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INTRODUCTION


To teenagers, money matters. As you leave childhood behind, the ability to get and spend your own money marks your growing independence. Knowing you can buy something you want is exciting and liberating. Having some money for the first time is also a chance to mess up and learn the consequences of bad spending decisions.

Getting older means discovering more of how the adult world works—or doesn’t. The gap between the richest and the poorest Americans has been growing for decades, and experts predict it will continue to grow unless politicians vote for policies like higher taxes for the rich and greater benefits for the rest of us. Young people bear the brunt of this inequality because it makes it harder to get a job and to pay for the college education you need to move up the ladder. If your parents can support you, you may not need to worry about money yet, but you will soon.

In this book, teens write about their problems handling money wisely, the lessons they’ve learned from managing their own income, clever ways they’ve found to earn and save, and their growing awareness of how our larger economic system determines their relationship to money. Many of the teens who wrote the stories in this book are in foster care or live in lower- income neighborhoods, and they write about the hard transition to economic self-sufficiency.

Xavier Reyes wasn’t even living on his own yet when he found himself “trying to climb out of a deep hole” of credit card debt, from which it took him years to escape. The smartest first step to taking real control of your money is to start a bank account, as Jarel Melendez and Chantal Hylton do. But Chantal points out there are fees to beware of here, too: “A bank account is only a good thing if you know how to use it.”

Several stories deal with teens’ concerns about how to become financially independent. Giselle John is on a mission to save $7,000 before she turns 21 and ages out of foster care. Asia Fillmore learns not to keep bankrolling “friends” who never pay her back. (Asia’s story also gives teachers an opportunity to teach colloquial as opposed to formal writing.) Whether you’re trying to leave home or just want to have more money in your pocket, thrift is something most young adults will have to learn. Anita Ames writes about overcoming her prejudice against second-hand clothes. Chimore Mack turns her beloved dog into a source of income by breeding her and selling the puppies.

Yet sometimes solutions are harder to find. Shaniqua Sockwell writes of repeated frustrations in her search for a retail job. Jianxin Shi and Danielle Chambers share their experiences getting scammed by commission-only jobs that really were too good to be true. Since tuition bills loom large on a college-bound teen’s financial horizon, Maria Alashola and Marci Bayer report on how to approach them, along with other college costs.

Expensive as it may be, college is important because it gives teens a better opportunity to achieve true and lasting financial independence. Marco Salazar describes his father’s decades of struggle as an immigrant, and attributes much of that struggle to his lack of English skills or a college degree that is valid in the

U.S. Marco’s dad expects his son to receive an education and live the American dream he couldn’t have.

After years of feeling “engulfed in shame” over her family’s reliance on welfare, Diana Moreno makes peace with it as the support that will enable her to build a better life for herself. And when Hattie Rice is moved from her parents’ rat-infested apartment to a foster care placement in a nice neighborhood, her grades climb because she sees and comprehends what she can achieve. “I’m sure that if I stay focused and succeed in school,” she writes, “I can make it out of the ghetto.”

Taken together, the stories in this book will help teens understand their own attitudes and assumptions about money as they prepare to become financially independent. The issues teen writers raise here can pave the way for a discussion about responsibility, values, and the way our individual spending choices fit into larger economic questions.


Names and some details have been changed in these stories:

“On My Own: An Aging Out Story,” “A Bad Deal,”

“How I Learned to Be Stingy,” “I Took a Scam Job,” and

“I Want an Equal Relationship,” In older stories, dollar amounts have been adjusted for inflation or updated.






PART ONE

MONEY AND SOCIETY





DON’T FOLLOW THE LEADER


By Anonymous

Looking out the windows of the #3 subway train, I spot a familiar sign: Rockaway Ave. The doors open and I enter my world, my home: Brownsville, Brooklyn, one of the poorest neighborhoods in New York City.

Slowly I walk down the stairs, then push my way through the turnstile. As I step outside, I’m greeted with the smell of weed, and the sound of “Newport, come get your Newport right here” echoing through the street. Eyes gaze as I walk by. I walk fast. I’m sick of seeing those same fools drug dealing to the vulnerable or hustling on the corner.

Look straight, look ahead, and surpass the negativity. Don’t get sucked up in their dimension. Keep a positive mindset, don’t be one of them. Don’t notice a thing.

Even after so many years, my trip home still aggravates me. It’s disturbing to see the black community in this state. The thieves and drug dealers hurt each other and our neighborhood to become so-called successful. Their pride comes in knowing that they put a loaf of bread on the table. Tell me this, though: How do you feel knowing what you had to do to get it?

African Americans have gone through so much to gain our so-called equal rights. So why are so many of us living in run-down apartments, cooped up in projects, depending on welfare, stashed up in prison and stuck in segregated communities like Brownsville?

To find out, I talked with a sociologist at Columbia University, Sudhir Venkatesh, who spent years observing Chicago drug dealers’ daily struggles to get rich or die trying. A gang member on his way to prison even gave Venkatesh detailed notes he kept about his hustling business, including how much the gang paid everyone from lookouts to leaders.

People deal drugs because they believe there’s tremendous opportunity to go from rags to riches, Venkatesh said. But in fact, only very few drug dealers make more than minimum wage. The gang leader Venkatesh met paid himself about $100,000 a year—or $66 an hour. (Sounds like a lot, but that’s about what some experienced, unionized teachers make, when you include benefits like health care.) But the gang leader paid the three guys beneath him just a little over minimum wage and the street level dealers less than minimum wage.


If you look at 100 drug dealers, 99 will make less than minimum wage. One will make a lot of money. That’s the reality on the streets,’ Venkatesh told me.



“If you look at 100 drug dealers, 99 will make less than minimum wage. One will make a lot of money. That’s the reality on the streets,” Venkatesh told me. “It’s an illusion that people have that they’re going to make a lot of money. That’s only the leaders driving a fancy car.”

Venkatesh said that he believes teens don’t choose a life of crime so much as find it difficult to get a decent job. Many African Americans and Latinos grow up in poor neighborhoods like Brownsville where the schools usually do a poor job of preparing kids for decent jobs or college, he said. Most high-paying factory and union jobs have disappeared, so it’s much harder to support a family without an education these days. And college has gotten expensive.

Racial discrimination and segregation also make it harder for minorities to start their own businesses, because many banks are unlikely to give loans to people who want to start businesses in poor neighborhoods, Venkatesh said.

Diane Hawkins-Bonaventure, deputy executive director of the nonprofit East New York Development Corporation, helps people who were on welfare get jobs. “It’s always difficult for people to find jobs, but I work in the minority community, with people who’ve been on public assistance, and a lot—not all, but a lot—are lacking minimal education, like a GED, and have low or no marketable job skills, so it’s really hard,” she said.

Many of the drug dealers Venkatesh met seemed miserable standing out on the corner but couldn’t see a way out. “Drug dealers are very, very scared. They don’t like standing on a corner, they don’t like carrying a gun. They don’t know what’s happening in their lives, but they’re too scared to tell anybody. It’s hard for them to ask for help,” he said.

Poor teens get stuck on corners or in jail because we see the successful drug dealers flossing their platinum chains and spinning chromes on their Cadillacs, and we follow them. In other neighborhoods, kids see people become filthy rich by going to business school and putting on a suit.

One day I walked through Brooklyn Heights, a wealthy, mostly white neighborhood that’s also in New York City. I wondered what kind of dreams the kids I know might have if they got off the train there. The neighborhood was almost picture perfect—the sidewalks weren’t smothered with litter, the houses were old but not worn down, there wasn’t any graffiti on the buildings.

I felt like I could breathe. I didn’t have to worry about getting into an argument with any chickenheads. The streets weren’t crowded, and when I spotted people they were minding their own damn business. I had no worries about my safety at all.

In that neighborhood, it’s easy for kids to see the connection between getting an education and making money. In Brooklyn Heights, 60% of people over 25 have at least a college degree, and the median income is $56,000, according to 2012 U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey. Compare that to Brownsville, where only 20% have a college degree and the median income is about $27,000. There aren’t a lot of role models in my neighborhood to show kids like me the path to success.


The reality is that most children follow the examples of their parents and the people around them.



The reality is that most children follow the examples of their parents and the people around them. That came home to me when I visited Norwalk, a small city in Connecticut. Riding the commuter train, I was shocked to look out the window and see enormous houses and green lawns. I usually see places like that on television, but here I was just an hour away from Manhattan. It all looked so beautiful.

When I talked to several groups of suburban teens, it struck me that all of them were expecting to go to college. For them, college wasn’t an option, it was a must. They were probably so confident about college because their parents went, or their friends’ parents went, and everyone around them expected them to go.

A lot of the kids in my school view college as a luxury. Everyone around us is doing so poorly that we tell ourselves, “I guess I can’t break through these barriers,” and we don’t dare to. When I asked Venkatesh and Hawkins-Bonaventure how they thought poor neighborhoods could change, they agreed that poor people of all ages need to come together and demand more from our government and business leaders, like a higher minimum wage and more job training.

“Advocate for change—change in schools, change in police patrols. Become more involved in what’s going on in the community,” Hawkins-Bonaventure said. “Go to your state representatives, city representatives, federal representatives and let them know what’s needed.”

They also agreed that poor teens can succeed if they get help from afterschool programs, social workers, and mentors who can show them a different path. Programs like the East New York Development Corporation already offer gang awareness and educational and recreational programs that encourage youth to stay out of trouble and in school. The large afterschool program offers help with homework and SATs, GED preparation for young adults, and a safe environment for youth after school.

Although I grew up in foster care in a hostile neighborhood, I’ve sought out other opportunities, like the debate team at my school and an after-school writing program. These experiences have shown me that I can look beyond the barriers I see between my dreams and me.

I know life can be really hard, and the future can seem like it’s got nothing in it. It hasn’t been easy trying to keep my head on in school so I can make it out. But I’ve used my disgust with my neighborhood and our society to become the total opposite. I wish that it could be easier for others to do the same.


The author was 18 when she wrote this story. She graduated from high school and got a bachelor’s degree in social work. She graduated on time, while holding several jobs during college.





EQUAL WORK, UNEQUAL PAY


By Mitzi Sanchez

Have you ever heard the phrase “equal pay for equal work”? It’s something that female workers have been demanding for decades, but they’re still not getting it. Men still get paid more than women in this country, and all over the world.

This is called the gender pay gap. Basically, the “gap” is the difference in what full-time workers make depending on whether they are female or male. Full-time men earn significantly more than full-time women. For example, in New York, men earn an average of about $8,000 more each year than female workers, according to a 2014 report by The American Association of University Women.

This is partly because women tend to work in lower-paid occupations, like teaching or nursing, while men tend to work in higher-paid jobs like finance or business. However, researchers find that even in the same field or even the same company, women often earn less than men in exactly the same job. For example, a 2010 study found that female professors working full-time at the University of Texas earned $120,000 per year while male professors were paid $134,000—that’s $14,000 more! (The gap has narrowed since then, but female professors still, on average, are paid less.)

Some analysts say these pay differences are mostly about workers’ personal choices, like the choice to have children.

Studies have shown that women start out earning about 80% of what their male counterparts make one year after college graduation; 10 years later, those same women are earning only 69% of what men of the same age earn. This might be because of the choice to become parents, which often impacts women more than men; basically, while men are getting raises and steadily climbing the career ladder, women are getting pay cuts when they re-enter the work-force after having children.

In fact, the American Association of University Women reviewed several studies that showed that “employers are less likely to hire mothers compared with childless women, and when employers do make [offers to mothers], they usually offer them lower salaries than they do other women. Fathers, in contrast, do not suffer a penalty compared with other men.”

Many people believe that college education is the key to closing the gender pay gap, but actually, the gap between college-educated men and college-educated women is even bigger than the gap between non-college-educated men and women. Women with degrees do make more than women without college degrees, but still not as much as men who have exactly the same level of education.




	Women get…
	for every $1 a man is paid in…



	77¢
	United States



	83¢
	New York



	65¢
	Wyoming (the worst gender pay gap in the U.S.)




	85¢
	Europe



	82¢
	Asia



	26¢
	Africa



	84¢
	Globally





Sources: The American Association of University Women; International Trade Union Confederation


Mitzi was 18 when she wrote this story. She studied business administration in college in Mexico.





THE RAGS TO RICHES MYTH


By Marco Salazar

My father immigrated to New York from Ecuador in 1990. It was a myth in Ecuador that everyone who went to the U.S. returned to Ecuador a wealthy person. My dad knew it wasn’t exactly true, and that he would have to work hard to achieve financial stability. But he also knew that even menial jobs in the U.S. paid more than most professional jobs did in Ecuador, and that there were minimum wage laws here that would guarantee he earned a certain amount.

He arrived with reasonable hopes, yet when I look at him 20 years later, I see my dad still struggling financially. I wanted to know how that happened and what he had to say about the economic recession that started in 2008 taking away any stability he had. So I interviewed him for this story.

In Ecuador, my dad studied architecture for three years. Before he’d completed his degree, my grandmother stopped paying his tuition, and he couldn’t afford to complete college on his own. So when he applied for and received a visa to the U.S., he thought, “What do I have to lose?”

Arriving in New York, he moved in with his cousins in Brooklyn. He had $3,000 that his mother gave him, but to his dismay it went quickly in this expensive city. After about three weeks he was almost broke after paying for food, rent, and other expenses.

He quickly understood that pay was higher here because prices were so much higher. In fact, the ratio of expenses to pay was about the same as in Ecuador. My dad began to wonder if he should have stayed in Ecuador, but he didn’t have enough money to travel back.

Although he’d studied architecture, he had to settle for a menial job here because his partially completed degree meant nothing in the U.S. He spent four months working at different factories, wishing he didn’t have to work so hard. His hands had blisters at the end of the day and the pay was poor.

Eventually, a friend found him a job at an electric company; my father was glad to be working at something he was at least interested in. For the next five years he worked as an electrician’s assistant, eventually gaining enough knowledge to become an electrician. He wired buildings during the hot summers and freezing winters. He wasn’t happy with the workload, but he did what he had to do.

After a year working there, my dad met my mom and two years after that, I was born and he met me. My mom already had two children who lived with us, but she was working too, so for a while we were fine financially.

Then one day my dad had an argument with a supervisor, who fired him. There was a lot of racism, he explained: His supervisor was Caucasian, as were his coworkers, and my dad felt discriminated against. “They would tell me to work harder, while the others weren’t told to work harder,” he said.

My mother didn’t make enough money at her factory job to support all of us. My dad had no choice but to work at a factory again. “I did it to support my family, not because I wanted to,” he told me. After three years of working at a quilt factory, he received a call from the electric company asking him to work for them again, and he accepted.

When I was in 1st grade I barely saw my dad during the week, only at night when I watched movies with him. My father seemed happy, as was I, but that happiness soon faded. My mom died in 2000, when I was 6, and my dad was left with not only me to support, but also my half-brother and half-sister. He knew he couldn’t take care of the three of us alone, so he sent my brother and sister to the Dominican Republic to live with their father.

My mom had been the one to drop me off at my babysitter’s, but now I had to wake up at 4 a.m. every day to be dropped off because that’s when my dad went to work. I slept there until school, and after school I went back to my babysitter’s house until 7 p.m. when my dad arrived home from work.


He had to settle for a menial job here because his partially completed degree meant nothing in the U.S.
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