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Prologue



In November 2016, I was attending a school board meeting in Charlotte, North Carolina, when my thoughts ran to housing.


I had traveled to Charlotte, along with my colleagues, education planner Michael Alves and civil rights lawyer John Brittain, to answer any questions that the school board might have about a plan we had helped the district devise to improve student achievement.


I had spent the previous twenty years writing about education and published numerous articles and books about how to capitalize on an important but underappreciated social science finding. One of the very best predictors of academic success is not the per pupil spending in a school district but, instead, whether students have a chance to attend schools with an economically mixed group of classmates rather than schools where most of the classmates are poor.


Charlotte, which is highly segregated by race and class, and which ranks at the bottom nationally on social mobility, was poised that evening to adopt a groundbreaking plan that would create a healthy mix of low-, medium-, and high-income students at a small subset of public schools that families choose to attend—those with “magnet” themes such as science and engineering or the visual arts. As the roll call of Charlotte board members provided unanimous support to create economically mixed schools, something I’d championed for decades, a big part of me was elated.


But when Michael, John, and I went to celebrate after the vote, I couldn’t help thinking about the vast majority of students in the Charlotte system who would still be assigned to segregated neighborhood schools. In the end, I increasingly recognized, the education issues that I’d grappled with for years often were indelibly shaped by housing policy as well. In particular, educational opportunity too frequently was determined by the largely invisible zoning rules towns used to dictate which economic groups can live where.


The idea that housing policy was driving school policy had been nagging at me for some time. Six years earlier, I edited a landmark study by Heather Schwartz of the RAND Corporation on housing and schooling. Schwartz studied two policies that Montgomery County, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, DC, implemented to improve the lives of low-income students.


On the one hand, Montgomery County Public Schools spent $2,000 extra per pupil in low-income schools. On the other hand, Montgomery County’s housing policy provided that builders must set aside a portion of new developments for affordable housing. Schwartz’s study found that low-income students who lived in middle-class neighborhoods and attended middle-class schools under the “inclusionary zoning” housing policy benefited far more than low-income students attending schools with extra funding. What the housing authority did was more consequential for students than what the school board had done.


The importance of housing policy to educational opportunity was not the only lure that drew me to write a book about exclusionary zoning. For me, the other compelling thread, which dates back to my college days in the 1980s, has been my growing recognition that liberalism—the political ideology I was raised in and still am most generally attracted to—has a serious elitism problem that needs correcting.


In the 1960s and 1970s, I was raised in an upper-middle-class, white, educated household. My father, a liberal minister and then classics teacher, and my mother, a leader of a local good-government group, taught me to care about fairness and civil rights. My senior year of college, I added a twist on that version of liberalism when I wrote my senior honors thesis on Bobby Kennedy’s 1968 campaign for president.


Kennedy’s key insight, as he told reporter Jack Newfield, was that “I’ve come to the conclusion that poverty is closer to the root of the problem than color.” He said, “We have to convince the Negroes and the poor whites that they have common interests.”


And, for a brief thrilling moment in an otherwise tumultuous year, Bobby Kennedy did just that. He campaigned on what I call a “liberalism without elitism and a populism without racism.” His 1968 campaign managed to build a coalition of working-class Black, Hispanic, and white voters at a time when these groups were at each other’s throats. Since then, Democrats have largely failed to reassemble that multiracial working-class coalition, as Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and especially Donald Trump won over working-class white voters.


Bobby Kennedy’s insights about the need to tackle the fundamental class divide in America have driven virtually all my professional research and writing since I graduated from college and then law school in the 1980s. In 1996, I wrote a book suggesting that affirmative action programs in higher education should not ignore the neglected injuries of class that students of all races face. Five years later, I published a book suggesting that it was important to integrate schools not just by race but also by socioeconomic status, because racially integrated but all-poor schools rarely educate kids well.


In 2010, I edited a book on the unfairness of legacy preferences in college admissions, a blatant form of class discrimination that provides affirmative action for the rich. And two years later, I coauthored a book making the case that, just as it is wrong to discriminate in employment on the basis of race, so it is wrong for employers to discriminate against people who are trying to organize a union in order to join the middle class.


When I began to investigate housing, it became clear to me that exclusionary zoning is one of America’s most damaging and pervasive forms of class discrimination. Especially troubling for me is the research that finds that liberal communities actually engage in higher rates of exclusionary zoning than conservative ones. Highly educated liberals who are admirably concerned with inequality by race, gender, and sexual orientation nevertheless often support policies that tell working people that they are unwelcome in a neighborhood unless they can afford a single-family home, sometimes on a half-acre lot. People who support racial diversity, and oppose building a wall on the Mexican border, nonetheless support, or at least tolerate, laws that segregate their communities by income.


This book is intended to help people learn about the walls we don’t see—and then do something to bring them tumbling down.


Richard D. Kahlenberg


Rockville, Maryland




















INTRODUCTION



The Walls We Don’t See


KiAra Cornelius felt trapped. A single mother who works as a claims analyst at UnitedHealth, Cornelius was living a few years ago in a tough neighborhood in South Columbus, Ohio, with her two school-age children, a daughter, KiMarra, and a son, Senoj.


Cornelius had grown up in South Columbus but says the community deteriorated over time. “It’s definitely not the same anymore,” she says. “It can be dangerous,” with “gang-related activity.” Trash littered the sidewalks. For a time, Cornelius would drive her children to her mother’s home a few blocks away because she worried that if they walked there, they might “get crossed up” if something happened on the street.


Then the family suffered a couple of difficult setbacks. The basement in their home flooded, spawning a major mold problem. Then she and her children were in a car accident, which sent Cornelius to the hospital. The kids were fine, she says, but the bills started piling up, so she moved in with her mother, her mother’s fiancé, and Cornelius’s siblings.1


Quarters were tight, and Cornelius also was worried about her kids’ education. The local public schools were struggling. At Siebert Elementary School, where almost all of the students come from low-income households, only about a quarter are proficient in reading or math, and even fewer in science.2 So Cornelius opted to send her kids to a charter school, but students perform only somewhat better there. In particular, she wanted more academic challenges for her son, Senoj, a straight A student.3


Cornelius would have jumped at the chance to live in one of Columbus’s suburban neighborhoods, with their high-performing public schools, but moving there was a distant dream. She was stuck, even if she couldn’t clearly see what was trapping her.


Had she been a generation or two younger, Cornelius’s racial identity as a Black American would have been the primary obstacle. As Richard Rothstein, Ta-Nehisi Coates, and others have painstakingly documented, for much of the twentieth century, federal, state, and local governments systematically engineered racial segregation through racial zoning laws, court enforcement of racially restrictive covenants, redlining of federally backed bank loans, and the deliberate placement of public housing projects in poor Black areas.4


But the tale that Rothstein and others have outlined is not the only story, or even the most important one today. For low-wage workers like Cornelius, the biggest obstacle, increasingly, is state-sponsored economic discrimination. In most American cities, on three-quarters of residential land, zoning laws prohibit the construction of multifamily units—duplexes, triplexes, and apartment buildings—that might be affordable to people like Cornelius.5 In some suburbs, it is illegal to build multifamily housing on nearly 100 percent of the residential land.6 Only single-family homes are permitted—sometimes with a minimum lot size requirement added in. Some local laws provide that when multifamily units are allowed, they must have expensive features, such as special trims or facades. All of these requirements are designed to keep families like Cornelius’s out.


These laws are not part of a distant, disgraceful past. They are, says, one researcher, “a central organizing feature in American metropolitan life.”7 Indeed, following passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968, which outlawed racial discrimination, communities doubled down on economically discriminatory zoning—and other discriminatory land-use policies (such as growth moratoria)—which disproportionately hurts people of color like Cornelius and also hurts working-class white people.8


The new economic discrimination is harder to see because it is more subtle than raw racism. Residents of rich communities aren’t hurling bricks at buses carrying Black schoolchildren or assembling in threatening mobs, as was the case in years past in white working-class communities in places such as Boston and Little Rock. Instead, government-sponsored economic discrimination takes the form of arcane zoning laws that cannot be vividly captured by TV cameras. Laws that ban the construction of multifamily housing and require a minimum lot size to keep families like Cornelius’s out constitute what I call “the walls we don’t see.”


And so, in recent decades, we’ve seen a paradoxical set of trends: as racial housing discrimination has declined, racial segregation has fallen; but at the same time, increasing income discrimination has spawned rising economic segregation. The good news is that the 1968 Fair Housing Act cleared the way for many middle-class Black people to escape ghettos. The Black–white dissimilarity index (in which zero is perfect integration and 100 is absolute segregation) has shrunk from a high of 79 in 1970 to 55 in 2020—a decline of roughly 30 percent.9 Though still too high, researchers conclude, with respect to race, “residential segregation has declined markedly in recent decades.”10


The bad news, as Robert D. Putnam, a political scientist at Harvard, notes, is that “while race-based segregation has been slowly declining, class-based segregation has been increasing.” In fact, Putnam says, “a kind of incipient class apartheid” has been sweeping across the country.11 In 2015, in a panel discussion with Putnam, President Barack Obama observed that “what used to be racial segregation now mirrors itself in class segregation.”12 Despite the existence of a small set of high-profile gentrifying, mixed-income urban communities, the number of families living in economically segregated neighborhoods has more than doubled since 1970, and indexes of economic dissimilarity are on the rise.13


This book will shine a bright light on economically discriminatory government policies. It will expose the insidious ways in which American meritocracy, which officially denounces prejudice based on race and gender, has nevertheless spawned a new form of bias against those with less education and income.14 On a more hopeful note, it will also detail the growing movement in different parts of the country to tear down the walls that inflict so much damage on the lives of millions of Americans.


Zoning seems like a technical topic, but it touches many of the issues Americans care about most deeply. As I will explain in the chapters that follow, if you are concerned about equal opportunity, housing affordability, the environment, racial justice, the growing economic divide, and the survival of the American Dream, you have to care about zoning rules that dictate who gets to live where.


Simply put, snob zoning blocks opportunity. Government-sponsored economic discrimination matters a great deal, as Chapter 1 outlines, because where you live in America dramatically shapes your opportunities and those of your children. Neighborhoods determine one’s access to transportation, employment opportunities, decent health care, and good schools.


We have known for decades that low-income children raised in more affluent neighborhoods typically fare better than low-income children in high-poverty neighborhoods. Until recently, though, it was hard to know how much of the difference was the result of varying neighborhood opportunities as compared to differences in families—the fact that particularly motivated low-income families may be more likely to seek out better neighborhoods.


In a much-discussed 2015 study, Raj Chetty of Harvard University and his colleagues looked at how children who relocated from high-poverty to low-poverty areas through the federal Moving to Opportunity program fared as adults. They found that compared with a control group that wanted to move but could not because of the program’s limited number of spaces, children who moved before age thirteen significantly improved their chances of attending college and earned a third more as adults.15


KiAra Cornelius and her kids experienced firsthand what a difference a change in neighborhood can make. In 2018, Cornelius applied to take part in a program called Move to PROSPER, which provides temporary housing aid to single mothers. The program provided three years of financial support and counseling to ten single mothers, whose annual incomes ranged from $23,000 to $37,500. At first, the program’s organizers weren’t sure if anyone would apply, given the probability that families who moved would have less contact with their existing social networks and might well face discrimination in the suburbs. But by June 2018, more than three hundred single mothers had applied. Cornelius was lucky enough to get one of the ten spots.16 Experience in other cities where counseling has been provided to low-income families, says one researcher, debunks “the myth that poor people live in poor areas merely out of preference.”17


With Move to PROSPER’s support, Cornelius moved to an apartment in Gahanna, a suburban neighborhood where the kids are free to walk around without fear. In particular, the schools are better. Senoj, Cornelius said, is receiving the challenge he needs at Goshen Lane Elementary, where 69 percent of students are proficient in reading, 73 percent in math, and 79 percent in science.18 Cornelius’s daughter, KiMarra, has also benefited from attending the high-performing Gahanna South Middle School, where the level of performance is similar to that of her brother’s school.19 The teachers push her “the extra step” in a way they didn’t at her charter school, Cornelius says.20


Gahanna schools have more resources and smaller classes and give students the freedom to bring laptops home from school. And Gahanna parents are actively involved. Parents organized, for example, to get an app that allowed families to know when school buses would be arriving. Teachers are also very diligent about reaching out. “I swear I get email every day” from teachers, Cornelius says. “They really keep you in the loop about what’s going on.”


Cornelius also likes the student diversity. At the Columbus charter school, 78 percent of students were African American like her daughter, but at Gahanna South Middle School, the Black population constitutes 26 percent of the student body, so KiMarra is stretched to go beyond “her comfort zone” and meet students of many different races and ethnicities. “I’m proud of her for stepping outside the box, hanging with different people… just to learn different things about how other cultures work,” Cornelius said. “The Gahanna school has definitely given her a more diverse world.”21


Cornelius says of the new schooling opportunities for her kids: “It is much, much better.” Considering all the possibilities available in Gahanna, Cornelius says, “it’s just a total difference” from South Columbus.


Cornelius’s ability to move because of a special mobility program both shows what is possible and underlines the unfairness of government zoning policies that systematically thwart opportunity for most low-income and working-class families. Many people think that the free market essentially determines where people live. But the fact is that economically discriminatory zoning is just as responsible for today’s economic segregation in housing.22


Exclusionary zoning not only blocks the chance of families to live in neighborhoods rich with opportunity but also stacks the deck against working families by making housing in entire metropolitan areas less affordable. As Chapter 2 explains, when a community says that available land can only be used for single-family homes on large lots, we see the face of snob zoning and how it makes housing unaffordable. It artificially limits the supply of housing and increases housing costs just as surely as OPEC increases the price of oil when it limits production. By contrast, if homeowners were allowed to subdivide their houses into two-family or three-family buildings, a community could potentially double or triple the supply of housing available to families, making housing more affordable for everyone. Exclusionary zoning is, as the New York Times editorial board has noted, “one area of American life where government really is the problem.”23


Allowing government to drive up home prices makes little sense when the United States is facing what the Urban Institute has called “the worst affordable housing crisis in decades.”24 Going back to passage of the United States National Housing Act of 1937, public policy has suggested that families should spend no more than 30 percent of their pretax income on housing. Yet, today, nearly half of all renters (twenty million Americans) spend more than that—double the proportion than in the 1960s.25 In 2022, homes became less affordable than at any time in the past thirty-three years.26 Although some of this affordability crisis can be chalked up to wage stagnation, it is also true that rents have been rising faster than other costs for decades.27 At its extreme, the housing affordability crisis leads to eviction and homelessness.


Government policies that limit housing supply and thus increase housing costs have made life miserable for people like Janet Williams, a single mother of two in Ohio whose modest income as a community health worker requires her to make agonizing decisions each month about whether to pay the rent in full or pay the electric and gas bills.28 And the affordability issue also affects many college-educated middle-class millennials, who simply can’t afford to live in coastal parts of the country.29 At a time when consumers are facing the highest rates of inflation seen in four decades, and policymakers are racking their brains about how to control costs for families, it makes no sense that local governments are employing practices that actively inflate housing costs.


In addition, the unaffordability of housing is keeping many American workers from moving to highly productive cities like New York and San Francisco, which in turn reduces US economic growth and the wages of workers. In the twentieth century, Black people took part in the Great Migration from the South, and poor white Okies moved west to California for opportunity, but today high housing prices thwart that type of movement. Workers make twice as much in San Jose as in Orlando, but housing costs are four times as high.30 Because workers can’t easily move to places where wages are higher, research finds that average worker wages in the United States are several thousand dollars lower than they could be if zoning in high-growth areas was relaxed.31


By increasing the price of housing artificially, exclusionary zoning also pushes families farther out to the periphery of metropolitan areas in search of an affordable home. This sprawl, in turn, increases automobile emissions and damages the environment. Moreover, by banning multifamily units, exclusionary zoning prohibits, by government fiat, the construction of the types of housing that are easier to heat and cool than single-family homes are, further harming the planet.32


If exclusionary zoning and economic discrimination in housing hurt people of all races, it is also true that the sting of class bias is especially sharp for Black Americans, as outlined in Chapter 3. Decades ago, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. recognized that four hundred years of racial oppression left a terrible economic legacy that needed addressing before Black people would be truly free. “What does it profit a man to be able to eat at an integrated lunch counter if he doesn’t have enough money to buy a hamburger?” King asked.33 The work of the civil rights movement will not be complete, King argued, until economic barriers to Black advancement—and the advancement of all people—are removed.


When it comes to housing, Black people are disproportionately hurt by today’s economic housing discrimination not only because they have lower annual incomes than white people on average; more importantly, generations of discrimination—and contemporary housing inequities—mean that Black wealth (accumulated savings over time) is stunningly low. Whereas white people typically make 1.6 times as much as Black people in income, white median household wealth is eight times as high as median Black household wealth.34


Having little wealth makes it hard to come up with a down payment for a single-family home, even for middle-income Black people. Today middle-income Black families live in neighborhoods with higher concentrations of poverty than do low-income white families.35 The fact that economic discrimination by government zoning perpetuates both economic and racial segregation puts many African Americans at a terrible disadvantage.


Indeed, historians have documented the ways in which single-family exclusive zoning laws were originally designed specifically to provide a legal way of perpetuating racial segregation. In the early twentieth century, explicit racial zoning laws prohibited Black people from buying in majority white areas, from Baltimore to Atlanta and from St. Louis to Louisville. The US Supreme Court struck down such laws as a violation of the Constitution in the 1917 decision of Buchanan v. Warley, but single-family zoning soon became a convenient workaround to the decision.36


A 2022 study found that those cities that had the highest rates of Black migration from the South from 1940 to 1970 have the most exclusionary forms of zoning.37 In Milpitas, California, a suburb of San Jose, for example, the town adopted a policy of banning apartments and allowing only single-family homes in the 1950s, shortly after 250 African Americans were transferred to work in a new Ford auto plant in town. Because federal mortgages were not generally available to Black people and apartments were illegal, Black Ford employees had to choose between living in apartments in segregated neighborhoods in San Jose and putting up with long commutes from more distant neighborhoods.38


Tackling housing segregation remains the biggest piece of unfinished business of the civil rights movement. Dr. King, who faced high levels of vitriol when he campaigned for voting rights and nondiscrimination in employment, said he had never seen the full measure of white hatred until he joined a 1966 campaign for fair housing in Chicago and he and his fellow marchers were pelted with rocks and bottles.39


Over the past fifty years, we have made considerable strides reducing discrimination in restaurants, hotels, transportation, voting, and employment, writes Richard Rothstein in his compelling book The Color of Law, but progress on housing integration has not kept pace.40 Although Black people have been integrated into the nation’s political life and military over the past several decades, Harvard’s Orlando Patterson notes, “the civil rights movement failed to integrate Black Americans into the private domain of American life.”41 No policy limits African American income, wealth, and education as thoroughly as housing segregation.42


Even though race is important to the history of exclusionary zoning, Rothstein’s focus on racial animus largely misses the biggest piece of the story today: pervasive class bias and elitism. As Chapter 4 explains, race does not explain why wealthy white people have resisted integration with lower-income white families in places like La Crosse, Wisconsin, or why upper-middle-class Black families have resisted housing for lower-income residents in Prince George’s County, Maryland.43


Indeed, if race was the only driving factor behind exclusionary zoning, one would expect to see such policies most extensively promoted in communities where racial intolerance is highest, but in fact the most restrictive zoning is found in politically liberal cities such as San Francisco, where racial views are more progressive.44


Harvard philosopher Michael Sandel argues that prejudice in America is evolving. The prevailing American ethos of meritocracy—which appropriately disavows racism and sexism—has also given rise to what he calls “the last acceptable prejudice,” a disdain for the less-educated people.45 Meritocracy’s winners, Sandel says, “inhale too deeply of their success.”46 Indeed, social scientists have found that highly educated elites “may denounce racism and sexism but are unapologetic about their negative attitudes toward the less educated.”47 A 2018 study by five psychologists, for example, concluded that well-educated elites in the United States are no less biased than those who are less educated; “it is rather that [their] targets of prejudice are different.”48


Our laws reflect and reinforce this cultural distinction: racial zoning is unconstitutional, but economic zoning is perfectly legal, indeed pervasive. A landlord who discriminates against a low-income Black person because of her race is in violation of federal law; a landlord who discriminates against the same individual instead because of her source of income—a Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher—faces no legal jeopardy under federal law.


For important historical reasons, being a class snob is not held in the same disrepute in America as is being a racist. But in the context of exclusionary zoning laws, the messages of the racist and the class snob are cut from the same cloth: Black families and working-class families of all races are held in such low regard that the state is somehow justified in sponsoring laws to make it illegal to build the types of housing they can afford.49


Some Not in My Back Yard (NIMBY) forces may say opposition to multifamily units has nothing to do with either race or class. As we note in Chapter 5, proponents of this argument advance several concerns: that zoning protects families from rapacious developers who will bulldoze quiet neighborhoods, add traffic, and overcrowd schools. And, though it is wrong to discriminate by race, the NIMBYs say, it is different excluding poor people, who are more likely to commit crimes, and change could reduce property values, robbing families of their hard-earned money for retirement. From the left, some argue that making space for more private-market housing won’t make housing much more affordable or neighborhoods more integrated and that, in some cases, changes to zoning could lead to more gentrification and displacement.


Although some of these concerns are more reasonable than others, Chapter 5 provides evidence that it is possible to liberalize zoning for “missing middle” housing (duplexes, triplexes, and small garden apartments) that can enhance neighborhoods and that, as an empirical matter, concerns about low-income families bringing crime and lower property values are overblown and have unfortunate resonance with the arguments advanced in the twentieth century about the presence of Black people.50 Just as it was unfair to paint Black people with a broad brush, so it is unfair to stereotype poorer people, when in fact most violent crime is committed by a very small group of individuals.51 Importantly, it is not poverty, per se, but concentrations of poverty that can accelerate social ills such as crime.52


Fifty years ago, our fair housing laws recognized that even if a white family could provide statistical evidence that selling a house to a Black family might reduce property values, public policy should not honor that prejudice. By the same token, if KiAra Cornelius and her kids want to move into a neighborhood to escape a high-crime area, our public policies should not look at the size of her bank account as a justification for enacting laws to effectively bar her from moving.


The concerns on the left contain a kernel of truth. It is true that reform to zoning alone cannot solve all of our housing problems; more support should be provided for subsidized housing. But zoning reform is an important piece of the overall puzzle, because if we don’t expand housing supply, government subsidies of housing will go less far. Likewise, the displacement that comes from gentrification is a real concern. But the evidence suggests that liberalizing zoning to allow more housing reduces the chances of displacement in most cases. When new housing is capped, it’s not as if wealthy newcomers decide to forgo taking a coveted job. Instead, gentrifiers simply outbid existing residents in a zero-sum competition for a limited number of homes. By contrast, when new housing is built, space is created for new, wealthier gentrifiers to live alongside longtime less-affluent residents.53


If exclusionary zoning is a fountainhead of economic and racial inequality, artificially drives up prices, and is bad for the environment, why does it persist? The short answer is that, for generations, politicians have been terrified to address the issue. With solid support for exclusionary zoning among both wealthy conservatives and wealthy liberals, a political consensus has emerged that reform is virtually impossible. Until recently, that pessimism was well earned, as outlined in Chapter 6.


Shortly after the passage of the 1968 Fair Housing Act, for example, Richard Nixon’s secretary of housing and urban development George Romney, the father of Senator Mitt Romney, tried to use a provision of the newly passed legislation to help loosen what he called the “high-income white noose” around Black inner-city neighborhoods. As journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones notes, Romney’s “Open Communities” project would have withheld federal infrastructure aid from states and wealthy localities unless they agreed to “build more affordable housing and end discriminatory zoning practices” and open up suburbs to “the lower, middle-income and the poor, white, black, and brown family.” When Nixon received complaints from politicians representing the suburbs, however, he immediately killed the program. “Stop this one,” he wrote curtly on a memo provided by domestic policy chief John Ehrlichman.54


Seeing little path for change through the political process, reformers turned to litigation. In New Jersey, for example, supporters of equal opportunity won an important legal victory in 1975 in Southern Burlington County NAACP v. Mount Laurel, which required wealthy communities in New Jersey to provide their “fair share” of moderate and low-income housing. But politics again intervened. Although Mount Laurel has produced some meaningful reforms for the placement of affordable housing, the political branches of government have been recalcitrant, with some New Jersey governors openly hostile to reforms envisioned by the courts. Likewise, in the 1990s, when the federal government created the Moving to Opportunity program to open up suburbs to small numbers of low-income families, conservatives were joined by liberals like Senator Barbara Mikulski (D-MD) in curtailing the experiment.55


For all these reasons, observers were stunned in 2018 when the city of Minneapolis voted to do something long considered impossible in American politics: end single-family exclusive zoning in an entire city. In Minneapolis, housing advocates succeeded in part by shifting the focus of attention away from loud NIMBY voices of wealthy white homeowners toward the victims of exclusionary zoning.


The change was dramatic. Previously, Minneapolis had banned duplexes, triplexes, and larger apartment buildings from almost three-quarters of its residential land. The new plan, named Minneapolis 2040, allowed two- and three-family buildings on what had been single-family lots, tripling the potential number of housing units in the city.


Advocates made racial justice central to their message and also emphasized the ways in which single-family exclusive zoning, by constraining housing supply, made housing less affordable. Although unions traditionally focus on wages and benefits for members, SEIU Healthcare Minnesota—an offshoot of the Service Employees International Union—became a key part of the coalition for zoning reform in Minneapolis. Citing the ways in which single-family exclusive zoning put housing out of the reach of working people, the union drove home the idea that strict local land use rules have real-world consequences. Advocates of change also allied with environmentalists, who explained how exclusionary zoning contributes to climate change by pushing development farther and farther out, which puts cars on the road for longer commutes.


In Minneapolis, advocates for reform made sure that changes to exclusionary zoning would not inadvertently increase gentrification and displacement of low-income families. Some community members argued that zoning reform could pave the way for new construction, which can attract wealthier residents who are willing to pay more precisely because the units are new. To reduce any displacement, reformers insisted on writing into the plan new funding for affordable housing as well as “inclusionary zoning” requirements to compel developers to set aside some new units for low-income and working-class people.


To avoid the debate being dominated by NIMBY voices, city planners and advocates sought direct input from those hurt by exclusionary zoning. City staff went to street fairs, festivals, and churches to gather input on zoning reform from people in low-income and minority communities. They didn’t speak in jargon-laden terms about “increasing housing density,” but instead asked big questions such as, “Are you satisfied with the housing options available to you right now?” and “What does your ideal Minneapolis look like in 2040?”56


Once Minneapolis broke the logjam, other major victories followed. In 2019, a bipartisan group of legislators in Oregon passed the nation’s first statewide ban on single-family exclusive zoning.57 The provision applied to all cities with a population of at least ten thousand residents and overcame the strong opposition of the League of Oregon Cities.58 In June 2021, Charlotte, North Carolina, became the first southern city to abolish single-family exclusive zoning.59 In the fall of 2021, the largest state in the country, California, eliminated such zoning statewide.60 The California legislation was signed by Governor Gavin Newsom over the objections of more than 260 city leaders.61 And in 2022, a bipartisan group of Maine legislators legalized accessory dwelling units (“granny flats”) on lots that had been restricted to one single-family home, over the opposition of the Maine Municipal Association.62


In yet another sign of changing winds, Chapter 7 notes that at the federal level several 2020 Democratic presidential candidates, including Joe Biden, elevated the issue of exclusionary zoning to the national stage—and beat Donald Trump’s attempt to demagogue the issue.


One of the early presidential aspirants to advocate zoning reform was New Jersey senator Cory Booker, who introduced federal legislation to discourage exclusionary zoning in 2018. For Booker, the issue was personal. The Fair Housing Act made it possible for Booker’s parents, African American executives, to move to Harrington Park, New Jersey, outside of Newark. The strong public schools there helped launch Booker to Stanford, Oxford, Yale Law, and beyond.63


But as a child, Booker saw that for his less-affluent Black friends and colleagues, outlawing racial discrimination was not sufficient; exclusionary zoning kept places like Harrington Park out of reach. In an exclusive interview before his legislation was introduced, Booker told me that he visited relatives living in predominantly Black communities and “clearly saw that something was wrong.”64 As a young adult, he learned about the Mount Laurel litigation in New Jersey, which exposed the way in which municipal zoning laws were employed to “segregate our state by income as well as race.”65


Booker introduced the Housing, Opportunity, Mobility, and Equity (HOME) Act, cosponsored by South Carolina’s Rep. James Clyburn, to require states, cities, and counties receiving federal funding for public infrastructure and housing to develop strategies to reduce barriers to housing development and increase the supply of housing. Plans could include authorizing more high-density and multifamily zoning and relaxing lot size restrictions. In 2020, Democratic presidential nominee Joe Biden endorsed the HOME Act and declared that he would “eliminate local and state housing regulations that perpetuate discrimination.”66


As part of Biden’s jobs bill in 2021, he included the Unlocking Possibilities program to provide $1.75 billion for the first-ever Race to the Top program to reduce exclusionary zoning. But, as noted in Chapter 7, these types of carrots to encourage states and localities to do the right thing should be supplemented by sticks. In that chapter, I outline a proposal for a new Economic Fair Housing Act to give plaintiffs who are hurt by exclusionary zoning laws the chance to sue municipalities for income discrimination, the way people of color can currently sue for race discrimination.67


To be sure, the politics of reform remain tricky, and in the 2020 campaign, Donald Trump sought to win over suburban voters by saying he would protect them from Biden’s attempt to “eliminate single-family zoning.”68 In repealing an Obama-era Fair Housing Act rule that aimed to promote racial and economic inclusion, Trump tweeted, “I am happy to inform all of the people living in their Suburban Lifestyle Dream that you will no longer be bothered or financially hurt by having low income housing built in your neighborhood.”69


Nonetheless, there is reason for optimism about reform. Trump’s attempt to use unsubstantiated fears about increased crime and reduced property values to win over “suburban housewives of America”—at a time when many people were rejecting racism in the wake of George Floyd’s murder—fell flat.70 Biden actually saw a nine-point gain in white suburban voters compared to Hillary Clinton in 2016.71 And though the single-family home has a prized place in American culture as a symbol of success, single-family exclusive zoning, which involves a government fiat that bans people from building anything else, is much less popular.72 Indeed, exclusionary zoning is at odds with two deeply held American beliefs: democratic egalitarianism, on the one hand, and the liberty to be free from government interference, on the other. Typically, those values are in tension with one another, but in the case of exclusionary zoning, they point in the same direction.


Today, both Republicans and Democrats say they believe in democratic egalitarianism, though in recent years each party has emphasized a different aspect of this tenet. Democrats have pointed out the ways in which white people have wrongly declared themselves to be better than people of color, and Republicans have pointed to ways in which coastal elites have improperly looked down upon working-class white people who lack educational credentials.


The movement to eliminate exclusionary zoning unites those two populist threads—it is anti-racist and anti-elitist. The notion that working-class people should be excluded from entire communities is deeply insulting both to Democratic-leaning working-class people of color and to the non-college-educated white people who flocked to Donald Trump in part because they felt looked down upon by coastal Democrats. Meanwhile, opponents of exclusionary zoning can also tap into the American belief in liberty. Ending economically discriminatory zoning can be seen as a form of government “deregulation” that will appeal to small-government conservatives. Uniting egalitarian and libertarian views—which normally work at cross purposes—can constitute a powerful combination in American politics.


As I note in the epilogue, it is possible to imagine a brighter future. Tearing down invisible walls of exclusion can reduce segregation, foster social cohesion, and make housing more affordable—and it can do so without the enormous commitment of treasure often associated with promoting those goals. The first step is to see the walls we’ve built, and the second is to take action to remove these barriers to the American Dream so that all families have a chance to move up the economic ladder.
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THE WALLS THAT BLOCK OPPORTUNITY


Patricia McGee was living in the Mandalay Palms Apartments in a rough section of Dallas a few years ago when one day her ten-year-old son said, “Momma, look.” McGee peered out the window and saw a sex worker hanging out at the bus stop in front of the apartment “doing some things she shouldn’t be doing.” McGee was horrified. “Your kids, they pay attention to everything,” she says. They begin “talking about stuff they ain’t got no business talking about.”


McGee was deeply discouraged at the time. “Living in Mandalay,” she explains, “was one of the worst areas I have ever lived in. It was prostitution at the bus stop. It was drug-smoking in my breezeway where my door was.… Every time you turned around, there was some crime.”1


McGee was upset that her children were experiencing a version of the difficult childhood she herself had endured. McGee’s mother had struggled with drug addiction and alcoholism, so at a young age, McGee shuffled back and forth between an aunt in Dallas (who favored her own kids over McGee) and a foster home in Longview, an oil town located two hours east of Dallas, near the Louisiana border.2


McGee dropped out of high school and over an extended period of time gave birth to her four children, two daughters (who in 2021 were in twelfth grade and tenth grade) and two sons (then in seventh grade and third grade). (McGee asked that the names of her children not be used.) Without a high school degree, she worked various jobs but struggled financially. She tried to take classes to get her GED, but it’s been difficult. “My main priority was to make sure that I had a roof over my head and my kids’ heads.” That, too, was tough, and for a time, she and her family became homeless and had to stay in a shelter or sleep in a car “because we had nowhere else to go.”3


With support from a program called Under One Roof, McGee was able to move to the Mandalay Palms Apartments, which provides affordable units in the Oak Cliff section of Dallas. But McGee says the environment was unbearable. “I actually stayed in Mandalay Palms Apartments for a year, dealt with all that drama, trafficking, prostitution, drugs, gunshots, all that.” In addition, the apartment itself was unhealthy, she says. Her unit had a water leak, which created mildew, McGee says, but “they wouldn’t do nothing about it.”


McGee says she has high expectations for her kids and tries to teach them that “regardless where you came from, if you do what you’re supposed to do, you can go wherever you want to go.” She says she tells her kids, “It’s up to you to get that education. It’s up to you to ask your teacher for the information. If you don’t understand or you want to get ahead in class, you ask for extra work.” She continues: “I stay on my kids,” she says. “I tell them every single morning before they go out the door to schools, ‘Pay attention, make sure you’re focused, make sure you keep them grades up because you’re going to need it. Yeah, you going to be a boss, you’re going to run your own business.… You going to have people looking up to you.’ That’s what I’m trying to put in my kids’ head. You’re going to have people working for you.”


McGee encourages her kids to watch inspiring movies, and in a comment that is painful to hear, she tells them, “You ain’t got to be nothing like me, and I hope you don’t want to be nothing like me. I want y’all to be better than me and y’all daddies.” She tells her daughters, “It’s easy to get sidetracked and then you’ll be sitting at home drawing food stamps ’cause you can’t work ’cause you’re pregnant.”


But living in the Oak Cliff section of Dallas, McGee says, she felt as though the local public schools were holding her kids back. “The school, to me, was a hot mess,” she says. T. W. Browne Middle School was particularly problematic. The school, where 97 percent of students are low-income, and 96 percent are Black or Hispanic, has low levels of achievement. Just 23 percent of students are proficient in math, 23 percent in reading, and 19 percent in science.4


There were also issues of safety. One of McGee’s daughters, she says, “was jumped by two girls walking home from school and just because she didn’t want to be their friend.” McGee complained to the school in order to resolve the issue, but, like the problem with her apartment, the powers that be “didn’t do nothing about it.”


The elementary school, Ronald E. McNair, was also problematic, McGee says. In a school that is 94 percent Black or Hispanic and 98 percent low-income, just 50 percent of students are proficient in math, 32 percent in reading, and 21 percent in science.5 The teachers were disrespectful, McGee says. One of McGee’s sons was grabbed by the collar by one of the teachers, she says. McGee complained to the principal in what she described as a forceful fashion. “I actually went off, I had to be ‘ghetto’ myself that particular day.” But the staff never updated her on what, if anything, was done.


McGee also says she didn’t like the way her older son was held to low expectations and passed along, even though he struggled with his reading. It wasn’t until later, when he went to a more challenging school, that the problem was discovered. “That’s something that should have been taken care of” earlier, she says. In Oak Cliff, McGee says, “you got some teachers that feel like, ‘hey, I’m just here for a paycheck.’”


The situation became so difficult that McGee moved three of her children to KIPP Destiny Middle School, a charter school with a better reputation.6 “They was okay there,” McGee says. But student proficiency remained low.7


McGee wanted something better for her children. But she felt discouraged. The safer neighborhoods with good schools were completely off-limits to her.


Many think someone like Patricia McGee can’t afford to live in the suburbs because, under the free market system, some communities just have bigger houses that cost more money. Indeed, people often think where you live is basically a reflection of individual merit, and that “poor life choices” and “drugs/alcohol” are bigger causes of poverty than factors such as “lack of job opportunities” or “discrimination.”8 There is often an underlying cultural assumption that people live where they deserve to, as one commentator noted, “that affluent space is earned and hood living is the deserved consequence of individual behavior.”9


Emblematic of this thinking is the way the term ghetto has morphed from a noun to an adjective. Whereas ghetto once connoted an enforced separation of a people, whether Jews in sixteenth-century Venice or Black people in modern America, today it is also “a pejorative” used to describe “dress, speech, and social codes” that are rejected by middle-class Americans.10


It is true, of course, that in desirable communities, with attractive amenities like good schools and low crime rates, the free market in housing drives up land prices, with or without zoning. What this misses, however, researchers find, is that “even if land is expensive, developers can still satisfy the demand for housing from lower-class households by using it more intensively,” that is, by building multifamily housing and amortizing the land’s cost “over a larger number of buyers or renters.” In a truly free market, they say, “developers—especially non-profit developers—could buy land in affluent desirable areas and erect apartment buildings containing affordable units for lower-income families.”11 With rents skyrocketing in affluent communities, developers find it profitable to build multifamily units even in places where land is expensive, such as Greenwich, Connecticut, and even when builders are required to set aside 30 percent of units below market rate. “The density allows the math to work,” says one developer.12


But local governments in wealthy communities literally outlaw that possibility. “Government gatekeepers,” says one author, “dictate which buildings can be built and how they should look,” which, in turn, determines who can live where.13 Poor and rich neighborhoods, then, are not the natural result of sorting by merit; to the contrary, they have been socially engineered by government.


Growing income and wealth inequality is part of the reason we see growing income segregation. The bottom 90 percent of Americans now own just 10 percent of the nation’s wealth.14 But housing policy matters a lot as well. As one researcher notes, “Our highly dispersed and profoundly unequal distribution of housing is not inevitable; indeed, it is not the norm around the world.”15 Japan, Germany, and France, for example, have very different zoning regimes and far less segregated housing.16


Just how important is exclusionary zoning to explaining current American levels of economic and racial segregation? Some of the best evidence compares jurisdictions with more-intense and less-intense levels of exclusionary zoning. An important 2010 study of fifty metropolitan areas found that “a change in permitted zoning from the most restrictive to the least would close 50 percent of the observed gap between the most unequal metropolitan area and the least, in terms of neighborhood inequality.”17 The study employed a model that allowed the researchers to conclude that land use regulations caused income segregation rather than the other way around.18


Likewise, a 2016 study examining ninety-five big metropolitan areas found that those with more restrictive zoning and land use regulation had higher levels of income segregation. The researchers found that greater “density restrictions” (such as minimum lot sizes) increased income segregation by segregating the wealthy from the middle class. In addition, the authors found that “the complexity of the municipal review process, measured by the number of approvals that local governments require for new housing developments, is strongly related to the segregation of low-income households.”19


Restrictive zoning is also associated with increased racial segregation. A 2014 study found that metro areas with less-restrictive zoning tend to have less racial segregation. The authors concluded: “The more restrictive the density zoning regime [the stricter the limits on residential density], the higher the level of racial segregation and the less the shift toward integration over time.”20


This was the case in Dallas, where—as in other parts of the country—a series of deliberate public policy choices was made throughout the city’s history to place barriers in the paths of low-income families and families of color like McGee’s who sought out better places to live. These barriers have not disappeared but rather have evolved over time.


As we shall discuss in Chapter 3, in the early and mid-twentieth century, Dallas-area officials were complicit in a series of racially discriminatory policies and practices in housing and schooling. Officials enacted racial zoning laws, enforced racially restrictive covenants, refused to back mortgages in Black communities that were redlined, tolerated white terrorism when Black people tried to move into white communities, and enforced de jure segregation of schools. Following the enactment of the Fair Housing Act of 1968, many of these policies and practices were deemed illegal, so discrimination took on new forms.


In essence, Dallas’s efforts morphed over time to replace explicitly racist policies with economically discriminatory ones. In Dallas, and other parts of the country, economic discrimination in the post–civil rights era has taken on three central forms:




• Exclusionary zoning laws that prohibit the construction of multifamily housing or require minimum lot sizes, effectively screening out low- and moderate-income families


• Government policies that concentrate low-income housing in high-poverty (mostly Black) communities


• And state-sanctioned source-of-income discrimination by landlords against those with Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers





In the early twentieth century, Dallas, like Baltimore before it, adopted a racial zoning law to forbid Black people from living in white neighborhoods.21 After the US Supreme Court declared such laws illegal in the 1917 case of Buchanan v. Warley, white officials in Dallas (as in other parts of the country) quickly switched to economic zoning, which banned multifamily housing that might be affordable to Black people. “Such economic zoning was rare in the United States before World War I,” author Richard Rothstein notes, “but the Buchanan decision provoked urgent interest in zoning as a way to circumvent the ruling.”22


Economically exclusionary zoning remains a widespread problem in the Dallas region.23 Within Dallas itself, 65 percent of residential land is dedicated to single-family homes.24 In the suburbs, the problem can be even worse. Says one former Dallas school board member: “It’s like the Wall of Troy around some of these communities of privilege.”25


Consider the zoning laws in Highland Park, Texas. Home to Southern Methodist University, Highland Park is a “donut hole” carved out of the middle of Dallas. As one Dallas official observes: “It’s nearly all rich white people, a separate [school] district, separate town council, separate police surrounded on all sides by the city of Dallas.”26 The district was created in the early twentieth century, as the Highland Park town website itself notes, “as a refuge from an increasingly diverse city.”27


Today, the school district—which has five elementary schools, one middle school, and one high school (along with two alternative schools)—has a student population that is 82 percent white, 7 percent Asian or Pacific Islander, 5 percent Hispanic, 2 percent two or more races, and less than 1 percent Black, Native American, and Native Hawaiian. A remarkable 0 percent of students are reported to be from low-income families.28 By contrast, in the surrounding Dallas district, 69 percent of students are Hispanic, 21 percent Black, 5 percent white, and 1 percent Asian or Pacific Islander—and 86 percent of students are from low-income families.29 “Highland Park,” says one local observer, “is only five minutes away from the deepest concentrations of poverty.”30


How does Highland Park maintain its segregated status? Historically, the town segregated its students explicitly by race. In the 1950s, Highland Park sent the small number of Black students residing in the area to Dallas public schools.31 Today, Highland Park uses exclusionary zoning. In the vast majority of Highland Park, it is illegal to build anything but a single-family home. The second biggest area of land in the community is set aside for the country club. Only tiny slivers on the outskirts of the community are designated for multifamily housing.32


Another quintessential example of exclusionary zoning in the Dallas area is the suburban town of Sunnyvale, which has been the subject of extensive litigation over its zoning rules.33 Sunnyvale is an affluent community located twelve miles east of Dallas’s central business district—“just a hop, skip, and jump,” fair housing attorney Demetria McCain has noted.34 Nestled on the shores of Lake Ray Hubbard, it had a median household income of $132,488 in 2019, more than twice the median household income of Texas residents as a whole.35


For many years, Sunnyvale had a complete ban on townhouses and apartment buildings and a minimum lot size for single-family housing of a whopping one acre. A pamphlet aimed at businesses that might want to locate in Sunnyvale, a federal judge noted, “made clear that the only type of housing allowed in Sunnyvale is low-density, single family housing. The apartments, presumably for the workers, are in other cities,” such as “Garland, Mesquite, and Northeast Dallas.” In 1985, Sunnydale refused to permit any Section 8 housing as requested by the Dallas Housing Authority, claiming such housing would pose challenges to providing sewer and water services. Around that time, Sunnyvale was 94 percent white and just 1 percent Black.36


The roadblocks holding economic inequality in place and the decades it takes to remove them can be seen in a lawsuit Mary Dews, a counselor for the Dallas Tenants’ Association, filed in 1988 against Sunnyvale for its exclusionary zoning laws. The lawsuit was soon joined by a real estate development corporation that wanted to build affordable multifamily housing in the town by 1995. In 2000, a federal district court found Sunnyvale’s exclusionary zoning laws both intended to discriminate and had the effect of discriminating on the basis of race in violation of the Fair Housing Act. The federal district court found that the ban on multifamily housing and the one-acre lot minimum had “imposed a barrier that cannot be overcome except by a token number of black households.”37


Sunnyvale argued that its exclusionary zoning was justified “for the purpose of protecting the public health with septic tanks” and promoting “environmental protection.” But the court rejected these arguments as pretexts for discrimination and noted, in any event, that less-discriminatory alternatives exist for furthering those goals. The court enjoined Sunnyvale from implementing its zoning practices and required the town to take steps to encourage the development of multifamily housing.38


In 2005, an agreement was reached between the parties to make some units available for low- and moderate-income families.39 But even after the court order, the city resisted, said McCain. The litigation dragged on and on for years, and it was not until 2014, some twenty-six years after the lawsuit began, that a set of affordable multifamily units opened its doors. Even then, said McCain, the town put the homes “on the outskirts of Sunnyvale, as far on the boundary as possible.”40


Low-income families didn’t know about the opportunity to live in the homes, so a nonprofit housing group advertised it to Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher holders. It was unknown how many low-income families would apply. In the end, said McCain, “they responded at a level that was so great that the property manager had to rent a hotel room to take applicants.”41


Sunnyvale represents a rare modest victory amid a depressing national picture. Today, Sunnyvale’s Black population has grown to 9 percent, and its Hispanic population is 12 percent.42 But very few courts have ruled in ways similar to the decision of the judge in the Sunnyvale case. And since the 1970s, the nationwide growth in exclusionary zoning has increased the economic barriers to people like Patricia McGee and KiAra Cornelius.43


A second driver of economic and racial segregation is government decisions about where to place public housing—decisions that are themselves influenced heavily by exclusionary zoning.


In recent decades, the federal government has supported public housing mainly through two types of public–private partnerships: the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher program, and the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC). In principle, both types of programs could facilitate desegregation because housing vouchers can theoretically be used in any community and LIHTC housing can be built in more affluent, high-opportunity areas as well as in communities of concentrated poverty. But in Texas, as in many parts of the country, upper-middle-class communities have fought Section 8 and LIHTC-supported housing and sought to exclude low-income families. This income discrimination disproportionately hurts Black people, especially in Dallas, where 86 percent of the Dallas Housing Authority’s clients are African American.44


In a lawsuit challenging the concentration of Section 8 vouchers, a federal district court noted in 1989 that “suburbs of the City of Dallas were refusing to participate in DHA Section 8 assistance program,” thereby preventing those with housing assistance from using that support anywhere in the Dallas suburbs.45 As part of a 1990 consent decree, an organization, eventually called the Inclusive Communities Project (ICP), was founded to promote integration through a program that allows a relatively small number of voucher holders (about 1 percent) to live in high-opportunity neighborhoods.46


Texas also concentrated poverty after Congress created the LIHTC in 1986. For years, Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs have concentrated tax-credit-supported low-income housing in high-poverty, predominantly Black areas in Dallas rather than in whiter and more affluent areas in the suburbs. In 2008, ICP sued, charging that the LIHTC policies in Texas had a negative “disparate impact” on Black people and furthered racial segregation in violation of the 1968 Fair Housing Act.47 It won a victory in the US Supreme Court, where, in 2015, the court ruled that disparate impact cases are valid under the Fair Housing Act, but after the court remanded the case to the lower courts for final determination on the facts in Dallas, a US District Court ruled against ICP in 2016 for failing to specify precisely the cause of the racial exclusion.48


Government officials in Texas employ a third tool to keep families like Patricia McGee’s out of more affluent white communities: source-of-income discrimination, such as refusing to take Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher holders. In the Dallas area, this is the “primary defense to enforce segregation,” a local journalist notes.49 Whereas it is illegal for a landlord to openly discriminate based on race, Texas communities do not protect Section 8 voucher holders like Patricia McGee against source-of-income discrimination.


Worse, the state of Texas actually made it illegal for local communities to pass laws protecting against income discrimination. In seventeen states, such as New York, California, Washington, Maryland, and Massachusetts, it is illegal for a landlord to discriminate on the basis of a renter’s source of income.50 But after Austin, Texas, passed such an ordinance, the Texas legislature voted in 2014 to preempt all local source-of-income discrimination laws, removing source-of-income discrimination protection in the state.51 Texas and Indiana are the only two states that have taken such a draconian step.52


As a result, source-of-income discrimination is rampant in the Dallas area. According to a 2020 Inclusive Communities Project survey of landlords in Collin, Dallas, Denton, and Rockwall Counties, 93 percent said that they would not accept voucher holders.53 The areas where the most white people live—such as Fairview, Prosper, Flower Mound, and Rockwall—were the most likely to refuse vouchers.54 If you have a voucher and are looking for an apartment in a high-opportunity neighborhood, one local official says, “you’d have to call so many landlords to find the magical one who actually accepts the voucher.”55


[image: image]


One day, while searching for ways she could get assistance putting together a rental security deposit, Patricia McGee came across the housing mobility program sponsored by the Inclusive Communities Project.56 ICP’s Mobility Assistance Program provides housing search assistance and counseling annually to 350 families who want to move to higher-opportunity neighborhoods. These neighborhoods include those that are in the attendance area of “an elementary school that is ranked as high performing.”57


Fair housing attorney Demetria McCain, president of ICP from 2016 to 2020, sees its work as the latest stage in the fight for civil rights to break free of limits imposed by wealthy white interests. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, she says, in the face of enslavement by advantaged white landowners, Black people courageously risked their lives to escape slavery. In the twentieth century, millions of resilient Black people living in the South uprooted their lives to free themselves from the tyranny of Jim Crow laws as part of the Great Migration. Today, many wealthy white people continue trying to exclude Black families from their communities. Many Black people stuck in dangerous neighborhoods with struggling schools are seeking help from ICP so they can take the risk to move to wealthier areas—where they may face discrimination—because these areas nevertheless offer a better chance for their children.58


Patricia McGee is a member of that third wave of resilient Black people seeking better opportunity through migration—in her case, within a metropolitan area to a safer neighborhood with strong schools. With ICP’s support, McGee was able to move to Forney, Texas, in May 2019. A city of twenty-four thousand, Forney has a median household income of about $93,000, and a population that is 64 percent white, 19 percent Hispanic, 14 percent Black, and 2 percent Asian. In Forney, “it’s mostly a mixture of colors,” McGee says.


Families in Forney reached out to make sure McGee’s kids were okay. “It’s been a great move for me and my kids because when we was in Dallas, you really didn’t get the support,” McGee said in a 2020 interview. “Since we’ve been out here, I have had people call and ask if it’s okay to donate this to you and your children.”


McGee says the schools in Forney are much stronger than they were in Dallas. In 2020, the four children attended four different schools. Her first-grade son was at Lewis Elementary, her fifth-grade son was at Smith Elementary, her eighth-grade daughter was at Brown Middle, and her tenth-grade daughter was at Forney North.59


Student achievement levels are much higher in Forney than in Oak Cliff schools or the charter school McGee’s children attended in Dallas. At Brown Middle School, for example, 50 percent are proficient in reading and 42 percent in math—roughly double the rates in Oak Cliff.60


One big difference is the teachers’ level of engagement, McGee says. In Forney, she says, if teachers “see your kid struggling, they gonna call you.… They’re gonna stay on top of your kids and make sure you’re able to stay on top of them.” She continued, “They’re more on it than [the teachers in] Oak Cliff.”


At Smith Elementary, for example, where McGee’s son was in fifth grade, he was having some problems, but she went in and met with the teachers. “We came up with a solution and since then I haven’t had no problems.” Likewise, after McGee became homeless a number of years ago, her oldest daughter lost a lot of education credits; but in Forney, the school system put her in a credit recovery program that enabled her to be placed back in her original grade.


Another difference is the level of parental involvement. “A lot of these people are involved, you’d be surprised,” McGee says. The parents chaperone field trips, volunteer in class, and help out in the lunchroom, she says.


McGee says she is very grateful to ICP for supporting her move. “If it wasn’t for them, I wouldn’t be where I am today. I would probably be still somewhere in Oak Cliff or Pleasant Grove, areas that I really wouldn’t want to stay in because of the high violence.” She says, “I’m very thankful I was able to take my kids out.” McGee says she knows lots of people who were unable to access assistance as she did. “Everybody don’t want to stay in the hood,” she says. “Everyone wants an opportunity to have a nice home, a nice area where people come to visit and don’t have to worry about ducking and rolling.… It’s so peaceful out here. It’s quiet.… You don’t hear no gunshots. You don’t hear no loud music rolling through your neighborhood. You don’t hear fighting.” McGee says, “I love it out here.”61


For a time, McGee took a job as an Amazon warehouse worker, where she earned fifteen dollars an hour. She often worked the graveyard shift, 7:00 p.m. to 5:00 a.m., but didn’t complain about the hours. “Well, I thank God that I got me a job,” she says. Her work, she says, has given her a sense of dignity. “In order to get what you want, you got to work,” she says. “All these programs that they put out here are supposed to be a stepping-stone. You not supposed to stay on it forever.” She says she chastises her cousin who, she says, is “dependent on the system way too much.” In return, her cousin calls McGee “Ms. Boughie.” But McGee says she wants to set an example of self-reliance for her children. “Go to work. Show your kids,” she says. She tells her children, “Don’t get on these programs unless you really, really, really, really need it.”62


After COVID-19 swept the country in the spring of 2020, McGee left her Amazon job and went to work for Maximus, a contractor that provides support for IRS call centers. In the fall of 2020, McGee’s life was upended again, when the home she was renting in Forney was sold. With support from ICP for her rental deposit, she relocated to Rockwall County, east of Dallas. She says Rockwall is “pretty nice. It’s quiet.” There is “less of all the drama” than she had in Oak Cliff.63


In 2021, McGee’s children were attending the local public schools, including Rowlett Elementary and Rockwall High School. Both are high-achieving schools. But at the high school, which is 67 percent white, 17 percent Hispanic, 7 percent Black, and 3 percent Asian, her daughters are sometimes the only Black students in their class, and “someone may say something that they shouldn’t,” McGee says. “But I tell them to look over it and keep doing what they supposed to do.” McGee says her youngest is doing well and likes Rockwall schools better than the schools in Forney.64


Unfortunately, Patricia McGee’s experience is very much an exception in Texas, where there is a rising tide of economic segregation and most people don’t enjoy the catapult that ICP provides over exclusionary walls. The 350 families per year that ICP helps move to higher-opportunity neighborhoods represent about 1 percent of the 26,257 families in Dallas who use Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers.65 They represent an even tinier slice of the Dallas region’s 7.6 million residents, many of whom are low-income wage earners like McGee.66


Exclusionary practices that discriminate by income—and indirectly, by race—continue to take a significant toll on the vast majority of low-income Dallas residents. A 2015 study found that Dallas–Fort Worth was the seventh most economically segregated large metropolitan region in the entire country (after Austin, Columbus, San Antonio, Houston, Los Angeles, and New York).67 A September 2020 Urban Institute study ranking major cities on three measures of inclusion found that Dallas was among the worst. The study compared 274 cities on “economic inclusion” (measured by “income segregation, housing affordability, the share of working poor residents, and the high school dropout rate”), “racial inclusion” (measured by “racial segregation; racial gaps in homeownership, poverty, and educational attainment; and the share of the city’s population who are people of color”), and “overall inclusion” (which is a combination of the economic and racial inclusion scores). Dallas, the Urban Institute found, was near the bottom of the barrel for all categories. The city “ranked 272nd out of 274 cities on overall inclusion, 270th on economic inclusion, and 246th on racial inclusion.”68 (Smaller cities were among the most inclusive. Among the top ten in Urban’s rankings were Naperville, Illinois; Bellevue, Washington; and eight California cities, including Freemont, Daly City, Torrance, and Santa Clara.)69


The combination of economic and racial exclusion is deeply troubling. In an assessment of Dallas’s housing equity, the Dallas Housing Authority’s Myriam Igoufe was particularly alarmed to find that since 1990 the number of racially or ethnically concentrated areas of poverty (R/ECAPs) doubled from eighteen to thirty-six and that many Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher holders were residing in these areas.70


TEHANI (COLUMBUS, OHIO)


Exclusion is hardly just a southern phenomenon. One thousand miles northeast of Dallas, Tehani (who asked that her last name not be used) faced some of the same issues that confronted Patricia McGee.


A divorced Hispanic mother of three, Tehani lives in the Columbus, Ohio, region, as does KiAra Cornelius. When I spoke with Tehani in 2020, her daughter Brandy was fourteen; her son, Beau, was twelve; and her daughter Natasha was four. As a child, Tehani attended Columbus Public Schools (now known as Columbus City Schools), and when she and her husband had children, she knew she wanted something better for her kids. They lived in Reynoldsburg, a Columbus suburb, but after six years, Tehani and her husband divorced. She suffered a major financial setback and was evicted from her home. She and her kids became homeless and eventually had to take an apartment in Columbus.71


The apartment was infested with bugs, the stairs were broken, and the front door did not lock properly. With drugs dealt on the block, Tehani worried for the safety of her children. A small outdoor swing set for the baby was stolen from her front porch, which prompted Tehani to ask, “Who does that?”72 The unsafe housing made it hard for her to take on more work opportunities because she worried about her kids getting on the bus by themselves in the morning.


The Columbus public school system had an overall D rating on the state report card and an F rating for academic achievement, a miserable set of marks that underlines the desperate state of the schools.73 At Forest Park Elementary School, located close by Tehani’s home, 100 percent of students were from low-income backgrounds and only 36 percent were proficient in reading, 40 percent in math, and 30 percent in science.74


Because Tehani had lived in suburban Reynoldsburg and because she had been homeless, her children were permitted under a provision of federal law to stay in Reynoldsburg public schools. Reynoldsburg had a C rating as a school district, an improvement over Columbus’s D rating. But Tehani was not satisfied. In particular, she was concerned that Reynoldsburg schools did not provide her daughter Brandy, who loved choir and drama, with programs in either. “They’ve lost a lot of arts programs over in Reynoldsburg,” Tehani says.75 In any event, she needed a safer and better living situation than that found in Columbus.


Tehani, like Patricia McGee, felt trapped. The public policies of Columbus, Ohio’s capital city, made things much worse, especially the area’s long history of state-sponsored racial and economic exclusion and segregation.


In the twentieth century, white Columbus-area residents enforced segregation of people of color through multiple means, including racially restrictive covenants, redlining, and purposeful segregation of schools. Although racially restrictive covenants were struck down by the US Supreme Court, redlining was outlawed by the US Congress, and de jure school segregation was prohibited by Brown v. Board of Education, economic discrimination continued unabated in Columbus.


One Ohio State University researcher noted, “We have a Fair Housing Act, but if they’re not caught discriminating by race… they can still discriminate by class. We’ve learned that if they do that with zoning, they get the same effect.”76 Economically restrictive covenants and economic zoning are among the most common weapons employed against people like Tehani in Central Ohio.


As one scholar painstakingly documented, after racially restrictive covenants were struck down by the US Supreme Court in 1948, Columbus-area developers doubled down on socioeconomically “restrictive covenants” that prohibited land from being used to build houses below a certain price or size. In the Columbus area, “If land developers did not directly control by race who used the land, they could and did attempt to control by socioeconomic status who used it, as well as how it could be used.” Two out of every three subdivisions studied were reserved for single-family homes. Moreover, “subdivisions aimed at the upper middle class” imposed minimum square footage requirements and often banned one-story homes.77


Zoning laws in the Columbus region later codified these restrictive covenants. Zoning ordinances are justified to promote “public health, safety, and welfare,” but too often they were used instead to keep Black and lower-income individuals out of wealthy neighborhoods.78 Zoning laws in Columbus, the scholar wrote, often “protected rich from poor and white from black.”79 Today, says one Columbus-area developer, “One of the reasons why there’s not affordable housing units in suburbs like Dublin and Hilliard and New Albany is exclusionary zoning.”80


Limiting areas to single-family homes is only the most blatant mechanism for excluding families of modest means. Some communities require that apartments have brick facades, which are more expensive than, say, vinyl siding, and which make the apartment unaffordable.81 Indeed, sometimes politicians welcome townhomes so long as they are designed to be expensive and attract a wealthy clientele.82 Just as Southerners kept people out of voting booths with literacy tests, so the “brick facade” requirement becomes a more sophisticated way of keeping low-income families out of suburban apartments.


Many communities in the Columbus area and throughout the country engage in what is known as “fiscal zoning”—approving only the types of development that will generate more in revenue than the occupants consume in public services. Amy Klaben, an attorney and the former president of Homeport, a nonprofit housing developer, says some Columbus suburbs, for example, reject proposed developments where the majority of the units are three- or four-bedroom apartments because they don’t want units that will accommodate working-class parents with children who will use the public schools.83 In essence, these suburbs will only approve housing units that are expensive enough so that “the property taxes generated cover the cost of the children in schools.”84 One housing lawyer notes that this is a common problem across the country: “People are not threatened by seniors. [They] are worried about demand on schools.”85


Developers understand the political dynamics, which is why they often conduct an explicit economic impact analysis to say why the community will benefit—an analysis that often hinges on the economic status of the would-be homeowners and renters. One developer notes: an impact analysis might show that if you build an expensive single-family home, “it will essentially pay for itself.” That is, through property taxes, each single-family home will support the schools, library, police, and fire. Because people owning homes have more disposable income to spend, their presence will also be a “net positive economic driver” and produce an economic “multiplier” in the community. By contrast, occupants of a less-expensive townhouse may consume the same level of services but pay fewer property taxes, which might be a “net loss” for the community from a fiscal standpoint.86


Finally, in the Columbus area, like Dallas, it is typically legal to discriminate based on source of income. Although the federal Fair Housing Act makes it illegal for a landlord to discriminate against Tehani for her ethnicity, in Central Ohio, Klaben says, landlords can generally discriminate based on source of income, refusing to take any Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher recipients.87


Given all these impediments, Tehani, like KiAra Cornelius, was thrilled to hear about the small Move to PROSPER program for single mothers who needed a way to surmount the exclusionary walls built by Columbus suburbs with safe neighborhoods and high-performing schools, such as Dublin, Hilliard, Gahanna, and Olentangy.88 Beginning in 2018, Move to PROSPER provided Tehani, Cornelius, and eight other low-income single mothers the opportunity to live in such high-opportunity suburbs. Move to PROSPER (which stands for Providing Relocation Opportunities to Stable Positive Environments) has a particular focus on improving the life chances of kids. “It all started with the children,” says Amy Klaben, who is now Move to PROSPER’s project facilitator.89


Through the program, Tehani obtained housing in the Dublin School District, which received a B rating from the state of Ohio, a big improvement over other districts.90 Tehani’s two oldest children, Brandy and Beau, attended Ann Simpson Davis Middle School in 2020. In the school, 61 percent of students are proficient in reading, 66 percent in math, and 78 percent in science. There is a healthy economic and racial mix, with 38 percent of students from low-income backgrounds and no one racial group consisting of a majority.91 Tehani says her kids haven’t faced discrimination in Dublin.


The Dublin schools are well resourced: at the beginning of the year, Tehani says, her kids “came home with brand new Chromebooks that they keep for the entire year.” Importantly, Dublin has the resources to offer the drama and choir programs that Brandy craves.


Tehani, who worked her way up to being a human resources manager at Scotts Miracle-Gro Company, marvels at the change in her life since she and her family were homeless—the quality of the housing, the schools, the neighborhood, and even more basic things. “One of the things we don’t have to worry about is consistent housing and that’s something that’s a big deal.” For the moment, she is happy. Her kids are challenged at school. And her youngest has a small swing set outside that sits undisturbed. “It makes a big difference,” she says.92


But Move to PROSPER’s initial program was both small (ten recipients) and designed to be temporary (a three-year duration). For most low-income residents, Columbus’s exclusionary policies—the economically restrictive covenants, the economic zoning, and the failure to protect against source-of-income discrimination—impose a terrible burden. A 2015 study found Columbus to be the second most economically segregated large metropolitan region in the United States (after Austin, Texas).93 Another 2015 study, by Harvard University professor Raj Chetty and colleagues, found that of the fifty largest metro areas in the United States, Columbus ranked near the very bottom—forty-fifth—in social mobility. (By contrast, cities like San Jose, Seattle, and Salt Lake City had double the rates of mobility found in Columbus.)94


THE NATIONAL PICTURE


Nationally, the stories of Patricia McGee in Dallas and KiAra Cornelius and Tehani in Columbus are typical in some ways and completely atypical in others. The exclusionary policies these families faced are pervasive throughout the country. The fact that neighborhoods had such a powerful impact on their lives is also borne out by national research. On the other hand, the ability of these mothers to draw upon programs to surmount the obstacles placed by government is highly unusual.


Indeed, most voucher holders are stuck in high-poverty neighborhoods, with no access to special programs like those provided by the Inclusive Communities Project or Move to PROSPER. A 2019 study of the nation’s fifty largest metropolitan areas found that only 5 percent of Housing Choice Voucher families live in high-opportunity neighborhoods.95 Similarly, according to a 2012 study, students in public housing generally have nearby public schools that are poor performers. Among Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher households nationally, the median performance of the nearest school was roughly in the bottom quarter in math and English language arts performance.96 This matters because talented low-income students in these schools are less likely to get the education they deserve.


The paucity of voucher holders in high-opportunity neighborhoods is not for lack of demand. In Columbus, thirty mothers applied for every spot available in Move to PROSPER. In Dallas, a program called Children First North Texas, which is designed to relocate families living in high-poverty segregated neighborhoods to higher-opportunity environments, surveyed two hundred families to see whether they wanted to move. Only three did not. “Overwhelmingly, they all want to move,” says one Dallas Housing Authority official.97 In meetings, when families heard about the possibility of moving to better neighborhoods, she says, “a lot of folks actually cried because they were like, ‘this is something I never thought would come to me.’” One grandmother, the official recalls, was tearful about the prospect of getting her grandson away from local gangs. Overall, of those polled, the number one desire was for safe neighborhoods, then good schools, and third was access to grocery stores, a major concern given the large number of food deserts in the Dallas area.98


Yet in many parts of the country, exclusionary zoning is rampant. Dallas and Columbus are both located in “red” states, but as we shall see further in Chapter 4, exclusionary zoning and related practices are, if anything, more common in coastal “blue” states.99 The essential tools of exclusion have become more pronounced in the past fifty years and include single-family exclusive zoning, minimum lot size requirements, bans on small homes and mobile homes, bans on accessory dwelling units, and minimum parking requirements.


The paradigmatic forms of exclusionary zoning are bans on duplexes, triplexes, and any other form of multifamily housing. In most US cities, zoning laws prohibit multifamily units on at least three-quarters of available land.100 Such policies effectively say that people are not welcome in a community unless they can afford a single-family home.


This practice is exclusionary because single-family homes are typically less affordable than multifamily homes. Multifamily homes are generally cheaper because the cost of a plot of land can be partitioned among several homeowners. Multifamily housing has fewer exterior walls, keeping construction costs lower. Compact developments also reduce per unit infrastructure costs for gas, electric, water treatment, and internet. As community planners have observed, “Not all dense housing is affordable, but all affordable housing is dense.”101


In the 2019 American Housing Survey conducted by the Census Bureau and HUD, detached single-family homes were generally the most expensive type of housing within regions, followed by attached single-family homes, then multifamily homes, with mobile homes being the least expensive. In metropolitan areas with more than one million residents, for example, the median total monthly housing costs were 25 percent higher for detached single-family homes than for duplexes, triplexes, and quads, and 78 percent higher than for mobile homes.102 In Montgomery County, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, DC, the average price of a detached home ($775,000) was more than twice that for attached homes, such as townhomes ($370,000).103 In Arlington, Virginia, the minimum household income needed to purchase a unit in a sixplex or eightplex is estimated to be $118,000, compared with a $430,000 income required for a single-family home.104


Moreover, in the American Housing Survey, when a detached suburban single-family home was located in a neighborhood where 90 percent or more of neighbors had single-family homes—that is, an area that likely has exclusionary zoning—the price was 33 percent higher than when the detached single-family suburban home was in a neighborhood where fewer than 90 percent of neighbors had single-family homes.105


Some exclusive communities go further and require that single-family homes be built on minimum lot sizes, ensuring that those homes are even more expensive. In Connecticut, an astounding 81 percent of residential land requires one-acre lots.106 These requirements screen out less-advantaged families. High-amenity neighborhoods with strict minimum lot sizes are less economically diverse; on average, incomes are 30 percent higher than in high-amenity Connecticut neighborhoods without strict minimum lot sizes.107 In the state, the average median income of sixty-eight towns with very large minimum lot sizes is 24 percent higher than the median income of Connecticut as a whole, and these towns have a 36 percent greater white population than the state as a whole.108 Unless you are at the high end of the income scale, these policies work against you.


Zoning that prohibits the construction of small homes is another common technique of exclusion. Calhoun, Georgia, for example, requires that new single-family dwellings be at least 1,150 square feet. When Tiny Homes Hands Up Inc. proposed building smaller homes, one community member made clear what the regulation was really about, objecting that without the zoning laws, low-income people might move in. “You think of low-income, how are they going to keep up with everything [like] trash pickup and this and that.” She suggested small homes would bring “more riffraff than we’re already dealing with.”109


Similarly, throughout America, communities have banned trailer homes or mobile homes (now referred to as manufactured homes), which constitute a less-expensive form of housing.110 Setting aside property costs, the average cost of building a single-family home on site was $309,000 in 2020, compared with a cost of $87,000 to build a manufactured home.111 Manufactured homes used to be common; indeed, in 1972, manufactured housing accounted for 60 percent of all new single-family homes. But manufactured housing has since declined dramatically, in part because bans are common.112 In Gloucester Township, New Jersey, for example, officials banned the construction of a mobile home park anywhere in the community.113 In Yorba Linda, California, residents permitted a trailer park, but only after a developer agreed to erect a five-foot wall around the complex. One city administrator noted: “We don’t even know they’re there.” The Biden administration is hoping to change zoning laws restricting manufactured housing, which now accounts for about 9 percent of all new single-family homes.114


Other forms of class discrimination abound. Single-room-occupancy living, in which individuals have a private bedroom but share a kitchen and bathroom, used to be commonplace but is illegal in many communities.115 And homeowners’ associations increasingly restrict the ability of owners to rent properties because, as one analyst notes, “there is a pretty deep and pervasive social stigma against renters,” who tend to make less money than owners.116


Many communities also ban the creation of garage and attic apartments or small backyard homes, also known variously as “in-law suites,” “granny flats,” and “accessory dwelling units” (ADUs). These bans severely restrict relatively affordable units in higher-opportunity neighborhoods.117


The pent-up demand for this more affordable housing can be seen in California. After the California legislature adopted changes to allow single-family homes to add ADUs, activists said it was “like opening a floodgate.” In 2018, Los Angeles permitted more than four thousand units, “an astonishing figure when one considers that municipal authorities tend to add just a few hundred affordable housing units per year,” one observer noted. The potential is enormous: converted garages or backyard cottages could add up to five hundred thousand housing units in Los Angeles.118 Statewide in 2020, ADUs constituted more than 10 percent of new housing. That figure is up from less than 1 percent eight years earlier.119 Between 2016 and 2021, the number of ADUs permitted increased by a whopping 1,421 percent.120


Another trick used by communities to exclude new neighbors is the excessive use of off-street parking requirements, which considerably jack up the prices of housing. One researcher found that some zoning codes in wealthy Connecticut communities “would require three units of parking for one studio apartment,” an absurd condition that was employed to make new development economically infeasible.121 Off-street parking requirements can increase costs and serve as “a poison pill for low-cost housing.”122 Jurisdictions from Buffalo to Hartford to St. Paul have eliminated off-street parking requirements entirely, and research found that developers, weighing consumer demand, decreased the amount of parking built below what had previously been required by law, suggesting the government requirements had been artificially high.123 Market forces provide incentives for builders to provide enough parking; if they don’t, no one will buy those units.124


Exclusionary tactics—which are manifold and numerous—have been increasingly employed over time. Boston University researchers, for example, observed that “land use restrictions have become notably more restrictive in many regions of the United States over the past four decades.”125 After the first wave of exclusionary zoning was adopted in the early twentieth century, communities doubled down beginning in the 1970s. As we will discuss further in Chapter 3, the passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968, which outlawed racial discrimination, combined with the shift in American assets toward housing, led to the new wave of exclusionary practices.126


As one measure of growing regulation, researchers have found that the number of court cases mentioning “land use” has risen dramatically over time, controlling for population growth.127 Manhattan, for example, has tightened regulations so much that 40 percent of existing housing in Manhattan would not comply with new, more stringent zoning policies if a builder attempted to construct it today.128 Meanwhile, as regulations have tightened nationally, the proportion of new homes that are attached has declined by half over the past thirty years, from 20 percent to 10 percent.129


[image: image]


State-sponsored exclusionary tactics have grown even though they are strangling the American Dream by keeping low-income and working-class families out of more advantaged neighborhoods. In decades past, skeptics could suggest that poor people are poor mostly because of bad choices, so allowing some to move to better neighborhoods wouldn’t do much for their life chances. But following William Julius Wilson’s groundbreaking work, The Truly Disadvantaged (1987), which found that neighborhood environment could have a profound impact on families, researchers have provided the evidence that the prospects of adults and children are shaped dramatically by the neighborhoods in which they are allowed to live.


Where you live in America matters greatly to your quality of life and the life chances of your children. It determines your odds of being safe, of getting a job, of accessing good health care and enrolling your children in strong public schools. Poor families who live (often because of government zoning) in low-opportunity neighborhoods with poor schools and high crime rates face very different odds than poor families who live in higher-opportunity neighborhoods where schools are stronger and streets safer. The authors of American Apartheid note: “Where one lives—especially where one grows up—exerts a profound effect on one’s life chances. Identical individuals with similar family backgrounds and personal characteristics will lead very different lives and achieve different rates of socioeconomic success depending on where they reside.”130


Adults in high-poverty neighborhoods are often cut off from transportation and jobs, which can have a crippling effect on families. If a parent does not live in a neighborhood with good transportation options, it can take up to two hours to commute. That can mean less time to help nurture a child when home after work.131 Miss one bus exchange, and a worker can get fired for showing up late, with devastating effects on the whole family.


Families in poor neighborhoods are also often cut off from health care. To take one example, Bethesda, Maryland, an affluent suburb of Washington, DC, has one pediatrician for every four hundred children, compared to poor and predominantly Black Southeast DC, where there is one pediatrician for every thirty-seven hundred children.132 Poor neighborhoods are also more likely to have environmental hazards such as lead paint that can lead to lower IQ for children.133


Overall, the cumulative lifetime impact of neighborhood on opportunity can be enormous. A 2014 study estimated that “the lifetime household income would be $910,000 greater if people born into the bottom quartile of the neighborhood income distribution had instead grown up in a top-quartile neighborhood.”134


HOUSING POLICY IS SCHOOL POLICY


Education has long been viewed in American society as “the great equalizer.” But in practice, American schools are highly segregated by race and socioeconomic status, which defeats the equality goal. Research dating back five decades shows one of the most powerful ways to improve the life chances of disadvantaged students is giving them the opportunity to attend high-quality schools that educate rich and poor students under a single roof.135


Residential segregation, not gerrymandered school boundary lines, is the fundamental driver of school segregation. Indeed, recent research found that if students were all assigned to the very closest school, racial school segregation would actually be 5 percent worse than it is today. Given that school boundary lines have a small ameliorative effect, the evidence suggests “residential segregation explains more than 100 percent of school segregation in the US.”136


Some students attend school outside their neighborhoods, but in a country where 71 percent of students attend neighborhood schools—that is, are simply assigned to the public school nearby their homes—school integration efforts need to include housing integration.137 Policymakers, researchers, and advocates have long noted that it is important to pursue a parallel set of housing strategies that, if successful, could help integrate neighborhood schools. As one scholar has put it, “Housing policy is school policy.”138


Low-income students stuck in schools located in high-poverty areas are surrounded by peers who, because they have had less opportunity, are typically less academically engaged and more likely to act out than those in schools in higher-income neighborhoods. Adding to the challenge is a community of parents who are less actively involved in school affairs, in part because they may have less flexible work schedules and lack transportation to get to school easily. Finally, high-poverty schools on average have weaker teachers who have less experience and lower expectations for students.139


High-poverty schools are twenty-two times less likely to be as high-achieving as middle-class schools.140 On the 2017 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) given to fourth graders in math, low-income students who attended schools that were more affluent were almost two years of learning ahead of low-income students in high-poverty schools.141 Likewise, a 2008 study found that growing up in high-poverty neighborhoods had the effect for African American children of reducing verbal ability later in life on the order of one year of schooling.142 And controlling carefully for students’ family background, a different 2008 study found that students in mixed-income schools showed 30 percent more growth in test scores over their four years in high school than peers with similar socioeconomic backgrounds in schools with concentrated poverty.143




OEBPS/images/Art_orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
Ewel
EACLUDED

HOW SNOB ZONING, NIMBYISM, AND
CLASS BIAS BUILD THE WALLS WE DON'T SEE

RICHARD D. KAHLENBERG

o

PUBLICAFFAIRS
New York





OEBPS/images/9781541701489.jpg
~ KAHLENBERG

""-f-“H"O'W _\'S‘NOB ZONlNG

,i*ﬁM,ny~M AND CLASS,f:

fﬁvf'{','.;‘(iBlAS BUILD THE WALLS
WE DON T SEE

S 7 i
S N





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
PUBILICAFFAIRS





