-income fourth-grade students in 11 of the nation’s largest urban districts
scored at or below the basic level in reading; 85% of low-income urban stu-
dents at the eighth-grade level scored at or below the basic level in reading
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(National Center for Education Statistics, 2007).1 These percentages demon-
strate that the current education system is not assisting the vast majority of
students living in urban poverty to attain high, or even proficient, levels of
achievement in reading. As one analysis stated, ‘‘We’ve rigged the system
against the success of some of our most vulnerable children’’ (Education
Trust, 2006, p. 1). Unfortunately, this is not a new story. Failing schools have
been widely studied and are the protagonist in mainstream films such as
Freedom Writers and popular books such as Dan Brown’s (2007) The Great
Expectations School. Failing urban systems are at the forefront of discussions
among policymakers and education professionals and are the focus of school
reforms such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). Reforms that
fill classrooms with increasing numbers of books and supplies, after-school
tutoring programs, and calls for alternative pedagogical practices are both
necessary and urgent, but they are not sufficient to raise the achievement
of the majority of low-income students and schools. Without addressing
the growing economic obstacles faced by students and families in
low-income urban schools, goals such as the one in NCLB to have all
students reading at grade level by 2014 are not feasible.

There is a vast literature on the relation between varying instructional
approaches and student achievement in reading (Ross et al., 2004; Taylor,
Pearson, Peterson, & Rodriguez, 2003; Teale & Gambrell, 2007). However,
few of these researchers attend to the power of the economic system to
determine educational opportunities. The authors are not arguing here
that pedagogy and curriculum have no effect on student achievement. As
Anyon (1980) demonstrated in an early study of schooling and social class,
schooling can and often does mimic and mold the social class attitudes
and abilities of students. What the authors are suggesting is that research
on the achievement of low-income students must begin to more explicitly
acknowledge the power of socioeconomic status (SES) to trump education
policy and the efforts of teachers and administrators in urban schools and
classrooms. With such acknowledgement, policy and practice that link
education reform to economic reform can begin to deepen the difference
educators make in the lives and futures of poor children. This article, then,
situates literacy reform in the larger political economic context of school
reform in urban districts.

1Kiersten Greene undertook this analysis and arrived at these figures by accessing the
Analyze Data tool on the National Assessment of Educational Progress Data Explorer
website (http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/). ‘‘Low-income’’ refers to students
eligible for free or reduced priced lunch. ‘‘Urban’’ students are those from the following
school districts: Atlanta, Austin, Boston, Charlotte, Chicago, Cleveland, the District of
Columbia, Houston, Los Angeles, New York City, and San Diego. National Assessment of
Educational Progress scores are reported according to four levels: below basic, basic,
proficient, and advanced.
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Corroborating the tendency of social class to powerfully affect
educational opportunity, ‘‘achievement gap’’ research has demonstrated that,
although there are many reasons why some Black students in predominantly
White suburban high schools score lower than suburban Whites on tests,
the Black students whose scores are lower are often from families of
lower SES than the district’s Whites (Ferguson, 2002; see also Magnuson &
Duncan, 2006).

SES affects school achievement in a number of ways; however, for the
purposes of this article, it is the economic and social effects of poverty
that are of the greatest concern. Although poverty may not directly prevent
educational achievement, it can severely limit educational opportunities
and access. Poverty forces individuals into exhausting situations, such as
juggling multiple low-wage jobs and navigating seemingly endless,
time-consuming systems of public welfare. In addition, research has shown
that lower SES can detrimentally affect not only the general happiness of
young children but also their cognitive development (Lee & Burkam,
2002). The frustrations and despair created by living in poverty in one
of the richest countries in the world can certainly put a damper on the
enthusiasm, effort, and expectations with which urban children and their
families approach kindergarten–Grade 12 education—not only in reading,
but in other content areas as well.

The next sections of this article place the issue of low-income urban
families in the context of the fiscally stressed cities in which they live,
describe the consequences of this poverty for urban children, and report
research demonstrating that providing income and other social supports to
poor families typically increases significantly the educational achievement
of the children.

URBAN POVERTY, NEIGHBORHOODS, AND SCHOOLS

In order to understand the ways in which urban schools operate today, it is
necessary to examine the historical events that produced the areas in which
they are situated. For much of the 20th century, urban neighborhoods
struggled to survive the devastating effects of widespread urban decay,
and the schools were severely—and negatively—impacted by this decline
(Anyon, 1997). Numerous federal policies—such as guidelines that prohib-
ited banks from loaning money for the purposes of buying city properties
or rehabilitating residences (also referred to as redlining)—led to crumbling
inner cities. Housing stock plummeted, buildings decayed, and businesses
sought investment elsewhere. As a further incentive to large businesses,
the late 1940s and 1950s saw tax reductions offered to businesses that chose
relocation (outside of the city) over renovation. And in the post–World War II
period, developers and municipalities received federal (and state) subsidies
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and land grants to build highways, sewer and electric lines, homes and office
buildings—in the suburbs, but not in the cities. Beginning in 1962, businesses
were rewarded for establishing new industrial plants and equipment (as
opposed to renovating ones that already existed), and large corporations
were offered tax breaks. By the mid-1960s, many middle-class families
had moved to the suburbs, and many remaining businesses—such as super-
markets, banks, doctor’s offices, department stores, hospitals, pharmacies,
theaters, and movies—followed, leaving behind a trail of families living in
poverty without enough resources to thrive.

The diminishing city tax base drastically affected education funding
in most industrial cities as early as the 1930s. The city property tax base
(which provided the major funding for education) continued to deteriorate
following the Great Depression and remains low today. Indeed, many cities
have extremely valuable downtown property (e.g., the financial centers in
New York, Chicago, San Francisco, and Atlanta), but city, state, and federal
corporate tax rates on this property are about the lowest on record. As a
result, the wealthy corporations in these downtowns contribute little toward
urban education and other city services (Anyon, 2005).

Contrary to the assumptions of education policy analysts who argue
that ‘‘money doesn’t matter,’’ and contradicting federal legislation (e.g.,
NCLB) that assumes it does not, low urban property tax receipts and insuf-
ficient additional school financing have devastating effects on public
education. Schools are stripped of their access to funds for curriculum
resources, advanced classes, small classes, repairs, and restorations when
cities lose their property base. Unfortunately, the majority of city school
systems have not seen enough recent increases in funding to counteract
these economic setbacks despite decades of educational finance litigation
to do so.

In 2001, the Education Trust, an independent, Washington, DC-based
group that monitors and analyzes city districts’ available funding, conducted
a study that laid bare the stark realities of cities’ continuous struggles with
diminishing financial resources. The Funding Gap: Low-Income and Minority
Students Receive Fewer Dollars reported that in the majority of states, school
districts that educate the largest number of poor and minority students have
fewer state and local dollars to spend—an average of $966 less per student—
than districts with the least number of poor and minority students (Education
Trust, 2001, p. 1; see also Education Trust, 2004).

When combined, these discrepancies in funding amount to significant
gaps between schools. For example, in New York, the state with the largest
funding difference, funding per student in high-poverty districts is $2,152 less
than in low-poverty ones:

This gap translates into a difference of $860,800 between two elementary
schools of 400 students each, enough to compete with elite suburban
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schools for the most qualified teachers and to provide the kinds of
additional instructional time and other resources that research and data
show can make a difference. (Education Trust, 2001, p. 2)

Per-student funding gaps translate into the following school-wide gaps
per year in a typical elementary school of 400 students with classrooms of
25 students: in Illinois, $824,000; in Montana, $614,000; in Pennsylvania,
$499,200; and in Michigan, $441,200 (p. 2).

From the decline of urban neighborhoods to the widening gap in school
funding, schools that serve students from low-income families are being
offered the short end of the stick more often than not. And no school reform
effort—whether it calls for smaller class sizes, more books and classroom
materials, after-school programs, higher standards, better teacher quality,
or so on—can by itself reverse this trend.

URBAN CHILDREN AND THE EFFECTS OF SES ON ACHIEVEMENT

In 2001, almost 12 million children in America, or 16% of children, lived
below the official federal poverty line; almost half of those (a little more
than 5 million and including nearly a million African American children) lived
in extreme poverty (less than half the poverty line, or $7,400 in annual
income for a family of three). These disturbing figures represent an increase
of 17% in the number of children living in extreme poverty from 2000, the
end of the economic ‘‘boom’’ (Cauthen & Lu, 2001, p. 3; Dillon, 2003, p. 3;
Lu, 2003, pp. 1–2).

Even more disturbing, however, is that when one applies the National
Research Council criteria for poverty, defined by an annual income of up
to 200% of the official poverty line, a full 38% of children living in America,
or 27 million students in the nation’s schools, are identified as poor. Although
official statistics do not designate them as such, these children live in poverty,
and the hardships they face are almost as severe as those of children who are
considered ‘‘officially’’ poor (Cauthen & Lu, 2001, p. 3; Lu, 2003, p. 1). By
this revised measure, 57% of African American, 64% of Latino, and 34% of
White children were poor in 2001 in the United States (Lu, 2003, p. 2). These
sobering figures reveal a national scandal no longer central to discussions of
American poverty, which generally assume that the majority of minority
children are no longer poor. As these numbers demonstrate, however, the
majority of Black and Latino children still suffer poverty.

Although federal policy may not define these low-income families as
poor, some federal regulations certainly acknowledge that they are. The cri-
terion used for reduced price or free lunch for schoolchildren, for example,
includes almost 40% (39.9%) of U.S. students (and 69.8% of Black, 71.4% of
Latino, and 22.7% of White students). The cutoff for reduced price lunch
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is 185% of the official poverty line and that for free lunch is 130% (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2004, p. 114).

Social science research reveals the significant correlation between
social class (or SES) and educational achievement; this research concludes
that in general, the higher the resource background of a child’s family, the
higher the child’s academic success (e.g., Lee & Burkam, 2002). For
example, David Rusk, an independent scholar and demographer, studied
the relationship between SES and educational achievement by identifying
and analyzing percentages of low-income students in schools. He found
that in communities across the United States, a full 65% to 85% of school
variation in standardized test scores is explained by variations in the
school’s percentage of low-income students (Kahlenberg, 2003; National
Center for Education Statistics, 2003; Rusk, 1999, p. 91).

The specific effects of growing up in poverty have also been documen-
ted, and it has been found that children’s development—both in school and
at home—is greatly affected by impoverished circumstances. For instance,
poverty has been found to have consistently negative effects on children’s
cognitive growth; in addition, longitudinal studies demonstrate that family
income consistently predicts children’s academic and cognitive performance
more than any other factor (Lee & Burkam, 2002). And persistent, extreme
poverty has been shown to have more detrimental and long-lasting effects
on children than temporary poverty, effects that increase as lack of access
to resources and parental emotional stress mount. Finally, poor children tend
to have more health and behavior difficulties than those from more affluent
families, which mitigates against educational success (Bolger & Patterson,
1995; Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Houser, Brown, & Prosser, 1998;
McLoyd, 1998; McLoyd, Jayartne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 1994; Sugland, Zaslow,
& Brooks-Gunn, 1995).

Valerie Lee and David Burkam (2002) demonstrated that there is
indeed a direct correlation between student achievement and SES. Using
data from the U.S. Department of Education, they analyzed differences
in young children’s achievement scores in literacy (and mathematics) by
race, ethnicity, and SES as the children began kindergarten. The research-
ers also explored differences by social background in an array of chil-
dren’s home and family activities. The study found that by age 5, the
average cognitive scores of children in the highest SES group were 60%
greater than the scores of those in the lowest SES group. The cognitive
deficits were significantly less closely related to race=ethnicity than social
class: After race differences were taken into account, children from differ-
ent SES groups achieved at different levels. In addition, the impact of fam-
ily structure (e.g., being in a single-parent family) on cognitive skills and
development was much smaller than the impact of either race or SES.
Social class accounted for far more of the variation in academic achieve-
ment than any other factor.
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Lee and Burkam (2002) also found that poor children enter kindergarten
systematically lower quality elementary schools than their more affluent
peers.

However school quality is defined—in terms of higher student achieve-
ment, more school resources, more qualified teachers, more positive
teacher attitudes, better neighborhood or school conditions, private
vs. public schools—the least advantaged U.S. children begin their
formal schooling in consistently lower-quality schools. This reinforces
the inequalities that develop even before children reach school age.
(p. 3; see also Entwistle & Alexander, 1997; Phillips, Crouse, & Ralph,
1998; Stipic & Ryan, 1997; White, 1982)

When examined together, studies of poverty, SES, cognitive develop-
ment, and academic achievement suggest that programs to raise the incomes
of poor families would greatly enhance both the cognitive development and
life chances of children and improve children’s opportunities for success in
school and, later, in the economy.

INCREASED FAMILY SUPPORTS AND
EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

There is both explicit and implicit evidence that increased financial resources
for families raise the educational achievement of poor children—in literacy as
well as in other content areas. More research examining the correlation
between family financial support and academic achievement must be con-
ducted if experts hope to create long-term, sustained change for the better
in urban schools.

A longitudinal study completed in 2003 found that improving family
income reduced the negative (aggressive) social behavior of children and
improved their school behavior and performance. The study was conducted
over 8 years with a representative informant population of 1,420 children
ages 9 to 13 in rural North Carolina, a quarter of whom were from a Cherokee
reservation (Costello, Compton, Keeler, & Angold, 2003; O’Connor, 2003).
When the study commenced, the majority of the child participants—68%—
were living below the official poverty line. On average, the poorer children
engaged more often in vandalism, stealing, bullying, stubbornness, and
outbursts of anger than those who were not poor. However, halfway into
the study, a local casino began distributing a percentage of its profits to tribal
families in the area, the payments of which peaked at about $6,000 per
person in the year 2001. During the latter 4 years of the study, when these
funds were being distributed, psychiatric tests administered by the research-
ers showed that the negative behaviors of children in families who were no
longer poor dropped to the same levels as among children whose families
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had never been poor (decreasing by 40%). Parents who moved out of
poverty reported having more time to spend with their children, and the
researchers identified better parenting behavior. The researchers also ident-
ified as important to both parents and children the psychological benefits
of not being poor. Poverty puts stress on families, which can increase the
likelihood of children developing behavioral problems. One parent in the
study told researchers that

the jobs [produced by the casino] give people the chance to pull
themselves up by their bootstraps and get out of poverty. That carries
over into less juvenile crime, less domestic violence, and an overall better
living experience for families. (O’Connor, 2003, p. 2)

In March 2001, the Manpower Development Research Corporation
published a synthesis of research on how welfare and work policies affect
the children of single mothers (Morris, Huston, Duncan, Crosby, & Bos,
2001). Data gathered from evaluations of five programs that provided income
supplements to poverty-wage workers (i.e., Florida’s Family Transition
Program, the Minnesota Family Investment Program, the National Evaluation
of Welfare-to-Work Strategies, the New Hope program, and the Self-
Sufficiency Project) were analyzed. The programs offered various supports
to poverty-wage workers—income supplements, earnings disregards (i.e.,
rules that allow working welfare recipients to keep more of their income
when they go to work), subsidized health care, employment services, coun-
seling, supervised after-school activities for children and youth, and informal
get-togethers with project staff. The analysis found that even relatively small
income supplements to working parents (amounting to about $4,000 per
year) improved children’s elementary school achievement by about 10% to
15% of the average variation in the control groups (Morris et al., p. 20).
Improvements were also seen on test scores and in ratings by parents
and=or teachers. Although these effects may have been small, they were stat-
istically significant and had ‘‘consistently positive impacts on children’s
[school] achievement’’ (p. 63). Long-term studies have also found that the
achievement and behavior of young children can have important implica-
tions for their well-being in adolescence and adulthood (Caspi, Wright,
Moffit, & Silva, 1998; Masten & Coatsworth, 1995). Moreover, even small
differences in academic achievement at an early age can translate into signifi-
cant differences later: ‘‘A program’s effects on children, even if the effects
are small, may continue to have implications over the course of their lives’’
(Entwistle & Alexander, 1997, p. 25).

The limited earning supplements provided by four of these programs
were unable to bring their recipients above the poverty level; however, the
significant improvements in the children’s school achievement and behavior
suggest that more substantial increases in family resources would more than
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likely improve both the educational and social futures of children living in
poverty.

One program, New Hope, did provide an earning supplement that
brought its recipients above poverty level. The children in these families
showed particularly impressive improvements in behavior and edu-
cational achievement. The program ran from 1994 to 1998 in two inner
city areas in Milwaukee, and candidates for the program had to live in
one of two targeted areas, be 18 or older, be willing and able to work
at least 30 hr per week, and have a household income at or below
150% of the federal poverty level (Huston et al., 2001). When they
entered the study, nearly 90% of the adult participants were single or
separated mothers with children, and 80% were receiving public assis-
tance. Created by a nonprofit community-based organization, the pro-
gram provided multiple benefits: the earnings supplement, subsidized
health insurance, and subsidized child care. In addition, the program
offered help with obtaining a job and provided a community service
job (for up to 1 year) for those unable to find work elsewhere. Project
staff also offered advice and support as needed. The annual cost of
providing these benefits was $5,300 per family.

New Hope was evaluated at 2- and 5-year intervals using a random
assignment research design. Following systematic outreach in the com-
munities to identify eligible people, more than 1,300 low-income
adults were enrolled to participate in the study. Half of the applicants
were randomly assigned to a program group that received New Hope’s
benefits, whereas the other half were randomly assigned to a control
group that was not eligible for the benefits. Both evaluations showed
positive results (Bos, Huston, Duncan, Brock, & McLoyd, 1996; Huston
et al., 2001). Although financial supplements in the New Hope program
did indeed reduce the number of families in poverty, according to
the study, both program and control groups reported similar levels of
hardship, such as food insufficiency and financial insecurity. At the
same time, the program positively impacted the parents’ well-being and
coping skills.

Parents in the New Hope group were more aware of available sources of
assistance and support in the community, such as where to find assis-
tance with energy costs or housing problems. More of them also knew
about the [Earned Income Tax Credit] and its support. A significant num-
ber of program families intentionally used the Earned Income Tax Credits
as a savings plan for making major purchases, reducing debt, and stabiliz-
ing rent and other payments. Parents in New Hope also reported better
physical health and fewer symptoms associated with depression than
did parents in the control group. Ethnographic data revealed that many
parents had children with disabilities or behavioral difficulties, and
New Hope helped the parents achieve a difficult balance among work,
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services, and parenting. The New Hope parents reported fewer problems
controlling their children, and parents of adolescents reported more
effective management (better control and less need for punishment).
(Huston et al., p. 9)

The study also revealed how New Hope helped improve children’s
performance in school.

At both the two-year and the five-year points, children in the program
performed better than control group children on several measures of
academic achievement, particularly on reading and literacy tests.
After five years, they scored higher on a standardized test of reading
skills, and their parents reported that they got higher grades in reading
skills. (Huston et al., 2001, p. 13)

The effects were slightly more pronounced for boys than for girls. Compared
with their control group counterparts, boys in New Hope received higher
ratings of academic performance from their teachers and were more likely
to expect to attend college at both the 2- and the 5-year assessments.
‘‘New Hope adolescents reported more engagement with schools, feelings
of efficacy, and expectations to finish college than did their control group
counterparts’’ (pp. 13–14).

Like New Hope, other programs have improved children’s achievement
by providing wage supplements and subsidized child care among other
necessary family supports (Michaloupolos, Tattri, Miller, & Robins, 2002;
Morris et al., 2001). The findings of the New Hope study coincide with the
increased educational achievement of students identified in large-scale
programs—‘‘mobility programs’’—whose main purpose is to offer assistance
to families by helping them move from inner city neighborhoods to signifi-
cantly more affluent and=or significantly less segregated metropolitan areas.
The Gatraux program, the first of its kind, assisted in the relocation of
families within the Chicago metropolitan area. The Hope VI program is a
recent relocation effort funded by the federal government. Programs such
as these are an integral part of redressing long-standing metropolitan-wide
inequities in most U.S. cities.

It makes sense that school achievement improves as family resources
increase: Parents with sufficient time and money are more able to nurture their
children’s development with private tutoring, lessons, sports and arts pro-
grams, and educationally useful visits to museums and concerts. These parents
can transmit positive expectations of college acceptance and labor market
preparation. And they will have, or be able to procure, the funds for these.
Sociologist Annette Lareau (2003) dubbed this kind of childrearing the ‘‘con-
certed cultivation’’ by middle- and upper middle-class parents of the skills,
talents, and futures of their children. Lareau found this kind of activity typical
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of the affluent African American as well as Caucasian families she studied.
There is common sense in the attention of these parents to developing the
capacities and cultural capital of their children: The social class resources pur-
chased by affluence are certainly the educational ‘‘basics.’’ They are demanded
by curriculum and pedagogy and rewarded by colleges and the labor market.

IN CONCLUSION

It would make sense to increase the access of the urban poor to economic
resources and support so that they too can afford the time, money, and
energy to prepare their children for success in school. Depending on school
reform to create the economic resources and capital that school success
already requires is putting the cart before the horse. One cannot depend
on public schools to create equitable opportunities for urban graduates in
a society that denies the minority poor the economic resources to do so.
Rather, society should provide—alongside equity-seeking educational
reform—the financial base of support to urban families and communities that
will lay the foundation for better resourced families and schools.

Thus, financial strength is the engine of systemic school reform. This
article has presented evidence that increased access to family support has
a positive effect on student achievement—not only in terms of literacy, but
across the board. In order to continue to consider how to improve edu-
cation—particularly for students from urban and low-income families—edu-
cational researchers and policymakers are urged to take into account the
larger economic factors that influence school success. Schools are an integral
part of neighborhoods and communities, and in order to improve schools
that are failing, society must also improve the lives of the families whose chil-
dren attend them. As long as policymakers continue to conceptualize edu-
cation reform as disconnected from the larger structural systems and
institutions that perpetuate poverty, segregation, and huge economic gaps
between rich and poor, differences in academic achievement will remain
an irresolvable quandary, and they will most likely never choose the tools
that could build an educational system in which all children achieve to the
best of their ability.
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