
University of Wisconsin-Madison NL -.- 
74' 

Institute for Volume 5 

Research on Number 1 

Poverty Summer 1981 

Are private schools better than public schools?: 
A critique of the Coleman Report 1 

Work effort, savings, and the income 
distribution: What are the effects of income 
transfers? 5 

The dynamics of poverty 9 

Participation as a measure of program success 12 

The Wisconsin Workshop on Child Support 2 1 ISSN: 0195-5705 

Are private schools better than public schools?: 
A critique of the Coleman Report 

by Michael Olneck 

An associate professor in the Departments of Educational more, did not aggravate racial segregation, and, in the 

Policy Studies and Sociology at the University of Wiscon- 
case of Catholic schools, reduced the strength of the link 

sin-Madison, Michael Olneck is also on the research staff 
between family background and academic achievement. 

of the Institute for Research on Poverty. 

On April 12 of this year, the New York Times carried an 
article with the understated headline, "Remarks by Soci- 
ologist Stir Debate over Schools." The Washington Post 
was more blunt: "Private High Schools Are Better Than 
Public, Study Concludes." The object of their attention 
was a newly released draft report prepared for the Na- 
tional Center for Education Statistics (NCES) by Uni- 
versity of Chicago sociologist James Coleman and two 
collaborators, Thomas Hoffer and Sally Kilgore. The re- 
port, "Public and Private Schools," analyzed 1980 data 
from a large-scale National Opinion Research Center 
survey, High School and Beyond, and after comparing 
students in public, Catholic, and other private schools, 
concluded that nonpublic schools provided more orderly 
and demanding learning environments, taught students 

Adding to the controversial nature of "Public and Private 
Schools" were analyses that the authors said demon- 
strated that policies facilitating the use of nonpublic 
schools (e.g., tuition tax credits, vouchers) would favor 
minorities and the disadvantaged rather than well-to-do 
whites. Indeed, the authors introduced and concluded 
their report by assessing the implications of their study 
for the validity of arguments supporting or opposing the 
increased use of nonpublic schooling. Their judgment was 
that it "is hard . . . to avoid the overall conclusion that 
the factual premises underlying policies that would facili- 
tate use of private schools are much better supported on 
the whole than those underlying policies that would con- 
strain their use." 

In addition to the press attention given to "Public and Pri- 
vate Schools," the National Institute of Education and 
the National Academy of Sciences recently convened 



conferences of experts to assess the merits and validity of 
the report. The verdicts of scholars are mixed. They range 
from an eminent econometrician's assessment that "the 
quality of documentation, analysis, and interpretation is 
so defective that it is hard to avoid the overall conclusion 
that the report reeks with incompetence and irresponsibil- 
ity,"' to the observation by a member of the National 
Academy of Education that "Coleman, who enjoys an in- 
ternational reputation as a meticulous scholar," had 
"dramatically" reversed the conclusion imputed to his 
1966 study of school effects that "schools don't make a 
difference" and demonstrated that "schools do make a 
difference, regardless of' the family background of 
 student^."^ 

My own judgment is that the report's data and analyses 
are inadequate to answer the question of whether nonpub- 
lic schools are more successful as educational institutions 
than are public schools. Coleman and his coauthors tend 
to exaggerate and place too much confidence in their re- 
sults, and they did not carry out a number of potentially 
instructive analyses. Nevertheless, their methods for ana- 
lyzing achievement outcomes are reasonable, some of 
their results are plausible even if unconvincing, and the 
flaws and inadequacies in the report constitute insufficient 
reason to dismiss its findings out of hand. The report's 
conclusions concerning the effects of private schools on 
segregation, on the other hand, are entirely unwarranted, 
and rest on questionable empirical findings used for po- 
lemical purposes. 

Technical limitations in the report 

Drawbacks of the sample 

The 1980 High School and Beyond Survey collected data 
on over 58,000 high school sophomores and seniors. But 
because schools, not individuals, were the primary unit 
sampled, data were gathered in only 27 private non-Cath- 
olic schools and in only 84 Catholic schools. The number 
of public schools was 894. This means that estimates of 
the characteristics of students in each of the sampled 
schools are likely to be reliable, but that because of the 
small number of Catholic and other private schools, gen- 
eralizing the results to the wider universe of nonpublic 
schools is suspect. Moreover, comparisons of school sec- 
tors taken as wholes may not reflect, even on average, 
comparison of public and private schools in the same com- 
munities. Samples of pairs of locally situated private and 
public schools would be preferable in future studies tai- 
lored specifically to facilitate comparative assessments. 

Problems in comparing students in different schools 

The principal problem plaguing the comparison of out- 
comes in private and public secondary schools is that the 
students in each sector differ initially from one another, 
and such differences, rather than more efficacious teach- 
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ing or other school characteristics, may explain any ap- 
parent academic advantage of the nonpublic schools. The 
most obvious difference is that some parents or students 
have made a choice to abandon the public schools. Cole- 
man and his coauthors attempt to cope with this problem 
by statistically holding constant an array of social back- 
ground measures which are likely to affect both choice of 
school sector and academic achievement. The trouble is 
that even when these measures are controlled, it is easy to 
imagine some characteristic which varies appreciably 
among students from very similar background, and which 
can affect both the likelihood of attending a nonpublic 
school and achievement. Scholastic ability or aptitude at 
the start of Grade 9 is one obvious characteristic. 

In the absence of an ability measure, there do exist some 
additional analytic strategies which if employed would 
give us greater confidence in the result than does merely 
controlling measured family background characteristics. 
One would be to hold constant the curricular program in 
which a student was enrolled on the assumption that a 
student's track reflects prior differences in ability and 
learning rather than produces new differences. Two- 
thirds of the private school students were enrolled in col- 
lege preparatory programs, while only one-third of the 
public school students were. College preparatory students 
in the public schools scored no lower on achievement tests 



than did students as a whole in the nonpublic schools. In a 
New York Times interview on April 26, Coleman rejected 
the idea of comparing only students in the same tracks. 
He argued that curricular program "is not a 'background' 
characteristic for which you should control statistically. It 
has a lot to do with school policies." His argument is un- 
persuasive because there is no convincing evidence that 
curricular track exercises an appreciable effect on 
achievement growth. Instead, the best evidence is that 
secondary school curricular placement reflects prior 
achievement levels rather than determines current 
a~hievement.~ 'Comparisons among students should take 
these prior differences into account. 

A second strategy would be to use the achievement levels 
of the sophomores in each of the sampled schools as a 
measure of a school's selectivity, and to attempt to explain 
with this measure any average achievement advantage 
among seniors not attributable to the background compo- 
sition of the senior class. 

A third alternative for controlling initial differences be- 
tween private school and public school students would be 
to apply econometric techniques for eliminating selectiv- 
ity biases when estimating structural equation  model^.^ 
These techniques rely on a variety of untestable assump- 
tions, and if the data do not conform to these assumptions, 
inferences based on them can be erroneous. Still, greater 
confidence could be placed in the report's conclusions had 
the authors demonstrated that their results persisted in 
the face of such tests. 

The controversy over whether or not private school stu- 
dents score higher on achievement tests because they 
know more to begin with or because they learn more will 
be closer to resolution in 1982, after the 1980 sophomores 
are retested. Even then, a skeptic could object that private 
school sophomores with the same test scores as public 
school sophomores were already learning more or at a 
faster pace, and that any differences in achievement 
growth over time reflect only the extrapolation of prior 
learning patterns. It would be useful if future studies 
would provide for periodic retesting at the start as well as 
at the end of school years, so that patterns of learning dur- 
ing the summer might be measured in an effort to com- 
pare public and private school students when school influ- 
ences are presumably less salient and certainly less 
immediate.= 

Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore bolster their conclusion 
that initial selectivity does not explain achievement differ- 
entials, by showing that measures of student behavior and 
academic demands can explain achievement differences 
both among schools within the same sector and across sec- 
tors. It is this finding which Coleman has stressed in his 
public discussion of the report's implications. But the 
finding contains a chicken-and-egg dilemma: It raises the 
question of whether the factors Coleman attributes to 

school policies are not, in fact, outcomes of unmeasured 
individual background characteristics or student body 
composition. Is it reasonable to believe that the relatively 
low incidence of classes being cut and the greater amount 
of homework completed in nonpublic schools would be 
maintained if private schools encountered the same stu- 
dent bodies as are encountered by the public schools? The 
answer may well be yes, but the data in "Public and Pri- 
vate Schools" cannot demonstrate that this would be true. 

Problems in measuring achievement 

Like the ill-defined concept "intelligence," "achieve- 
ment" exists as no fixed entity nor in natural units. Conse- 
quently measuring achievement and its growth is prob- 
lematic6 Tests may not adequately represent objects of 
interest, and what counts as high levels of or large gains in 
achievement is not readily obvious. Comparative differ- 
ences implied by the results of one test can be larger or 
smaller than those implied by others. On these grounds, 
some critics have expressed doubt that the tests employed 
in the High School and Beyond Survey are adequate indi- 
ces of the differences in achievement among students in 
public and nonpublic schools. 

NCES administered short tests in the areas of reading, 
vocabulary, and mathematics to both seniors and sopho- 
mores. (Tests in other areas, e.g., civics, were given to ei- 
ther seniors or sophomores, but not to both.) Eight items 
each in the reading and vocabulary tests were common to 
the senior and sophomore tests, and 18 math items oc- 
curred in common. Coleman and his colleagues relied 
upon these subtests for most of their analyses, and one 
must wonder how valid and reliable a measure of differ- 
ences between students in each of the school sectors these 
few items can provide. 

Nor is it obvious that these test items, however adequately 
they tap what students know or can do, provide a good test 
of what private and public secondary schools do (or do 
not do) for their students. The tests may not faithfully 
reflect what is taught or learned during the secondary 
school period. Rather, they may reflect learning or 
nonlearning associated principally, if not exclusively, with 
the grades prior to high school entrance. Suspicion on this 
score is prompted by the only description the authors offer 
of any of the tests: "The mathematics items are all rather 
elementary, involving basic arithmetic operations, frac- 
tions, and only a few hints of algebra and geometry" (p. 
159). The "growth" measured by these tests may not cor- 
respond well to the growth measured by tests bet- 
ter designed for the task of assessing high school 
achievement. 

To regard the difference between senior and sophomore 
scores on these particular tests as "two years of achieve- 
ment," as the report does, may lead to exaggerated claims 
about the differences between public and private school 



students. For example, the report's results suggest that in 
the country as a whole, between their sophomore and se- 
nior years students gain 0.40 items on the math subtest.' 
The report also shows that Catholic school sophomores 
scored 0.60 items more than public school sophomores 
with similar family backgrounds, and by my calculations, 
Catholic school seniors may get one more item right than 
similar public school  senior^.^ Using Coleman's interpre- 
tation, these results would mean that Catholic school 
sophomores are three years ahead of similar public school 
sophomores, and that the gap rises to five years among 
seniors! This would mean that in every year, Catholic 
school students gain a full year more in math achievement 
than their public school counterparts. But if the same re- 
sults are expressed as standard deviations, we find that in 
two years, Catholic school students gain only 0.10 stan- 
dard deviations more than public school studenkg In 
more conventional achievement tests, 0.10 standard devi- 
ations represents less than half of one year of 
achievement. lo 

The authors report their results as "rates of learning" as 
well as item differences of fractions of the gain from soph- 
omore to senior year and conclude that "the evidence is 
rather strong that average achievement growth is consid- 
erably greater in the private sector than it is in the public 
sector" (p. 185). This conclusion rests on a strange defi- 
nition of learning rate, namely the proportion of items 
learned in a given year from among those items not 
known at the time of initial assessment. This definition 
favors groups with higher initial scores, because even if 
they acquire new items answered correctly at the same 
pace or at even a lower pace than others, they will reduce 
their remaining total incorrect by a larger proportion. For 
example, on a 10-item test, on which Group A got 7 items 
correct and Group B got 3 items correct to begin with, 
and then Group A got 9 items correct and Group B got 7 
items correct at a second testing, we are to conclude that 
Group A learned at a faster rate than Group B because it 
learned 67 percent of the items it had initially missed, 
while Group B learned only 57 percent of the items it had 
initially gotten wrong. Thus, nonpublic schools have an 
easier time showing high rates of learning under Cole- 
man's definition than under more intuitively appealing 
definitions which emphasize proportionate increases in 
items correct rather than reduction in items incorrect. 
Application of such definitions indicates markedly 
smaller differences in rates of learning than those re- 
ported in "Public and Private Schools." 

The report's implications for educational 
inequality 

Who benefits from private schools? 

Because the student bodies of public and private schools 
are different, the average differences in achievement 
among different kinds of schools do not pertain to any 
particular groups of students. The extent of achievement 
differences between public and private schools will vary 
among different kinds of students. To facilitate their dis- 
cussion, Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore pick as their basic 
point of comparison students with the background char- 
acteristics of the average public school sophomore. If we 
want to predict the benefit an average public school stu- 
dent might realize by transferring to a private school, this 
is a sensible choice. However, because students in the pri- 
vate schools are disproportionately drawn from ad- 
vantaged backgrounds, it is difficult to place confidence in 
this prediction. 

Since the vast majority of students from the full spectrum 
of social backgrounds are in public schools, we are in a 
better position to ask what a typical private school student 
would lose by transferring into the public schools than we 
are in asking Professor Coleman's question. The answer is 
"not very much." Public school students who are similar 
to the average private school student are predicted from 
the report's results to do about as well or better than their 
private school counterparts. The average private school 
student appears to gain little or nothing from opting out 
of the public schools. 

If private schools do little to enhance the achievement of 
advantaged students, how credible is the report's conclu- 
sion that less advantaged students may be the principal 
beneficiaries of Catholic schooling? Noting that among 
Catholic school students achievement differences between 
those with college-educated parents and those whose par- 
ents only finished high school, between blacks and whites, 
and between Hispanics and Anglos are smaller than in the 
public schools, the authors conclude that "the Catholic 
schools come closer to the American ideal of the 'common 
school,' educating all alike, than do the public schools" 
(p. 177). This result also implies that the achievement 
differences between public and Catholic schools are 
greatest among students whose parents are less well-edu- 
cated, and among blacks and Hispanics. 

It is tempting to dismiss these findings as the entirely pre- 
dictable artifacts of a high degree of selectivity governing 
the entrance of nonwhite or lower socioeconomic students 
into the Catholic schools. Such students, we might expect, 
would be atypically successful in their schooling even 
before entering the Catholic schools. Since half the black 
students in Catholic schools are Protestants and are 
therefore more likely to be making a purely educational 

(continued on p. 1 7 )  



Coleman Report 
continued from page 4 
choice when entering the Catholic schools, the results ob- 
tained by Coleman and his colleagues would be more per- 
suasive if they were shown to hold even among students of 
the same religion. But no such difference associated with 
religion can easily explain the relative success of Hispan- 
ics in the Catholic schools. Still, the larger effect of paren- 
tal educational differences among students in the non- 
Catholic private schools, where there is a greater hetero- 
geneity of background associated with diversity among 
schools, argues for the role of selection in explaining the 
apparent success of private schools with minority and 
lower socioeconomic students. The possibility remains 
that curricula and pedagogy in the Catholic schools are 
actually less stratified and more inclusive in their objec- 
tives and direction than they are in other schools, but this 
possibility should be held in abeyance until Coleman or 
another researcher demonstrates that the effects of family 
background are actually smaller within individual Catho- 
lic schools than within individual public schools. Cole- 
man's method of analysis, which compares students to the 
average for all students in each school sector rather than 
to the average for a student's own school, leaves open the 
possibility that some atypical schools, whose achievement 
levels exceed the levels expected on the basis of the 
schools' socioeconomic or racial composition, account for 
the findings. If this is the case, the results imply no un- 
usual efficacy in general by Catholic schools for reducing 
the link between social background and achievement. 

Do private schools increase segregation? 

One argument against using public monies to subsidize 
attendance at private schools is that private schools di- 
rectly or indirectly restrict minority enrollment, and that 
the movement of whites into nonpublic schools would ag- 
gravate racial segregation. Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore 
reject this argument by attempting to show that segrega- 
tion within the private school sector is substantially lower 
than that within the public sector. If attendance at private 
schools were assisted, they suggest, minority enrollments 
would rise more than white enrollments, for a net reduc- 
tion in segregation nationwide. I consider the report's 
analyses and interpretations on this point so flawed as to 
be seriously misleading. 

To begin with, Coleman and his coauthors treat the 
United States as if it were a single school district. This 
means that the "segregation" of whites in Salt Lake City 
from blacks in Philadelphia counts as much as segrega- 
tion of whites from blacks within Washington, D.C., or of 
Montgomery County whites from District of Columbia 
blacks. The relative scarcity of nonpublic schools in cer- 
tain of the overwhelmingly white Mountain and Pacific 
states contributes to the overall differences between levels 
of segregation in the public and nonpublic sectors. When 
narrower units are considered, public schools appear con- 
siderably less segregated than the report's figures imply, 

and when levels of segregation in parochial and public 
school systems have been compared within the same large 
cities, the parochial systems have been found in some cit- 
ies to be the more segregated." 

To measure segregation, the authors employ an index 
Coleman introduced in earlier work. The index expresses 
the difference between the total percentage black in a 
population of students and the percentage of black school- 
mates characteristic of the average white student in this 
population as a proportion of the total percentage black.12 
Coleman claims that this measure is "standardized" and 
that it reflects only the distributions of students to schools 
by race. This claim is mistaken. Even when the patterns of 
distribution of students to schools by race is identical in 
two settings, the Coleman index can differ if the relative 
proportions of blacks and whites differ between the two 
settings.13 The differences between the proportion of stu- 
dents in private schools who are black and the proportion 
in the public schools who are black in fact explains half 
the apparent difference in the degree of segregation in the 
private and public school sectors. Measures of segrega- 
tion which are not sensitive to this complication show 
much greater comparability across private and public 
schools. l4 

Even more disturbing than Coleman's approach to the 
measurement of segregation is his assumption that even if 
there were an appreciable shift of students to the private 
schools, the internal distribution of students by race 
among schools would remain unchanged. This is hardly 
credible. For the country as a whole, it would take the 
addition of just two all-black high schools of 2500 stu- 
dents each to the private sector to raise from 13 to 28 the 
percentage of black students in private schools which are 
80 to 100 percent black, a figure 5 percent higher than in 
the public schools. 

The depiction of the private school sector as internally 
less segregated than the public, and the extrapolation of 
that picture into the future is far less warranted than the 
authors of "Public and Private Schools" would suggest. 

Who would benefit most from tuition subsidies? 

One of the unanswered questions concerning tuition tax 
credits and educational vouchers is what their effect 
would be on private school enrollments. Critics fear that 
disproportionate numbers of middle-class whites would 
take advantage of the opportunity to leave the public 
schools. Coleman and his colleagues decline to speculate 
on the enrollment consequences of current proposals be- 
cause they are uncertain of the price and supply responses 
these proposals would prompt. Nevertheless, they at- 
tempt to allay concern by determining the enrollment re- 
sponses which would be produced by an additional $1000 
of income for every family with secondary school 
children. 

Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore relate the proportion of 
students attending private schools to student-reported pa- 



rental income. They find that private school enrollments 
increase most rapidly as income increases among Hispan- 
ics, and more rapidly for whites with low incomes than for 
similar blacks, but more rapidly for blacks than for whites 
among those with high incomes. On the basis of these cal- 
culations, the report predicts that the preponderance of 
white or high-income students among shifters would be 
smaller than their preponderance among current private 
school students. From this the authors conclude that such 
students would not enjoy differential benefits from gov- 
ernmental assistance for private school attendance. The 
'empirical findings are not at all convincing and the inter- 
pretive logic is deceptive. 

Secondary school students' reports of their parents' in- 
comes are not wholly accurate. Accurate measurement of 
parental income would most likely increase the estimate 
of the extent to which private school enrollment rises with 
additional family income. Taking into account other fac- 
tors which influence choice of schools would also increase 
the apparent impact of income increases, and probably 
more so among whites than blacks. For example, wealth- 
ier communities have better public schools and are likely 
to have lower attendance at private schools than would 
otherwise be expected.15 Communities with more minor- 
ity students are likely to have lower family incomes but 
greater attendance at private schools than would other- 
wise be expected, at  least among whites.16 If blacks are 
limited in their residential choices by discrimination, 
black neighborhoods will be more economically heteroge- 
neous than would otherwise be the case and family in- 
come and local public school characteristics will be more 
highly associated among whites than blacks. Holding con- 
stant public school characteristics is therefore likely to 
raise the effect of income on private school choice more 
for whites than for blacks. Finally, close inspection of the 
relationship between income and private school choice in 
these data shows that income gains tend to produce larger 
increases in private school enrollment among families 
whose incomes are already high than among families with 
initially low incomes." Taken together, all these factors 
suggest that white middle-class families would be the 
group most likely to avail themselves of financial subsidies 
to attend nonpublic schools. 

Even if this were not the case and the report's projections 
were credible, the authors' logic for assessing who would 
benefit most from government tuition assistance is spe- 
cious. By their accounting, if the proportion of white mid- 
dle-class students among shifters were smaller than the 
proportion of white middle-class students now in private 
schools, we are to conclude that minority and low-income 
students are the chief beneficiaries of the policy! What, of 
course, should be of interest is whose chances of entering 
the private schools are raised most and, combining new 
entrants with current private school students, whose 
chances of utilizing the assistance are greatest. By these 
criteria, I have little doubt that the benefits of tax-sup- 
ported assistance for private school tuition would dispro- 

portionately benefit middle- and high-income whites 
rather than black or low-income families, and would very 
likely aggravate racial and socioeconomic segregation.'" 

Conclusion 

In sum, Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore's conclusions re- 
garding the unusual effectiveness of nonpublic schools for 
enhancing scholastic achievement are unconvincing. The 
representativeness of the nonpublic schools and the ap- 
propriateness of the tests are in doubt. Not all strategies 
available to reduce biases due to initial selectivity were 
attempted, and more appropriate measures of achieve- 
ment growth and alternative points of comparison suggest 
appreciably smaller benefits from attendance at private 
schools than those reported in "Public and Private 
Schools." Nevertheless, the argument that more demand- 
ing and more orderly schools would show educational 
benefits appeals to common sense, and the hints in the 
Coleman report that this may be true should be pursued. 

The risks in crediting the report's conclusions about the 
effect of private schools on segregation are far more seri- 
ous than entertaining its conclusions about achievement. 
Coleman and his coauthors have exaggerated the differ- 
ences in internal segregation between public and private 
schools, they have most likely underestimated the segre- 
gative impact tuition subsidies would have, and they omit 
the very simple fact that one important reason segrega- 
tion appears modest in the private sector is that so few 
minority students are within its embrace. To support tui- 
tion subsidies in the expectation, based on this report's 
"finding," that segregation would not be increased would 
be myopic. 

In a New York Times Op-Ed column, June 20, 1981, 
Coleman asked "Should social research directly address 
divisive issues of social policy?" I believe that the answer 
is yes, but that we should do so with James Q. Wilson's 
recent admonishment in mind: "There is little wrong with 
intellectuals taking part, along with everyone else, in the 
process by which issues are defined, assumptions altered, 
and language supplied. But some of them-university 
scholars-are supposed to participate under a special ob- 
ligation-namely, to make clear what they know as op- 
posed to what they wish.'"' 
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schools, and, controlling for prior ability, prior achievement, and back- 
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a discussion of Coleman's segregation index. 
'¶David James, "Measures of Segregation," unpublished paper, Center 
for Demography and Ecology, University of Wisconsin, Madison, July 
1981. 
"David James, unpublished reanalyses of the High School and Beyond 
data. James calculated a segregation index of 0.498 for public schools 
and 0.285 for private schools. But when he assumed the private schools 
had the same proportion of black students as the public schools did, the 
segregation index for private schools rose to 0.391 even though the cal- 
culation assumed no change in how students were distributed to schools 
according to race. In contrast to the large differences between the Cole- 
man segregation indices for private and public schools, James found the 
Gini index (G) and the index of dissimilarity (D)  to be more compara- 
ble: G for the public schools was 0.703 compared with 0.627 for the 
private schools, and D was 0.871 for public schools and 0.8 12 for private 
schools. See Zoloth for descriptions of these measures. 
'Glen Cain suggests this possibility in an unpublished memorandum to 
Arthur Goldberger, Madison, Wisconsin, July 198 1. 
"See Coleman, Kelly, and Moore for evidence of "white flight." 
"See Goldberger. 
'8Hispanics might realize a proportionate benefit because their enroll- 
ment in nonpublic schools is close to their percentage among all high 
school students, and Coleman's results predict a higher responsiveness 
among Hispanics to income increases than among white Anglos. The 
higher dropout rate among Hispanics would reduce the benefit families 
actually received. 
'See J .  Q. Wilson, "Policy Intellectuals and Public Policy," The Public 
Interest, 64 (198 1 ), 31-46. 

Dynamics of poverty 
continued from page I I 
Lee Rainwater, who employs a relative definition of those 
who are income poor rather than earnings poor, also em- 
phasizes more persistence of poverty. His data source is 
the Michigan Panel Study. Over the ten years that he 
analyzes, real per capita income rose and yet the poverty 
threshold was increased only for price changes, so that it 
remained fixed in real terms. He therefore sets a relative 
poverty line at one-half the median "well-being ratio" 
(the ratio of family income to needs). He classifies as 
"near poor" those with 51 to 70 percent of the median, 
and for purposes of analysis he puts both groups together 
as "of low income." Rainwater finds that over the ten 
years 1967-1976, 40.6 percent of the population was 
"ever poor." This category he breaks down as follows: 
poor all ten years, 5.2 percent; near poor when not poor, 
6.4 percent; spent at least seven years below the low-in- 
come level, 10 percent; one to six years below low income, 
19 percent. When Rainwater averaged incomes over three 
periods within the decade in order to even out year-to- 
year fluctuations, he found that in the entire sample, 9.4 
percent were always poor and 7.1 percent were near poor 
when not poor. 

Having found a large number of persistently poor people 
in the sample, Rainwater next posed the basic question, 
"Who is poor?"-what groups have a higher probability 
of lower well-being. "Minorities" (blacks and Hispanics) 
were much more likely to be low-income over the years: 
among those 18 to 24 years old, the likelihood of being 
poor or near poor was eight times greater for minority 
than for majority youth, and between the ages of 25 to 54, 
the odds were seven times greater for minority people. 
Marital status again played a large role: Those not mar- 
ried for all ten years of the study made up more than half 
of the persistently poor, whereas those married to the 
same spouse all ten years made up less than a tenth. 
Among women heading their own households, 43 percent 
were in the persistently poor group. So also were 34 per- 
cent of the men who were single heads of households all 
ten years. Among men who were sometimes married and 
sometimes not, 10 percent were persistently poor; the 
comparable figure for women was 15 percent. 

"Income packaging" is another concept that Rainwater 
explores. Total household income may be drawn from a 
variety of sources-Rainwater used four categories: 
head's earnings plus asset income; wife's earned income; 
husband's and wife's other income (referring primarily to 
transfers and pensions); and income of other family mem- 
bers. Which source is most effective in removing people of 
preretirement age from poverty or near poverty? Averag- 
ing over three periods for household members aged 18 to 
54 in 1968, Rainwater concludes that the traditional 
source of income, head's earnings and assets, kept about 
two-thirds of the families above the poverty line in all 
three periods. Wife's income kept another 8 percent of 




