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To Braydon, who, with me, is always asking,  
How can this be?
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Anything could happen, this was America.

He gave himself up to the country and dreamt.

— Gish Jen, Typical American 
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Preface and Acknowledgments

I would like to open my first book with three acknowledgments. 
The first is that my goal in all of my scholarship and teaching—

including that in this book—is to get people to think in new direc-
tions. On one balmy August night in the summer that I conducted 
the second phase of interviews for this book, I received a phone call 
at home. I had to run inside from our back porch and when I got to 
the phone, out of breath, I was surprised to find that on the other end 
was a woman I had interviewed a few days earlier. Although we had 
always given phone numbers to every family we interviewed (saying 
that they could always call us for any reason at all), never, until then, 
had a family called. The woman said that she felt she needed to tell 
me that she had been thinking “nonstop” about her interview ever 
since I had left her house. She explained that she and her husband 
were suddenly “noticing things” they had not before, that they were 
“talking and talking about it at home,” and she gave an example. She 
told me that the same day of our interview her in-laws had sent her 
“out of the blue” a gift card for a new mattress set. Apparently they 
had recently visited, discovered that the bed in the guest room was 
not very comfortable, and thought it would be nice if they helped out 
by sending this gift to their son and daughter-in-law. My interviewee 
exclaimed that before her interview she had “just never thought about 
how much this stuff happens!” She said that she had gotten to think-
ing, “This doesn’t really happen to everyone,” that “others surely do 
not have this same kind of financial support in their families”; “but,” 
she said, “everyone thinks that we’re all competing in a fair game 
together.”

I want to make clear that this story represents exactly what I 
hope for; that my work in this book will get people to think about the 
paradoxes and dilemmas I have written about, that they will begin to 
notice things that they might not have before, and that they will talk 
about it at home and in the world. That, simply, is my goal. I do not 
claim to solve problems; rather, I see my job as to explain and clarify 
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sociological paradoxes and dilemmas, to get people to notice things 
they otherwise might not, and to raise questions for people to take 
away with them. 

The second acknowledgment is of the significance to me and to 
my work of all of those people whose interviews, perspectives, and 
experiences frame this book, and of my friends, family, and colleagues 
who have supported the writing of this book. The families we inter-
viewed were gracious in sharing their views and their stories, and I 
continue to be amazed at everything I am learning from them. They 
are the true foundation of this work. The bulk of their interviews 
come out of a much larger project, of which this book is just one 
small part. I am grateful to Thomas Shapiro, principal investigator 
of the Assets and Inequality Project, for allowing me to use the data 
from that project, which was funded by two generous grants from the 
Ford Foundation. Those grants also funded graduate research assis-
tantships that supported me during my years at Northeastern Univer-
sity as a doctoral student in sociology. The other interviews herein 
I conducted independently during my second year on the faculty at 
Lehigh University. Exceptional financial support from Lehigh in the 
form of two faculty grants and a pretenure endowed chair, as well as 
exceptional encouragement from my department and the university 
administration, made it possible for me to finish my research. 

In my first four years at Lehigh I have worked with many impres-
sively talented students who have helped with various aspects of the 
research for this book. I cannot name them all, but these students 
include five who especially stand out as research assistants: Sara 
Barker, Troy Boni, Maggie Hagerman, Julia Schulman, and Shahin 
Shaghaghi; each has been invaluable to me as I pushed to complete 
this project. Colleagues and friends who have read the manuscript in 
its various renditions over time have offered important insight and 
made contributions for which I am grateful. The committee mem-
bers for my original dissertation—Maureen Kelleher, Melvin Oliver, 
Gordana Rebrenovic, and Thomas Shapiro—were instrumental in 
shaping my project, not to mention my career. My editor at Rout-
ledge, David McBride, read my dissertation and helped me to turn it 
into a manuscript. Lisa Keister reviewed my book early on, before it 
was even really a book, and gave me helpful comments that pushed 
me forward. Later, Dalton Conley and an anonymous reviewer gave 
me valuable feedback that pushed me even further. My mother and my 
husband graciously read my manuscript and helped me—notably—to 
see it through the eyes of nonacademics. And finally, toward the end 
of my writing and revising, I asked several of my most trusted com-
rades to give me feedback, and their insights have been instrumental 
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in turning the book into something of which I am finally proud. They 
are Karen Albright, Patricia Arend, Jessica Kenty-Drane, Thomas 
Shapiro, and Jessica Holden Sherwood.

I want to thank my “inner circle” for all of the various ways they 
have supported me. Braydon Johnson-McCormick, my partner in all 
that I do, was my boyfriend when I started all this, and is now not 
only my husband but co-parent to our children. He has been there 
through it all—through every stage and phase of this project, and 
I am forever indebted to him; “thank you” just does not cut it! My 
parents Don and Janet Johnson, who first shaped me to be concerned 
with social justice in the world, continue to influence my orientation 
and support me in the most tangible ways to make my life so rich. 
Jessica Kenty-Drane (especially in her talks with me during millions 
of phone calls), and Beth Anderson (especially in her talks with me 
during millions of Wednesday night dinners), have been pillars of 
support. And the children in my life—first Maria, and now Kyle and 
Owen, too—have been, and are, my inspiration and my grounding 
presence. Finally, and truly most important, I want to thank my advi-
sor, friend, and mentor Thomas Shapiro. I owe a great debt to Tom 
for all he teaches me, and for all he does for me. Whatever is good 
here is partly his, but whatever is bad here is all mine.

Third, I want to acknowledge that my hope for all of my scholar-
ship and teaching—including this book—is that the dissolution of the 
social problems at their core will someday make them obsolete. On 
a bitter January night during the final winter of writing this book, 
my husband and I had dinner with my favorite sociology professor 
from college. It was our first reunion in ten years, and it was a special 
evening. As we sat around the table, the professor asked me what I 
was currently working on. I told her that it was, basically, exactly 
the stuff that I had been thinking about in college, that some of the 
specifics had changed, but the basic social problems that had then 
engaged me were the same things I was working on now. It strikes 
me that for as much as I know that a decade is only a very short time 
in the context of social change, I nonetheless feel unnerved by the 
idea that so little has been altered. For as much as I am passionate 
about my work, I do hope that a day will come soon when I will not 
need to be so concerned with the social problems central to it. I love 
my work, but the problems I work on are not problems I love. I do 
hope there is a day when all of us who work in these areas can move 
on to other topics.

This last point is especially poignant for me now, because in the 
final year of work on this book my husband and I were also in the 
process of adopting twin baby boys. I do not want my sons to have to 
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face the structural inequalities and the basic injustices that I see in the 
world. As idealistic as it might seem, I genuinely do hope that there is 
a day—not so far in the future—when all of us who are asking “How 
can this be?” can shift our focus to different questions.

Heather Beth Johnson
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1

The Wealth Gap  
and the American Dream

The wealth gap between white and black families in the United States 
is increasing, not decreasing. When I state this in a lecture, I watch 
students’ faces look up from notebooks with expressions of skepticism 
or full-blown disbelief. They come to talk to me after class, then walk 
with me, slowly moving out of the classroom building along the wind-
ing paths of the university to my office, asking me, “How—how can 
this be? The racial wealth gap is increasing?” 

I know it is hard to believe. My students have been told their whole 
lives that everything is getting better, not worse, where race and class 
inequality is concerned. They have learned that the civil rights battle 
was won years before they were born. They know the story of Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., and many can recite sentences of his famous “I 
Have a Dream” speech. They have grown up believing that the general 
principles of equal opportunity, egalitarianism, and inclusiveness are 
the basis for how our system operates. The concept of an increasing 
black-white wealth gap in the present-day United States is a hard pill 
for college students to swallow, not because it reveals that inequality 
exists—they know that it does—but because it implies a fracture in 
the American Dream, a recognition of real advantage and disadvantage 
being passed along categorically to each new generation. To know that 
certain individuals own less or have achieved more than others is one 
thing, but to know that whole groups of people are increasingly priv-
ileged or constrained by their families’ wealth histories suggests that 
inequalities are somehow happening systematically. This is contrary to 
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what my students have been taught—that inequity among us is sim-
ply the result of differences in individuals’ achievements, that it is not 
patterned, organized, or structural.

I understand their confusion because I, too, grew up thinking that 
America was moving closer and closer to resembling a level playing 
field—especially in regard to race, class, and gender. The message 
was straightforward and compelling: in the Post–Civil Rights Era 
we were competing in a fair game with equal chances for success 
so that, regardless of our backgrounds, whoever worked the hardest 
would go the furthest. Growing up, my perception was that if it were 
not entirely true, this message was at least mostly true, and surely 
truer then than at any time in the past. My parents, my teachers, and 
everyone else in their generation who conveyed to me this message 
were justifiably proud of the strides that had been made toward racial 
justice, equal opportunity, women’s rights, and civil rights. Optimism 
was high and—notably—not unfounded. Much progress had been 
(and continues to be) made to dismantle the many forms of injustice.

Not unlike the generations of Americans before us, my students 
and I have been immersed in the culture of a deeply held American 
Dream. We were told that in this country an individual rises and falls 
based on personal achievement or lack thereof; that one’s background 
or family of origin is neither a significant help nor hindrance in the quest 
for success; and that each of us earns and deserves our relative social 
positioning. Many a child has been told these things, and the American 
Dream has surely evolved in various ways over time, but those of us 
born since the 1950s have grown up in the wake of social movements, 
groundbreaking court decisions, and unprecedented cultural shifts that 
have led to a particularly literal interpretation of the American Dream’s 
theme. Equal opportunity has been presented to us not so much as an 
ideal but as an achieved reality. A level playing field has been held out 
to us not so much as a goal but as an actual, legitimate explanation 
for how our system operates. So, it is not hard to imagine our surprise 
when we realize that regardless of all we have been taught, despite all 
our beliefs, things are not exactly what they seem. 

To learn that race and class inequality is still happening system-
atically, and that in fact an historic cleavage such as the racial wealth 
gap is getting deeper, is to realize that significant sociostructural 
problems have yet to be solved, and to suspect that there is something 
wrong with the system. This may force us to examine how much of 
our own stories are entwined with the privileges or disadvantages 
that we were born into. To do this is to face the legacies—good and 
bad—that we have inherited from past generations. This is hard to 
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do in a society so focused on the principle of rising or falling based 
on individual merit.

This book is about two seemingly paradoxical elements of Amer-
ican life: First, it is about the race and class inequalities related to 
family wealth that continue to be structured in ways that systemati-
cally and categorically advantage some groups while disadvantaging 
others. Second, it is about the American Dream’s ideology of meri-
tocracy that tells us that everyone—regardless of background—ends 
up where they do based on their own individual achievement. Both of 
these are major dimensions of social life in the contemporary United 
States. Despite how much or little we notice them in our daily lives, 
each is entrenched in our culture and foundational to life as we know 
it. In this book I take on what is an often unproblematized contra-
diction: I ask how Americans make sense of the power of wealth 
(specifically inherited wealth) given its incompatibility with the prin-
ciples of the American Dream. While perspectives from across the 
socioeconomic spectrum are included here, I focus especially on 
wealthy families, seeking to discern how they reconcile the substan-
tial advantages they confer upon their children with their bedrock 
belief in meritocracy. 

Previous literature has documented the patterns of wealth owner
ship and the statistical contours of the wealth gap. I am not interested 
in replicating these studies; rather, I am interested in how people 
make sense of the structure of wealth inequality—especially the 
intergenerational transfer of wealth in families—given that it flies in 
the face of the American Dream. How can we claim a commitment 
to meritocracy even when our own lived experiences often contra-
dict it? How do we acknowledge structured inequality as we teach 
our children that individual achievement determines life chances? 
For me, what is most sociologically fascinating is not the ideology 
of meritocracy itself nor the structure or power of wealth. What is 
so intriguing is how foundational both are to our society, yet how 
irreconcilable each is with the other—and, perhaps most important, 
how rarely we question this paradox. An analysis of how Americans 
reconcile the American Dream with the power of wealth addresses 
an important lacuna in the emerging sociological literature on wealth 
and stratification: the role of ideology. Ideology is a critical compo-
nent in understanding how race and class inequalities are perpetu-
ated in the contemporary United States because ideology—in how it 
helps to mask and justify systems of inequality—contributes to the 
collective denial, and thus maintenance, of structural inequities.

At its heart, this book is about the same basic issues of inequal-
ity, power, and consciousness that preoccupied Émile Durkheim, 
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Karl Marx, and Max Weber in what is now known as the canon of 
“classical social theory” they pioneered in the 1800s. It is also about 
the same fundamental questions of structural inequality that lie at 
the heart of much sociology today. It is about my students’ question: 
How can this be? 

How are race and class inequality perpetuated through genera-
tions in contemporary American society, despite deep belief in equal 
opportunity and great efforts to dismantle injustice? In a country 
that takes pride in being the land of opportunity, how do we continue 
to justify legacies of wealth inequality that grant opportunities to 
some groups over others? These questions are important because 
our beliefs and our actions—what we think and what we do—will 
impact the extent to which we perpetuate historic dilemmas into the 
future. Given what we have inherited, what will we pass along to the 
generations after us?

Race, Class, and Hard Work
In the United States today, approximately 20 percent of children 
under the age of six are living below the official poverty line.1 Many 
of these children’s parents are desperately impoverished and unem-
ployed, and the plight of these families—often single mothers and 
their children—is harrowing.2 Perhaps even more troubling, because 
of the irony, is how many poor children live in homes with at least 
one working parent; 40 percent of impoverished adults hold at least 
one job.3 Many of these families have worked hard, they have played 
by the rules, and they are still coming up short. The working poor 
challenge our thinking about inequality in America: if people wind up 
where they do based on how hard they work, and if 40 percent of the 
poor are working hard, then why is it that those families are strug-
gling so to even stay afloat? Such questions have been asked often and 
social scientists have revealed some of the structural arrangements 
contributing to the predicaments of the working poor;4 only recently, 
however, have we begun to seriously consider ways that the structure 
of wealth ties into the dynamics of intergenerational inequality in the 
contemporary United States. 

The sociology of wealth is both an old and a new way to study 
inequality. For the theorists who pioneered the discipline of sociology, 
unequal distribution of valued resources and unbalanced relations of 
property were at the theoretical core of their studies. Marx’s Capital 
is probably the most famous example.5 Private property ownership 
was critical to such traditional analyses of inequality because of the 
command over resources and the power to propel life chances that 
it granted an individual, family, or group. But over time, especially 
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in the United States, the study of social stratification became almost 
completely dominated by analyses of labor market dynamics and 
income inequalities. As a result, in both the academic literature and 
the mind-set of the American public, the concept of socioeconomic 
class has been tied almost exclusively to achievement in education, 
success in the labor market, and earned income. This is so much 
the case that today we often think of class as equated with house-
hold income; and indeed, socioeconomic class is often measured this 
way. Certainly income greatly impacts most American families’ basic 
living standards; but, within the framework of traditionally defined 
socioeconomic status, many questions about the perpetuation of 
class inequality have remained elusive. To obtain a more compre-
hensive understanding of class status and class inequalities, research-
ers have recently begun to look outside the dominant paradigm of 
income inequality with a renewed interest in examining private fam-
ily wealth and its impact on framing life chances and basic capacities 
for an individual or family.6

Class is a fundamental category in social theory. Social class 
inequality is generally understood as hierarchical cleavages that 
exist between individuals or groups relative to their economic well-
being, status, and life chances in society. But in most recent empirical 
research, theory, and policy work, class has been measured almost 
exclusively by education, occupation, and income. A more compre-
hensive understanding of social class takes multiple dynamics into 
consideration.7 In addition to level of education, occupation, and 
income, social class is about the sharing of identities and practices, 
the ways in which resources are mobilized across generations, and 
the norms and values that shape behavior.8 Wealth is an important 
part of such an understanding because wealth involves, for example, 
inheritance, which is not earned but which has serious implications 
for resource mobilization, worldviews, life chances, and the intergen-
erational transmission of inequality.

In the early 1990s, with the publication of Assets and the Poor, 
Michael Sherraden reintroduced the concept of wealth as a fundamen
tal variable in understanding social class inequality—specifically, the 
perpetuation of poverty.9 Since then, the study of wealth as a contem-
porary scholarly subject has fully emerged across disciplines. This 
work has begun to reveal that, while we typically equate money with 
earned income, many American families acquire a substantial por-
tion of their financial portfolios through nonmerit sources, mainly in 
the form of intergenerational transfers of financial assets. While most 
American households use job earnings to pay for day-to-day neces-
sities (for instance, food, housing, and clothing), wealth, in contrast, 
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often originates from family financial assistance, gifts, or inheritance 
and becomes a way to create opportunities, shape life experiences, 
and ensure the future. Family wealth can propel a family’s mobil-
ity, access important resources for the next generation, and cultivate 
a sense of security. A focus on wealth creates a new paradigm for 
understanding social inequality in fundamentally important ways. It 
sheds light on some of the dynamics and patterns of contemporary 
inequality that are masked if we study income alone. It reveals cer-
tain advantages that are not earned by individuals per se, but received 
through families. It allows us to see an historic and persisting wealth 
gap as a significant sociostructural problem.10 

The structure of wealth inequality in the United States is, and 
always has been, extremely unbalanced; more unbalanced than 
income inequality. Wealth inequality is more extreme in this country 
than in any European country or industrial society.11 In her analysis 
of wealth patterns in the United States, sociologist Lisa Keister found 
that “while disparities in income and educational attainment are 
extreme, disparities in the ownership of wealth are likely worse and 
apparently more enduring across generations.”12 The top 1 percent 
of wealth holders in the United States own almost 40 percent of all 
wealth, and the top 20 percent own approximately 80 percent of 
all wealth.13 Due to the intergenerational dimension of family wealth, 
these holdings are continually expanding and amassing.14 In this, the 
wealthiest country on earth, some children grow up with luxuries 
that others cannot even imagine; the average net worth for the top 
1 percent of families is about $6.7 million.15 

Meanwhile, asset poverty is just as extreme: almost 40 percent of 
American families do not own enough assets to last three months if 
they were to lose their jobs,16 and 20 to 30 percent of all households 
have zero or negative net worth.17 Asset poverty has serious ramifica-
tions for a family, but particularly for the well-being and life chances 
of a child. It means that, for example, the security that can be pro-
vided to a child through owning a home is out of the question. Paying 
for a college education in the future, or helping a child get started on 
the purchase of a car, a home, or a business, is impossible. Moreover, 
with no assets to liquidate and nothing to fall back upon, a situation 
such as the loss of a parent’s job, a family medical crisis, or another 
emergency can be totally devastating. 

The wealth gap in the United States holds dire implications 
when we consider its interrelationship with other social inequalities. 
Perhaps most acute is the relationship between wealth and race. In 
the past decade, research on the intersection between the two has 
unveiled a strong connection, leading wealth scholars to conclude, 
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as sociologist Lisa Keister has, that race in fact “may be the single 
dimension along which wealth is most unequally distributed.”18 
The cleavages of the racial wealth gap are especially deep between 
black and white families.19 In their 1995 book Black Wealth/White 
Wealth, Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro fully exposed this divide 
by revealing that college-educated whites possessed approximately 
four times as much wealth as similarly situated college-educated 
blacks.20 Oliver and Shapiro showed that regardless of education, 
achievement in the labor market, or level of income, the wealth gap 
makes it virtually impossible for disproportionately asset-poor black 
families to socioeconomically keep up with their disproportionately 
asset-wealthy white counterparts.21 

Though the income gap between blacks and whites is by no 
means unsubstantial, the racial wealth gap is even more extreme. 
The annual income for white men with bachelor’s degrees averages 
$65,046, compared to $46,511 for black men,22 but within every 
income bracket and at every level of educational attainment, black 
families have substantially less wealth than do white families.23 In 
The Hidden Cost of Being African American, Shapiro finds that a 
typical black family’s net worth is only $8,000, compared to the 
$81,000 net worth of a typical white family.24 The picture this paints 
for the future is troubling: Not only are 26 percent of white children 
growing up asset poor, but so are 52 percent of black children.25 
Since wealth-holding families have always tended to pass significant 
portions of their assets along to the next generation, the disparities 
have escalated over time. And, as wealth is inherited, maximized, 
and built upon, this racial wealth gap continues to increase, and the 
divides between black and white families continue to grow.26 

The historical roots of the racial wealth gap have been well docu-
mented and theorized in the research literature. A history of slavery 
originally made it illegal for black families to own property, develop 
capital, accumulate wealth, and pass assets along to their children—a 
practice that has always been available to white families. Compound-
ing this initial imbalance further, over time, racially discriminatory 
public policy, which impacted nearly every arena of social life, made 
it virtually impossible for black families to acquire, grow, and trans-
fer wealth to the same degree as white families. Due to the nature of 
wealth accumulation, these historic realities have resulted in a legacy 
that persists to this day. Wealth is accrued through investments and 
planning, but without an initial base of wealth, asset-poor families 
cannot catch up to their asset-rich peers.27 

It is estimated that between one-half to more than 80 percent of 
all accumulated wealth is received through intergenerational transfers 
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of assets,28 and about 90 percent of these transfers come directly from 
parents.29 Sociologist Dalton Conley’s analysis of the black-white 
wealth gap concluded that in fact “parental wealth is the strongest 
predictor” of racial differences in net worth.30 The historic legacies 
play out today so that black families are able to give and receive inter-
generational transfers much less often (and in much lesser amounts) 
than are white families.31 For instance, less than 8  percent of black 
families receive any inheritance, compared to over 28 percent of white 
families, and the median inheritance for blacks is less than $1,000, 
while it is approximately $10,000 or more for whites.32 We tend to 
think of intergenerational transfers of wealth as isolated primarily 
to inheritances given or received upon death; however, the passing 
along of financial assets within families commonly occurs at other 
times as well. Estimates show that somewhere between 40 and 70 
percent of intergenerational transfers are received not in the form of 
bequests, but through gifts or financial assistance throughout the life 
course.33 

In the academic terminology of the social sciences, intergener-
ational transfers refer to the passing along of assets both at death 
and throughout one’s life. Throughout this book, intergenerational 
transfers are conceptualized as anything of economic value received 
or passed along in a family over the course of a lifetime. This might 
include anything from large bequests, monetary gifts, or loans, to 
the financing of education, a down payment on a home, or help start-
ing a business. It might also include such financial assistance as the 
receiving or passing along of new or used furniture, appliances, or 
cars. Such things, while not normally considered remarkable “inter-
generational transfers” are remarkably financially advantageous to 
individuals and families since they do not then have to afford them 
on their own. 

The racial wealth gap and families’ abilities (or inabilities) to pass 
intergenerational transfers forward to the next generation are enor-
mously consequential for individuals of different backgrounds. While 
it is certainly true that not all white families have assets and that all 
black families have none,34 the structure of wealth inequality has real 
implications in terms of opportunities and life chances for families 
and children. Wealth gives parents the capacity to provide stable hom-
eownership, safer neighborhood environments, better educational 
experiences, and more expansive opportunities to their children.35 
Family wealth can also potentially foster other, less tangible, advan-
tages for children such as self-confidence and positive worldviews.36 
The racial wealth gap ensures that some children have beneficial cir-
cumstances and resources that others do not. This is a reality with 
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which we are all faced; yet, despite this, our dominant cultural logic 
tells us that we each independently earn our stations in life and that 
no group is systematically advantaged or disadvantaged.

The message that social positioning is the result of individual 
hard work, effort, and achievement comes from every arena. Survey 
data consistently show that Americans overwhelmingly believe that 
widespread opportunity exists for all individuals to succeed, that we 
achieve what we deserve, and that the ideology of individualism is 
fundamentally strong.37 Indeed, Americans associate “hard work,” 
more than any other factor, with “getting ahead.”38 These ideas lie at 
the core of our cultural identity and help to cultivate a national creed 
for which we are known throughout the world: the American Dream. 
At its most fundamental level, the American Dream is about meritoc-
racy: the notion of a system in which we advance based on individual 
merit, wherein no person is unfairly privileged or disadvantaged by 
the circumstances into which he or she is born. At some level most 
of us probably believe in this ideology,39 or at least in the basic val-
ues of it, and many Americans surely take great pride in these prin-
ciples. These principles are, after all, at the heart of what America 
represents for many people. In some ways, the American Dream of 
meritocracy may be true, but it is glaringly false in at least one way: 
inherited wealth is not earned through the beneficiary’s individual 
achievement, and many individuals in wealth-holding families (dis-
proportionately white families) inherit wealth. One cannot “earn” 
something that he or she inherits.

In looking at race and class inequalities, patterns and group 
dynamics are revealed through the lens of wealth that stand as a 
direct contradiction to the American Dream. It would be hard to 
argue, for example, that a first grader from a wealthy family has 
earned her coveted spot in an excellent, exclusive elementary school. 
Although her parents may have worked hard to place her there, few 
six-year-olds have individually achieved this head start in life. More-
over, as we will see, many of the parents we spoke with who had 
placed their children in such schools had, at least in part, done so 
by relying on family wealth originally received through intergenera-
tional transfers. Structural wealth inequality creates advantages for 
children that are often unearned through individual accomplishment 
or merit; it virtually ensures that some people have advantages that 
others do not.40 Yet, the American Dream of meritocracy promises 
that individuals get ahead or behind based on their own hard work, 
achievement, or lack thereof. While this paradox is transparent in the 
experiences of most of us, we normally do not even question it. The 
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structure of wealth poses a direct challenge to the American Dream 
without most of us so much as even raising an eyebrow. 

The critical point is not that inequalities exist, but that they are 
being perpetuated in recurrent patterns—they are not always the 
result of individual success or failure, nor are they randomly dis-
tributed throughout the population. In the contemporary United 
States, the structure of wealth systematically transmits race and class 
inequalities through generations despite deep-rooted belief other
wise. In the Post–Civil Rights Era, the growing racial wealth gap 
defies our conviction in the principles of individual hard work and 
achievement at the heart of the American Dream. How do we rec-
oncile that? Addressing that question is critical to understanding the 
inside-workings of the intergenerational transmission of inequality, 
and thus critical to understanding how to change its path. 

Core Questions
Several questions stand at the core of this book. Central to them 
all is the intergenerational transfer of inequality in contemporary 
American society. Questions about the transmission of inequality 
across generations are core questions for the social sciences generally 
and sociology specifically. More important, they are core questions 
for any person interested in understanding how to further advance 
the interests of the greater good. Given the centrality of this sub-
ject in research and in social justice agendas, it is remarkable how 
little we know about how social reproduction actually unfolds. We 
know that structured inequality exists and that social reproduction is 
occurring—in other words, we know that it is happening—but how 
is it happening? Understanding dominant ideological beliefs about 
inequality is an important inroad to approaching this question. It 
is generally agreed that social stratification is a persistent feature 
of human society in part because of the role that ideology plays in 
its maintenance: structured inequality must be supported by broad-
based legitimization in order to be maintained.41 However, while 
virtually all of social theory assumes this, scholars rarely attempt to 
describe the mechanisms involved.42 As researchers of stratification 
have noted, “the task of contemporary stratification research is to 
describe the contours and distribution of inequality and to explain its 
persistence despite modern egalitarian or anti-stratification values.”43 
If people’s beliefs and values impact their behaviors and actions at all, 
then understanding dominant ideology is an important component in 
understanding the social reproduction of inequalities. 

Although we are becoming aware of the significance of struc-
tured wealth inequality, we know little about how people perceive 
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it. In the United States, where polls show that the vast majority of 
people believe in the principles of the American Dream, it is espe-
cially perplexing to examine how inherited wealth is viewed, legiti-
mized, or justified. How do we make sense of the structure of wealth 
inequality in the context of our dominant cultural ideology? How 
do people explain the inherited advantages of family wealth in light 
of the underlying values of the American Dream? Though extensive 
literature exists on Americans’ class-consciousness and awareness of 
class distinctions,44 we know little of their beliefs about class inequal-
ity, and almost nothing of how they perceive wealth. While some 
recent research has focused on the American Dream and Americans’ 
belief in meritocracy,45 no prior research has asked people directly 
about how they reconcile those beliefs with the structure of wealth 
inequality. This is the major purpose of this book. 

I look at the institution of education as a focal arena in which to 
analyze wealth inequality. Education is an important focus for many 
reasons, primarily because schooling plays a crucial role in the social-
ization and life trajectories of children. The schools parents choose 
for their children affect not only the everyday lives of their kids, but 
significantly impact their life chances, their future prospects, and 
their identities. Despite decades of court orders, America’s schools 
are not only unequal but increasingly segregated by race and class.46 
Yet education is, ironically, the arena in which our beliefs about meri-
tocracy are perhaps the strongest. Education is the institution that is 
supposed to perform the “great equalizer” task in our society; where, 
regardless of background, all children will be given equal opportu-
nity for success based on their own individual achievement and merit. 
It is a site where ideology and inequality fully converge. The focus 
on education is partly methodological as well: interviewees needed 
something concrete to talk about in order to focus their interviews, 
to access their views in depth, and to engage them fully in a topic 
as complex as the intersection of inequality and ideology. Education 
was something for parents to latch onto in their conversations and 
was something they all had in common since schooling is required for 
all American children. Narrowing the focus on education even more 
precisely, this book examines how parents make decisions about 
where to send their children to school, looking particularly at the 
roles that wealth and ideology play in guiding those choices.

A special emphasis is placed on wealth privilege, and while par-
ents of various socioeconomic backgrounds were interviewed, I focus 
the analysis on middle- and upper-class white parents who have expe-
rienced the benefits and advantages of family wealth. Scrutinizing 
privileged populations, positions of relative power, and structures of 

RT2395X.indb   11 6/19/06   9:08:00 AM



12	  The American Dream and the Power of Wealth

advantage should be an important piece of any research or policy 
agenda aimed at furthering our understanding of inequality. Yet 
rarely in the mainstream academic literature, or even in the popu-
lar media, are privileged groups scrutinized with the same intense 
focus as are disadvantaged groups. Sociology is just as culpable of 
this bias,47 and even sociological studies of wealth have focused much 
more on those disadvantaged by structured inequalities than those 
privileged by them. The patterns, dynamics, and policy implications 
of the reproduction of wealth in families are just as important as the 
patterns, dynamics, and policy implications of asset poverty to our 
understanding of the social forces contributing to the wealth gap’s 
continual growth and potential future decline. As other sociologists 
have noted, “Hardly ever do social scientists ask: ‘Why are the rich 
wealthy?’ in the same way we often ask why the poor are poor.”48 Fur-
thermore, even in those studies that do spotlight privilege, the vantage 
points of individuals and groups in privileged positions—their world-
views, perspectives, and beliefs—are rarely considered in regard to 
the perpetuation of inequality. Studies of inequality have almost uni-
formly focused attention on “what the social structure looks like from 
the bottom” rather than the top.49 This study not only looks closely 
at the intergenerational transmission of privilege in wealth-holding 
families, but asks a question that has rarely, if ever, been directly 
asked of them: How do they understand and justify the privileges of 
family wealth vis-à-vis their conviction in the values of meritocracy? 

Finally, this book looks at race and class inequality with a par-
ticular theoretical goal: to expand our understanding of how we—in 
our day-to-day lives—are impacted by the inheritance of, and par-
ticipate in the maintenance of, the structures, processes, and mech-
anisms that uphold these intergenerational inequalities. While race 
and class inequalities may be conceived of separately for analytic 
purposes, they are intricately linked. The two are interwoven in a 
complex and multidimensional system of stratification that manifests 
and generates inequality; they “work simultaneously and each can 
magnify or mitigate the effects of the other.”50 While scholars have 
argued the primacy of each over the other,51 this debate is irrelevant 
for the purposes of this book. Rather than obscuring the connected-
ness of race and class, clarifying that connectedness—that interac-
tion and dynamic—is more central to this project.52 Although most 
sociologists agree that both race and class are social constructions, 
they also agree that the consequences of these constructions have 
had—and continue to have—very real consequences. Those conse-
quences, rather than the constructs themselves, are the subject of 
scrutiny here.
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If we accept that race and class are social constructions, then 
we must accept that we—either intentionally or by default—contrib-
ute to the maintenance of such constructions. Their impact on us is 
very real, as are the consequences of our participation in them; as 
the Thomas theorem says, “if we define our situations as real they 
are real in their consequences.”53 Understanding how people actively 
shape the perpetuation of inequalities is imperative to understand-
ing not only those inequalities themselves, but the persistence, evolu-
tion, and potential dissolution of them. If we are to move forward in 
our understanding of social reproduction and social change, we must 
come to terms with the roles we play in perpetuating and changing 
the social problems we are concerned about. We must come to terms 
with the fact that the dilemmas that we face, the predicaments we 
are in, the quandaries that trouble us as individuals and in families—
these, when taken together in sum totals of millions, are often much 
more patterned socially than they are distinctive to us personally. In 
order to come to terms with these issues, we must first identify and 
clarify them. American sociologist C. Wright Mills highlighted this 
goal as the special mandate of sociology: to further our understand-
ing of the contrast between social-structural public issues and idio-
syncratic private troubles.54 It is too simplistic to say that individuals 
are solely responsible for their own decisions, or that social forces 
determine our lives despite our personal decisions.55 The challenge 
for us is to pinpoint where structures and daily life intersect.56 

Looking for Answers
Two sets of interviews were conducted to collect the data that is the 
heart of this book.57 The first set came out of a large research proj-
ect that I worked on with sociologist Thomas Shapiro while I was a 
doctoral student. These interviews were conducted over an eighteen-
month period from January 1998 through June 1999. The partici-
pants were parents of school-age children from three metropolitan 
areas: Boston, Los Angeles, and St. Louis. One hundred eighty-two 
families (232 individuals) were included in the first phase of inter-
views, which consisted of approximately one-half black and one-half 
white families. The majority of the families were from the middle-
class, though poor, working-class, and upper-middle-class families 
were also interviewed.

 The first phase of interviews involved in-depth discussions 
with families concerning their assets, income, and decision-mak-
ing processes regarding where they lived and sent their children to 
school. Participants were asked to discuss a host of topics includ-
ing their family background, their parents’ level of occupational and 
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educational achievement, their life trajectories, their educational 
experiences, and their occupational history. Extensive and detailed 
questions were asked about income and assets, including questions 
about all forms of wealth and financial investments. The interviews 
included a series of questions about asset acquisition, and partici-
pants were asked to describe all assets they had ever received, given, 
or may expect in the future. They discussed at length their own senses 
of financial security (or lack thereof) and their plans for the future. 
Participants were asked about where they live and why. They were 
asked about where they send (or would be sending) their children to 
school and why. They gave detailed histories of why they chose to live 
in their neighborhoods and how they chose their children’s schools. 

The scope of information regarding families’ wealth portfolios 
and their school decision-making was enormous. As I began to ana-
lyze the data, it quickly became clear to me that a significant and 
unexpected pattern was emerging: although the American Dream was 
not a focus of the project and participants were not asked about it, 
the families explicitly brought it up and evoked the idea of it in their 
conversations, stories, and accounts. They repeatedly used the Ameri-
can Dream as a major framework through which they explained their 
perspectives, used it to justify their own experiences, and relied upon 
it in their explanations for how things work in American society. 
This was true for families across the board. Especially striking was 
how interview participants used the notion of meritocracy to explain 
their worldviews and incorporated it into their decision-making pro-
cesses—particularly in terms of education and where they were send-
ing their children to school. The American Dream thus became a 
consistent theme of the research project—by the interview partici-
pants’ own doing. 

In examining parents’ use of the American Dream ideology in the 
first set of interviews, a subset of those interviews emerged as particu-
larly interesting to me: affluent parents who had received extensive 
intergenerational transfers and were now in the process of passing 
along the privileges of family wealth to their own children. These 
families commonly expressed their beliefs in meritocracy, incorporat-
ing it into their explanations for their financial success and upper-
class social positioning, despite the fact that much of their relative 
social status and much of what they owned had not been earned by 
them individually. This was remarkable to me, especially because 
these families who had received the most unearned advantages—while 
acknowledging the generosity of their extended families—consistently 
and adamantly used their belief in meritocracy to justify their social 
positioning as individually earned and deserved. I wanted to know 
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more about these families who had received considerable ascribed 
advantages, yet explained their own life trajectories as examples of 
individual hard work and American Dream success stories.

During the summer of 2003, I conducted a second phase of inter-
views to specifically target wealthy families and to focus discussion 
explicitly around the theme of the American Dream. While the first 
phase of interviews had not asked any of the families to explain their 
perspectives on wealth inequality or meritocracy, the second phase 
aimed to do just that. Furthermore, I wanted to confront families 
directly with this paradox—the contradiction between their inherited 
privilege of private family wealth and their belief in meritocracy. My 
goal was to find out how they reconciled this inconsistency in their 
own minds and made sense of it given their direct experiences.58

The second phase of interviewing took place from June through 
August of 2003. These interviews were with wealthy families from the 
metropolitan areas of Washington, D.C. and New York City. Twenty 
families (twenty-eight individuals) were included in this second phase, 
and the vast majority of them were white. Families were asked ques-
tions similar to those in the first phase, as well as a host of additional 
questions. They were asked about their perspectives on wealth and 
income, the acquisition and uses of family wealth, the intergenera-
tional transfer of assets, and their philosophies on inherited money. 
They were asked about their perspectives on the financial help that 
they had received—financial help that they were in the process of 
passing along to their own children. They were also asked to discuss 
their perspectives on the American Dream; how it related to raising 
their children, as well as to the broader social contexts of education, 
wealth inequality, perceptions of social positioning, and so on. These 
interviews directly raised the contradiction between unearned wealth 
advantage and notions of meritocracy and equal opportunity, and 
families were asked how they understood this contradiction. 

In both phases, families were identified through a structured 
“snowball” sampling method. They were interviewed by either myself 
or trained interviewers (students in sociology and social work from 
area universities) who were under my close supervision. Interviews 
took place in the families’ homes, or if they preferred, the participants 
selected another place of their choosing for the interview. Some chose 
to meet in restaurants or cafés, and a few interviews were conducted 
in child-care centers, churches, or offices. If the family included two 
parents in the household, couples were interviewed together whenever 
possible so that the perspectives of both parents could be elicited. All 
of the interviews were semistructured, in-depth conversations that lasted 
between one and three hours each. Each was recorded and transcribed. 
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The five major U.S. cities were not chosen to be representative of 
any particular subset of the population, and the sample, while it is 
quite large for qualitative research of this kind, cannot be claimed to 
be generally applicable to the larger American population as a whole. 
Still, by focusing on a small piece of a much bigger picture I hope to 
shed light on mechanisms and processes in which we all participate 
and which have ramifications for each of us. One would hope that 
somewhere in the book, at least one of these families’ stories will 
resemble that which a reader has known at some point in his or her 
life. Some of the families included are severely impoverished, living on 
assisted-living programs in low-income housing, while other families 
are interviewed at their exquisite vacation homes on the New Jersey 
shore. There are working-class families with children in severely 
underfunded St. Louis urban public schools, as well as families with 
children who attend some of the most exclusive private preparatory 
schools in Washington, D.C. There are middle-class families from 
the Boston suburbs, and families of exceptional wealth who own 
multiple properties around the country. Given the sensitive and rela-
tively controversial nature of the topics involved, it is also noteworthy 
that parents were quite forthcoming in their perspectives on wealth, 
inequality, education, and the American Dream. Given the diversity 
of the families’ socioeconomic situations, and the remarkably candid 
tone of their interviews, most of us would probably be hard-pressed 
to not come across just one that seems familiar. In fact, I suspect that 
we will recognize our friends, neighbors, colleagues, and even our-
selves in the words spoken by the people interviewed here. 

Enduring Patterns
The perspectives and experiences of the families interviewed will—I 
believe—resonate with many of us. I have purposefully avoided giv-
ing a lot of descriptive detail about the families whose quotations 
appear in these pages. I do this not so much to hide their identi-
ties, but because I do not think it is necessary; the quotations were 
selected because I thought they were the most representative, not 
because they reveal anything exceptional about the individuals who 
articulated them.59 They could have come from any of the interviews 
with families like them, or they could have come from just about any-
one you or I might know in similar circumstances. My hope is that 
rather than seeing them as unusual we will recognize them as quite 
usual—and that this, in itself, will help call into question aspects of 
our collective experience and our collective action (and inaction) that 
normally go unquestioned. 
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The ways in which wealth is accumulated, used, and passed 
along in families is a subject we know relatively little about. While 
the study of wealth has recently begun to witness an explosion of 
attention in the research literature most of this work has focused on 
understanding the landscape of wealth inequality. The sociology of 
wealth has mapped out this terrain, but has not yet approached it 
from the inside out. In addition, the vast majority of the scholarship 
on wealth has focused on those at the disadvantaged end of the wealth 
gap. Few have sought to answer questions about how wealth actually 
works inside families who have it, and none have made an attempt to 
understand how these families think about their inherited privilege. 
What this requires is to get inside the heads of people and attempt to 
understand the inner workings of a very private part of their lives in 
order to see things from their perspectives. In addition, we have to 
get inside the logic of the system to see how it is actually operating 
from day to day. These are important objectives because they have 
the potential to shed light on the mechanisms that are involved in the 
persistence of the wealth gap over time. 

This book examines the extent to which parents—black and 
white, wealthy, middle-class, and poor—believe in the ideology of 
meritocracy, while at the same time understanding and acknowl-
edging the advantages that private wealth can confer to children 
and families. On one hand, the families interviewed recognize and 
acknowledge how significant structured wealth inequality is in shap-
ing family trajectories and children’s educational opportunities. On 
the other hand, they claim their social positions have been earned 
and deserved through hard work and individual achievement, or lack 
thereof. Wealthy families are particularly provocative to examine 
because their stories so clearly contradict the notion of meritocracy. 
The more privileged parents interviewed acknowledge the advan-
tages they have received through family wealth, and acknowledge the 
advantageous educational opportunities they are now able to pass 
along to their children because of them. What is really intriguing, 
however, is that at the same time, these same families hold close to 
their hearts the idea that they have earned and deserved what they 
have, and they argue vehemently that their privileged positions have 
resulted from their individual hard work, efforts, and achievements. 

Since family wealth is such a private matter, and normally so 
unspoken of, it is often largely invisible. Thus, families with wealth 
often take its privileges for granted as a “normal” part of life, and 
families without it are not always cognizant of what they are up 
against when they try to compare themselves to others. While fami-
lies with wealth acknowledge their privilege and claim their positions 
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are self-earned, the reverse is true as well: families who could not pos-
sibly compete with peers who are reaping the benefits of wealth lega-
cies nonetheless blame themselves for coming up short. The families 
with which we spoke both believe in the ideology and acknowledge 
structured inequality at the same time. They uphold the contradic-
tion between the American Dream and the power of wealth. 

Throughout the book we hear perspectives of American families 
and we see patterns emerge. But these families tell us more than just 
interesting stories; their perspectives paint a picture of the sociologi-
cal dynamics among race, wealth, education, and ideology in our 
society today. Their accounts reveal some of the processes through 
which inequality and ideology are being passed along. The interviews 
show not just differences but profound similarities among people 
from different race and class backgrounds. And they show the impact 
of these backgrounds on their children’s school experiences and life 
trajectories. When taken together, these families’ perspectives and 
experiences shed new light on the enduring patterns we have received 
and raise important questions about the legacies our own children 
will inherit.
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Meritocracy and “Good” Schools

Interviewer: When you hear the phrase the American Dream, 
what do you think of? What does that mean to you?

Connor: I think it means opportunity. The chance to make 
something of your life and be successful and move up in the 
economic class system, or whatever you want to call it.

Interviewer: How realistic do you think the American Dream is 
in today’s society?

Connor: I think it’s still pretty attainable. I think it’s still real.

Interviewer: Okay, what role does wealth or class play in some-
one’s ability to attain that dream in this country today?

Connor: I think it plays a very small role. If an individual wants to 
overcome either their class or some other drawback, they can. 

—Connor Spence, pharmacy industry corporate  
executive, white, Washington, D.C.

Most of us do not recall the first time we heard of the American Dream. 
Few of us probably remember being taught what it is. It is hard to trace 
back our understanding of it, hard to know how we know it. Yet we do 
know it, we recognize what it is, we seem to have learned it along the 
way. The American Dream encapsulates deeply held tenets of dominant 
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American culture and while all Americans may not feel compelled by 
it, many do. In the Post–Civil Rights Era, the beliefs in individualism 
and equal opportunity at the heart of the American Dream are also 
in the hearts of many of us. 

More than anything else, our discussions with families pointed to 
this reality. The prominence of the American Dream in framing their 
perspectives, decisions, and experiences was profound—especially in 
regard to their children’s educations. Regardless of whether the inter-
viewer initiated it, parents evoked the American Dream throughout 
their interviews; they stressed its importance to their understanding of 
their children’s life chances, and, when asked what the American Dream 
meant to them, parents responded in remarkably similar ways.

The American Dream of Meritocracy
The American Dream has been continually reinvented over time so 
that for each generation of Americans it has held different meanings.1 
And since “the American Dream” could mean different things to 
each of us, it might be more accurate to say “the American Dreams.” 
At its core, however, some aspects of the Dream (or Dreams) are 
consistently fundamental. Simply, the American Dream explains the 
logic of our country’s social system. It is a way (or perhaps the way) 
we understand how American society operates. It is how we make 
sense of our particular social structure. The American Dream rests 
on the idea that with hard work and personal determination any-
one—regardless of background—has equal opportunity to achieve 
his or her aspirations. The American Dream promises that our sys-
tem functions as a meritocracy. Within a meritocracy people get 
ahead or behind based on what they earn and deserve rather than 
what circumstances they were born into. This notion is central to 
the American Dream and is the central logic of how our system is 
supposed to operate. The American Dream, in many ways, defines us 
and sets our system apart from others. 

Given the importance of the American Dream to our national 
identity, and the enormity of it in shaping our core ideologies, it is curi-
ous how little attention the idea has received in academe, especially in 
the social sciences. Until relatively recently, no one had traced the his-
tory of its origins, meanings, or cultural impacts. In the past decade, 
however, groundbreaking scholarship on the American Dream has 
yielded important understandings.2 We know, for example, that the 
principles of the American Dream were promoted by even the very 
first settlers to arrive from Britain. Later, the American Dream was 
central to the charter of the United States when the Declaration of 
Independence was created. And, although the phrase “the American 
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Dream” does not appear to have been coined until around 1931, it has 
quickly become recognizable the world over.3 The American Dream 
is, for better or for worse, the central creed of our nation.4

As a creed, the American Dream represents a basic belief in the 
power and capacity of the individual.5 Deeply embedded in this belief 
is a particular notion of individual agency—the idea that over the 
course of our own lives we are each accountable for whatever position 
in which we find ourselves.6 Full collective potential for this agency, 
though, depends on exactly that which the dream promises: A system 
of opportunity, so that regardless of background each individual has 
an equal chance to prosper. The American Dream promises that an 
egalitarian system will allow individuals to advance based on their own 
merits. This promise resonates throughout contemporary American 
society telling us—through multiple variations on a theme, through 
school assignments and television advertisements, through song lyrics 
and newspaper stories—that in a meritocratic process we rise or fall 
self-reliantly. So, despite differences across generations and regardless 
of the fact we each have unique hopes and dreams, we share the Amer-
ican Dream of meritocracy in common—that is, we are each subject, 
in one way or another, to our nationalist ideology of meritocracy. 

Meritocracy explains not only how our society works but how 
inequality exists. The idea is that what we reap—good or bad—is 
merited; whatever we have, whatever our status, whatever our place 
in the social world, we earn. A system of meritocracy does not 
assert equality per se—within any social hierarchy some individu-
als will inevitably be positioned higher and some lower; rather, it 
justifies inequality of social positioning by the meritocratic process 
itself. Inequality of outcomes is justified and legitimized by equality 
of opportunity. This meritocratic idea has roots dating back to the 
British colonialists’ aspirations for a society founded in a “natural 
aristocracy.” In their vision, upward mobility and prominence would 
be merited and achieved rather than ascribed. For those first families 
settling from Europe, this vision was a defiant rebellion from other 
forms of social structure where social rank was inherited based on 
such distinctions as family lineage, royalty, and caste. Although they 
never precisely defined how merit should be measured, it was always 
clear how it should not be: achievement based on individual merit is 
not unearned advantage; it is not inherited privilege.7 A meritocratic 
system is contingent upon a societal commitment to fair competition 
so that no individual or group is advantaged or disadvantaged by the 
positions or predicaments of their ancestors.

The American Dream of meritocracy is at once a simple idea and 
a complex national ethos. For some people the dream may simply be 
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owning a home, while for others it might be striking it rich. Although 
those may be part of what the American Dream means for many 
people, as a foundational ideology it is about more than material 
abundance or a place with streets paved with gold. It is about oppor-
tunity—not just an opportunity, but equal opportunity. It is about not 
just a chance, but equal chances. In her landmark book Facing Up to 
the American Dream: Race, Class, and the Soul of a Nation, politi-
cal scientist Jennifer Hochschild explicates the American Dream and 
identifies its main tenets. She distinguishes key premises that inter-
lock to form its philosophical foundation. These premises include 
meritocracy—the notion that in our social system upward and down-
ward mobility is based on personal achievement so that people get 
ahead or behind based on merit; equal opportunity—the notion that 
all members of society are given equal opportunity for social mobil-
ity; individualism—the notion that each individual makes it on his or 
her own; and the open society—the notion that the United States is 
a free country, the melting pot of the world, the land of opportunity 
for all people.8 As Hochschild outlines, the American Dream is a set 
of deeply held beliefs, a particular mind-set. It is a particular way of 
viewing the world, and it is a particular way in which we want the 
world to view us. For many Americans, the American Dream is a 
great source of pride.9 But even many who question it as an accurate 
portrayal of social life believe strongly in the egalitarian and inclusive 
principles for which it stands.

As a dominant ideology, the American Dream echoes throughout 
our nation; it carries on through generations and can crystallize in 
our hearts and minds.10 But it can also be easily taken for granted, for 
as central the American Dream is to our national identity, we don’t 
consciously reflect on it often. As historian Jim Cullen has noted, 
the American Dream is “an idea that seems to envelop us as unmis-
takably as the air we breathe.”11 We can be reminded of it, without 
even being aware, every time we are told that we will achieve if we 
work hard enough, or that we could have achieved if we had only 
worked harder. The American Dream can inspire great aspirations 
and explain great achievements, and it can depress us as we ponder 
our regrets. It is malleable enough to fit in almost any social situa-
tion. We can use it to justify our accomplishments: I earned it on my 
own. This is the result of my hard work. I deserve this. And we can 
feel the sting of it as we question ourselves: Should I have worked 
harder? Could I have gone further? Why am I not where he is? And, 
we can use it to question others’ social standing: Why doesn’t she try 
harder? Doesn’t he want more? Why don’t they make better choices? 
The American Dream is all around us, and, in many ways it is in us. 
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Ultimately, the American Dream is an explanation for the hierar-
chical ordering of our class positions in our social world. It explains 
our relative rank as the result of solely our own doing, not as the 
result of social forces or the circumstances we find ourselves in. It 
is not surprising, then, that Americans might genuinely believe that 
they independently earn and deserve their class positions—the domi-
nant ideology of our culture tells them so. This internalized sense 
of class positioning has been the subject of scholarly research, espe-
cially in regard to working-class and poor families. In Richard Sen-
nett and Jonathan Cobb’s pivotal book The Hidden Injuries of Class, 
for example, they discuss the “hidden injury” of the internal class 
conflict experienced among working-class men. They write, “Every 
question of identity as an image of social place in a hierarchy is also a 
question of social value. … This is the context in which all questions 
of personal and social legitimacy occur.”12 The American Dream 
helps to sustain these “hidden injuries” by bombarding people with 
the message that their social place—and their social value, their self-
worth—is directly and exclusively the result of their own actions. 

In their interviews for this book, people spoke in depth and at 
length about the American Dream, despite the fact that in the first 
182 interviews the families were not even asked about it. These par-
ents were told that the project was to study assets and inequality, and 
during the interviews they were asked to speak about the communi-
ties in which they lived, their children’s schools, and their families’ 
financial histories. Repeatedly, however, the focus of the interviews 
turned to beliefs in meritocracy as families consistently brought up 
the subject and wove it into the conversations. I must admit that I 
myself was surprised with the extent to which the interview find-
ings were so ideological in nature. And I was even more surprised 
when interviews—including those interviews from the second phase 
that did directly ask people about their thoughts on the American 
Dream—revealed the depths of people’s commitment to, and belief 
in, meritocracy as a real and valid explanation for how contempo-
rary American society operates. People from all walks of life spoke 
forthrightly of their belief in meritocracy not just as rhetoric, but as 
an accurate explanation of our social system.

Trying to confirm these findings has been frustrating due to the 
lack of qualitative studies that have asked people in depth about their 
perspectives on the American Dream. Curiously, even in terms of 
quantitative studies, surprisingly few public opinion polls have been 
conducted on the subject of the American Dream. However, related 
social survey data that do exist reflect that Americans overwhelm-
ingly believe that their country operates as a meritocracy.13 Indeed, 
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after his review of such data, political scientist Everett Carll Ladd 
concluded that survey research “shows Americans holding tena-
ciously and distinctively to the central elements of their founding 
ideology.” He found Americans’ belief in the American Dream to be 
more intense, pervasive, and firmly entrenched than is generally rec-
ognized.14 Very recent qualitative research on Post–Civil Rights  Era 
views also finds that in in-depth interviews people are remarkably 
insistent in their beliefs that the playing field is level, that meritoc-
racy is real.15 While these findings are definitely in line with my own, 
perhaps the most compelling affirmation for me has been to discover 
that other sociologists doing in-depth interviewing on subjects not 
explicitly focused on the American Dream are finding, as I have, that 
respondents consistently evoke the American Dream—specifically 
the notion of meritocracy—as their own theme in interviews.16 In 
the two hundred interviews conducted for this study, what families 
said—about their views, their decisions, and their experiences—was 
explicitly framed by their belief in meritocracy. These families’ per-
spectives give a vivid account of the place and significance of the 
American Dream in contemporary life. 

Parents’ Beliefs in the American Dream
Interviewer: When you hear the phrase the American Dream, 
what do you think of? 

Suzanne: My initial reaction is, just know that we live in a 
country that’s democratic and that anybody—given hard 
work—regardless of their economic background, has an 
opportunity. It’s not dictated for them. And they can make it 
if they just have the right values and they have the drive, that 
they can do it.

Drew: I guess it depends what class you’re from. You might 
have a different goal or dream. And from the group that we 
grew up with, probably the most common dream was having 
a house, family, and all that. It’s all yours—but you earn it.

Suzanne: That’s right, it’s whatever you are, everybody is 
gonna have a different goal. But I think again it has a lot to 
do with knowing you have opportunities where a lot of other 
countries don’t offer you that.

Interviewer: Okay. In your own opinion, how realistic is the 
American Dream in today’s society?
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Suzanne: I think it’s realistic. Totally realistic. I think that 
kids—like, in the projects—it’s not really clear to them that 
they’re capable of doing that. With just a little bit of hard 
work and some aspiration you can pull yourself out of this. 
You don’t have to continue the cycle. You can break it!  … 
They’re totally capable. And they totally have opportuni-
ties.… They have opportunity here. They’re not in Iraq where 
they’re sheltered and they have no opportunities and it’s not 
democratic!

Sitting on a plush leather couch in their living room, sipping ice water, 
Suzanne and Drew talked about the American Dream. A white, pro-
fessional couple in their early thirties, the Wrights were each very 
accomplished and came from affluent family backgrounds. At the 
time of their interview, Suzanne was working for a small high-tech 
company of which she was part owner with her father. Drew was a 
very successful high-tech recruiter. Their condominium in an exclu-
sive development in the metropolitan New York City area was beau-
tifully appointed; they dressed meticulously, traveled frequently, and 
their lifestyle appeared to be more than comfortable. In their ele-
vated status and social class positioning, the Wrights were somewhat 
exceptional in our sample, but in their perspectives on the American 
Dream, they were not. 

The Wrights and other families repeatedly articulated a similar 
view: that the American Dream is a realistic explanation for how 
our social system operates and that it provides a sound justification 
for where an individual stands in the hierarchy of social class posi-
tioning. While they did not use the word meritocracy to describe it, 
meritocracy was, in effect, what was discussed most often. Families 
were consistent in their explanations that in the United States social 
class positions are earned, deserved, and merited based on indi-
vidual achievement or lack thereof. Broaching the topics of wealth 
and inequality inevitably generated discussions of individualism and 
equal opportunity. In these discussions, people’s perspectives were 
clear. Essentially, they believed that with hard work and aspirations, 
people’s chances are equal regardless of their backgrounds. As we 
will see in later chapters, these same families contradicted these sen-
timents by also claiming that some individuals are advantaged and 
disadvantaged by their access to family wealth. However, their first 
claim—and truly, a seemingly genuine one on their parts—was always 
that meritocracy is real. This was not just a rhetorical stance; families 
from across the race and class spectrum used notions of meritocracy 
to explain that their own social positions and the positions of others 
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were legitimately the result of their own doing. Just as Suzanne and 
Drew had articulated a strong meritocratic stance, Anjillette, a black 
single mother from the Los Angeles area who was working as a voca-
tional nurse, was explicit about the same themes.

Anjillette: You know, I just say it’s a matter of time, and just 
really buckling down and getting it done.

Interviewer: You mentioned, Anjillette, that you know peo-
ple who have two or three jobs, and they’re just not making 
it. What do you think causes that? Or why do you think 
that’s happening?

Anjillette: You know, I really won’t say. Because I think those 
are people that choose to do that.

Parents evoked, as Anjillette did, the American Dream’s core 
credo of meritocracy to explain why people rise and fall. The under-
lying—or, in Anjillette’s case, overt—presumption was that people 
independently choose their relative class circumstances. Regardless 
of their own social class positioning, and despite their vastly differ-
ing life experiences, the parents interviewed asserted that individual 
hard work is the main determinant of upward and downward social 
mobility. Lodged within this logic was a profound optimism about 
an individual’s life chances. As one father from a wealthy white fam-
ily in the New York City area insisted, “Hard work can go a long 
way toward overcoming most any obstacle!” But this adamant meri-
tocratic belief had a flip side too: just as “success” was perceived 
as one’s personal achievement, “failure,” too, was seen as the direct 
result of one’s own doing. In an interview with the Gordons, a well-
off white couple from the Washington, D.C. area, James, a public 
relations director for a major D.C. media firm, was asked “What is 
‘the American Dream,’ in your own opinion?” He responded, “The 
American Dream for me is equal opportunity. Second, no discrimina-
tion. Third, you have the right to be what you want to be. And the 
only other thing—which I feel—is you could do it if you want.”

Those who were interviewed had a clear understanding of what 
the American Dream was, they used its basic notions in their expla-
nations of contemporary social life, and they claimed to believe in it 
as a valid descriptor of the United States’ social system. In the second 
phase of interviews, after having given their own definitions (such as 
James’s, above), families were then given a clear-cut definition of the 
American Dream and asked what they thought of it. Remarkably, all 
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twenty families responded by saying that they wholeheartedly agreed 
with it. 

Interviewer: Research has said that the American Dream is 
the idea that with hard work and desire, individual poten-
tial is unconstrained. They say that the American Dream 
promises that everyone, regardless of background, succeeds 
through their own actions. It’s the idea that we get ahead 
through individual achievement alone. That our family back-
grounds don’t matter. What do you think of this definition?

Lily: I think it’s quite accurate. I do believe in that.

Interviewer: Any part of it that you disagree with or you 
would alter?

Lily: No. I don’t disagree with it at all. 

Given the heavily individualistic focus of the definition that was 
presented, I would have thought that at least some of the people inter-
viewed would have found it questionable. However, none did. 

Public opinion polls on Americans’ values and beliefs generally 
confirm these findings. Although only a small number have been 
conducted, polls related to the American Dream show that Ameri-
cans consider it to be an accurate description of how their country 
operates. One study found that when asked, “Do you believe in the 
American Dream?” at least three-fourths of the population replied 
that they did.17 In another poll of over eight hundred parents, 98 per-
cent of them said that they thought “equal opportunity for people 
regardless of their race, religion or sex” was an important or abso-
lutely essential American value; 84 percent said that they believed 
the United States is “a unique country that stands for something spe-
cial in the world”; and 99 percent agreed with the statement that 
“with hard work, people have a chance to move up and prosper.”18 
In a similar vein, related social surveys also confirm the use of the 
notion of meritocracy in Americans’ individualistic explanations for 
racial inequality. In their beliefs about the black-white inequality gap, 
Howard Schuman and Maria Krysan found, for example, that “most 
whites tend to place responsibility mainly on blacks themselves, with 
the primary emphasis on a presumed lack of motivation on the part 
of blacks.”19 Also, a Gallup Poll conducted in 2003 found that, in 
terms of education, 97 percent of Americans believe that individual 
factors (such as home life and upbringing)—not social factors—are 
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to blame for differences in black and white students’ achievement. 
In the same poll, 95 percent of the respondents thought that indi-
vidual students’ interest or disinterest in education was the cause for 
inequalities in student outcomes.20 

A looming question in the research literature is to what extent 
Americans’ beliefs in the American Dream of meritocracy cut across 
race and class groups. While the interviews for this book found that 
black and white families from various socioeconomic backgrounds 
seemed to hold equally deep beliefs in the legitimacy of the Ameri-
can Dream, previous studies show more mixed results. In her book 
Facing Up to the American Dream, Hochschild’s analysis suggests 
that in the era since the 1970s Americans do pervasively believe in the 
American Dream as an accurate prescription for society, and almost 
equally as a description of their own lives. She finds, however, that 
upwardly mobile middle-class blacks’ beliefs in the American Dream 
have been slightly declining. She also found that while poor and 
working-class blacks’ circumstances have stagnated or worsened, 
their belief in the American Dream has remained persistent. Over-
all, Hochschild’s research shows that the American Dream is “deeply 
embedded in most Americans’ image of themselves and their soci-
ety,” but that blacks are becoming more discouraged about whether 
the American Dream applies to them as whites become considerably 
more convinced that it applies to blacks.21 The oft-cited research in 
The Hidden Injuries of Class by Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb 
also observed that working-class people clung fiercely to the idea of 
the American Dream.22 

At the same time, Jay McLeod’s famous research with seriously 
disadvantaged urban teenagers found that the black youth he studied 
believed more strongly in the American Dream than did the similarly 
situated white youth in his sample. McLeod found the white teenag-
ers disillusioned with the legitimacy of basic principles of meritoc-
racy, while the black teenagers continually claimed that there was 
“no one to blame but me.”23 Also, Carl Husemoller Nightengale’s 
ethnographic work documents how severely impoverished young 
black children have increasingly been “buying into” the American 
Dream over the past thirty-five years.24 Finally, new research on 
post–civil rights attitudes and beliefs seems to confirm an increas-
ingly literal interpretation of the American Dream in recent decades. 
Burgeoning literature in this field suggests that in the contemporary 
United States people hold very strong beliefs in the reality of equal 
opportunity in the wake of 1960s and ’70s social movements.25

In the interviews conducted for this book, all parents were equally 
insistent on the reality of the American Dream of meritocracy. They 
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used it not only to explain their current circumstances and the cir-
cumstances of others, but—notably—to fuel their faith in the bound-
less possibilities for the future. They invested their hopes for the 
next generation in it. This was one of the most salient features of the 
interview data: parents—regardless of background—relied heavily 
on the American Dream to understand the possibilities for children, 
especially their own children. Daniel, a white corporate executive 
from the D.C. area, explained as follows; his wife Karen, a home-
maker, nodded in enthusiastic agreement while he spoke.

Daniel: Defining what the American Dream is for each per-
son is different for each individual.

Interviewer: What would it be for you?

Daniel: For me it is to see my children have a decent, honor-
able job. They earn a living, enjoy their life. That’s what is 
important to me. Some say the American Dream is to get rich 
or to become a senator or whatever. No. I don’t look at it that 
way. For me, the American Dream is to have the success if 
you work for it. To be free to live the way you want to. 

The American Dream was entwined with parents’ deep-seated 
hope in their children’s futures so that the two seemed inseparable 
in their minds. And parents in dire circumstances were no less hope-
ful about their children’s life chances than were parents in privileged 
positions. This hopefulness was so fierce that it eclipsed doubt and 
overshadowed even the most extreme disadvantages facing families. 
For example, Sandra Breslin, an unemployed black mother in Boston, 
was full of hope for her children, despite the fact that she desperately 
struggled to make ends meet. Coming from a family with a long his-
tory of poverty and struggle, she confessed that no one she knew 
had been able to “break out of poverty,” but she professed nothing 
but pure hopefulness for her daughter and her son to do so:26 “My 
daughter says she wants to be a nurse or a doctor. My son says he 
wants to be a lawyer or a fireman. And my daughter tells me she’s 
going to take care of me when she gets older. So she, she’s like a little 
doctor to me, ’cause she has this little doctor kit, and she works on it, 
and she plays like she’s a doctor. So I think she already knows what 
she wants to be.”

For the families interviewed, hope for their children’s futures 
was, in large part, what believing in the American Dream was all 
about. Parents believed that their children’s futures were bright and 
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wanted the best for them. Their hope was anchored in their ability to 
see beyond the boundaries of their current circumstances, whatever 
those may be. Hope is “natural to the human heart,” says Andrew 
Delbanco,27 and this is especially true, I would argue, when it comes 
to parents’ hopes for their children. The American Dream of meri-
tocracy serves to justify parents’ hopefulness, regardless of what they 
may have seen or experienced in the world around them. Molly and 
Paul Stone, a white homemaker and physician, respectively, from the 
New York City area and both from privileged family backgrounds, 
expressed the same general themes as did the other parents. While 
their social status and financial situation contrasted greatly with that 
of others such as Sandra Breslin, the Stones’ optimistic outlook and 
hopeful meritocratic beliefs were quite similar to Sandra’s and the 
other parents. 

Interviewer: When you hear the phrase the American Dream, 
what do you think of? What does that mean to you?

Paul: Well it means, I guess, economic success and being able to 
live in a nice neighborhood.… And being able to support your 
family and being able to put your kids through good schools. 

Interviewer: In your own opinion how realistic is the Ameri-
can Dream in today’s society?

Paul: I think it is achievable. Whatever one’s dreams are, I 
think they are realistic. And there’s no reason why you can’t 
achieve them.

Molly: That’s absolutely right. Absolutely.

The Great Equalizer and the Key to the Dream
If the American Dream of meritocracy is our country’s promise, pub-
lic education is what ensures that promise to all children. Educa-
tion—more than any other institution—is the system’s way of making 
certain that achievement is independently earned, not tied to one’s 
background. Parents emphasized that it was because of this that they 
saw their hopes for their children as not just a dream, but truly pos-
sible. Joyce and Eliston Meador, a black couple, both social workers, 
who lived in inner-city St. Louis, exemplified this emphasis in their 
interview. Eliston explained, “One of the things that helps a person 
move from poverty to financial independence, or at least having a 
decent income … you can live off of, is education. I mean that’s the 
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level that everybody can ascend to regardless of race, creed or color. 
If you’re poor, I don’t care if you’re white, black, red, yellow—doesn’t 
make any difference. If you don’t have an education, you are not 
going to be upwardly mobile. So everybody has an opportunity to 
move up from poverty.”

The American Dream does not guarantee that everyone will make 
it in America, but it presumes that despite inequalities in their circum-
stances each individual will have a fair chance, an equal opportunity, 
and no one will be unfairly advantaged or disadvantaged. Given that 
we are born into different families with very different backgrounds, 
the system must provide some way to balance out opportunities. A 
major role of the institution of education is to do just that; it is sup-
posed to level out what is an initially uneven playing field. The par-
ents interviewed clung to this idea. The interview with the Phillips, 
a white family from the suburbs of Washington D.C., provides just 
one example. Tallie, a homemaker, was quite outspoken about her 
opinions on the matter, and her husband Marcus, a financial advisor, 
wholeheartedly agreed. 

Interviewer: Do you think that every child that works hard 
in school has the same chances at success in life or are there 
other things involved?

Tallie: I think they have the same chances.

Interviewer: So you think regardless of the neighborhood or 
the type of school, you think as long as someone applies him-
self or herself that chances are equal?

Tallie: I do think so, yes. 

Marcus: Yes.

While later we will see that parents also did question its legiti-
macy, they repeatedly asserted the notion that education is the Great 
Equalizer. The idea of the Great Equalizer is that no matter whom you 
are, no matter what financial or social background you come from, 
no matter what your family situation is, the school system diminishes 
inequalities of circumstance and provides opportunities to get ahead. 
In this way, the Great Equalizer is central to the proper functioning 
of the whole system: the institution of education is supposed to be 
where meritocracy is operationalized, actualized, and realized. It 
is supposed to ensure that regardless of background—regardless of 
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whatever contexts of advantage or disadvantage we might be born 
into—our own positions in society are ultimately earned, deserved, 
and achieved by us and us alone. The families—including the Mitch-
els, an affluent white family with handsome homes in downtown 
Washington, D.C. and in rural Virginia—were consistent on this 
point. When asked how essential they thought education is to one’s 
success in this country, Jacob responded right away: “I think that 
education is the Great Leveler. That’s what sets me and my family 
apart is our education, advanced education. And everyone in my fam-
ily has at least a master’s or a double master’s. And I think everyone 
has done well because of their education. We didn’t start out with 
much. My father didn’t have much. But I think the children, through 
education, ended up doing very well.”

Education was viewed as the Great Equalizer making the Ameri-
can Dream real, and also as the key to the dream. Education pro-
vides, at least in theory, a clear route to follow: if you work hard 
enough in school then you can be anything, do anything, rise up to 
any level you choose. In the minds of the parents, however, this was 
more than just theory—as Jacob’s quote above illustrates, parents 
saw it as real. Whether it had been so in their own experience or not, 
parents seemed to genuinely believe in education as the key to their 
children’s future success. As such, it held paramount importance in 
the raising of their children; they understood their role as parents 
to include—as an important part—navigating the education system 
for their kids. Kimberly Harmon, a black single mother who was 
working as a receptionist in a downtown Boston office, explained her 
perspective regarding her son:

Kimberly: Hopefully he can get a good education, ’cause 
that’s the most important thing. 

Interviewer: Why is it so important? Why do you think a 
good education is so important?

Kimberly: A good education is good because without edu-
cation what are you going to be? You need your education. 
Everybody should know that!

For the parents with whom we spoke, education was of the 
utmost importance. When asked, “Why do you think education is so 
important?” parents responded quickly and matter-of-factly. Their 
tones implied that—as Kimberly Harmon had said outright—“Every-
body should know that!” Education was so important because, 
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as Melissa Desmond, a white, unemployed mother from Boston 
explained, it was perceived as determining life chances for a child.

Interviewer: Why do you think education is so important?

Melissa: Because if you don’t know anything, you won’t go 
nowhere. You won’t. And I want my son to do something 
with his life. I don’t want him to—I mean, I know, it’s his 
choice which road he chooses, but if I can try and like show 
him, you know what I mean? That there’s, you know, that he 
can make it by going the right way.

And, as Tonya Weymouth, a black military supply clerk from 
Boston explained, it was perceived as a child’s ticket to success: “I 
want her to do better than I did. I want her to further her education. 
Because without it there’s nothing out there. So your dream, if you 
want to be a doctor, something like that, you have to go to school for 
the education. And you can do anything you pretty much want to do, 
as long as you have the education. So, I’m all for that.”

Previous studies of families from across race and class spectra 
confirm that since education is seen by people as the “principal means 
to economic advancement” in our current system, it thus becomes the 
focus of much parental energy.28 Parents, such as the Wards, a black, 
working-class family from Boston, spoke passionately about their 
views regarding the role of education in the shaping of their chil-
dren’s future life trajectories. Eleanor, a homemaker, and Anthony, a 
carpenter, were interviewed at their small home in a black working-
class neighborhood of Boston. Eleanor did most of the talking and 
was passionate about her children’s education. While Anthony had a 
more quiet personality, he agreed with his wife on the importance of 
their children’s education.

Eleanor: We all know those are minimum wage jobs—McDon-
ald’s, Burger King, all those places. But, if you feel you don’t 
want to work those places, go to school! Go to school! Get 
an education! In a field that will interest you, whether it’s day 
care, kitchen work, whatever. Go to school! Don’t just sit on 
your behind just because you can’t find a job that you want 
to pay you more. You’re not going to get paid no more than 
what your experience will cover. So don’t go out there think-
ing you’re going to get a twelve-dollar-an-hour job knowing 
you don’t have a high school diploma.… You should never go 
through life doing nothing, or depending on other people.… 
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Without education you’re not going to be anywhere. This is 
what you’re going to have to do: you have to go to school 
whether you like it or not! And let it go at that!

Eleanor’s and other parents’ intense focus on the importance of 
their children’s schooling is understandable when one considers how 
much they perceived was riding on it. In their views, their children’s 
success was in large part hinging on education. Schooling was not 
just seen as an opportunity, but as the primary pathway to success in 
the social system. And, for many parents who were hoping for their 
children to surpass their own social class position (many poor and 
working-class parents especially, both black and white), education 
was seen as the avenue to that upward mobility. 

Steven: My priority thing is school for the kids.… Their 
school, their education, it’s important.

Interviewer: Why is that important?

Steven: Because society demands it and not anything else. 
They want to have a good job? They want to have some kind 
of a career when they get big?—They need to have a good 
education! … Just that’s going to be the thing that’s going to 
divide poor and the rich.

For these parents, as the key to the American Dream, much was 
riding on education. As one parent, Elaine, explained, “We’re all con-
stantly thinking about schools, and constantly thinking about your 
kid’s education all the time, and what you can do about it.… I believe 
it’s sooo important, it’s the most important thing for any kid. Because 
at least then you’ve got a choice.…  If you’ve never had a decent edu-
cation, you’re stuck, you’re trapped.” And so much was at stake; 
as another parent, Lisa, explained, “Knowledge is power. Without 
education, you’d have nothing. With education, you can do and say 
whatever you want, but you need to understand this society out here. 
That’s the bottom line. Have knowledge… definitely, definitely. With-
out that education, that’s the struggle. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to 
go to college and increase my knowledge, but I do the best I can for 
my children. I count my blessings. For them I want better.”

Parents of all race and class backgrounds heavily valued education 
and expressed intense commitment to their children’s schooling. How-
ever, working-class and poor parents, who were disproportionately 
black, conveyed a particular depth and urgency to their commitment. 
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This was rooted in their hopes for their children to do better than 
themselves and in their beliefs that schooling was, really, the only 
answer. Karen and Billy Jones, a black, working-class couple from 
Los Angeles, were adamant in their view. As Karen explained, “Edu-
cation is—it’s the only way the kids are going to make it. That’s it. 
Without that they will end up with the same exact life that my mother 
and I had. We can’t have that! Anything to prevent my children from 
walking down that path. That’s why an education is so important.”

Not only did they want their children to be happy in their 
futures—as all parents did—but these parents consistently articu-
lated that they “wanted better” for their children, that they “wanted 
them to go above” where they themselves had gone, that they did not 
want them to follow in their footsteps, or end up in situations like 
their own.

Ana: Right now I’m just trying to provide as a mother, as a 
parent.… It is important to have an education. So that’s a pri-
ority. That’s my focus right now. I’m in working-class poor. 
There is no doubt about it. So I’m always—I’m always going 
to be the working-class poor. I’m never going to be above and 
I’m never going to be below, and that’s why I’m focusing a 
lot of my money on my children’s education. Because I want 
them to go above. Not that stuck in the middle where I am.

Interviewer: Do you think education is going to provide them 
with that?

Ana: Yeah, because I don’t have as much education as they 
will have.… Yeah, it’s going to make a big difference. I’m 
going to make sure of it. It’s a priority. 

Reflecting on their own experiences, parents who were struggling 
repeatedly blamed their situations on themselves, and specifically on 
their own lack of educational achievement. They understood their 
roles to be, at least in part, to foster their children’s upward mobility. 
They wanted their kids to be better educated than themselves, and 
they wanted them to value education more than they had while grow-
ing up. As one parent, Kim, noted, “I know now that an education is 
the most valuable thing that you can have. And in order to survive in 
this world, you have to have an education. And the reason I say that 
is because I’ve had such a struggle to survive because I don’t have the 
education. So that would be my primary goal.… You know, ’cause 
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one of my most—the biggest thing in my mind is to get my children 
an education.”

Although this was most evident in interviews with relatively 
less affluent and disproportionately black families, even very wealthy 
and/or accomplished parents—the most upper-class and the most 
educationally, occupationally, and financially high-achieving that we 
interviewed—expressed hope for their children to do even better than 
they themselves had. So, while they had different life experiences, and 
while they were speaking from very different vantage points, parents 
shared their focus on their children’s education. As one white father, 
a surgeon from the Washington D.C. area, said, “I think everybody 
in the world wants a better life for their children.” And as another 
parent, a black mother and a customer service representative from 
the Los Angeles area, said, “I see a lot of different types of families 
at her school. All of them, I think, are dedicated to their children’s 
education.” 

“It’s Not Necessarily Fair,  
and It’s Not Necessarily Right”

Now it’s not necessarily fair and it’s not necessarily right, but 
I think certain neighborhoods are better, certain schools are 
better, and your children will have a better childhood and 
better educational background because of where they go. But 
it’s not right. I don’t think it’s necessarily right, but I think 
everyone should have the same opportunities my children do, 
but they don’t. 

—Lori Olsen, homemaker, white, St. Louis

Since education is so crucial to the American Dream, this is—at least 
in part—why Americans care so deeply about their schools.29 The 
families interviewed were intent on making sure their own children 
got the best education possible but were concerned about the state 
of America’s education system. Despite their faith in the American 
Dream and their claims that education was the Great Equalizer, they 
were also up-front about their perspectives that different schools pro-
vided vastly different opportunities for kids; for, as much as the fami-
lies interviewed believed in the egalitarian principles of meritocracy, 
they were also faced with the reality of drastically disparate school 
systems. As Sarah Otis, a white freelance journalist from Boston, 
reflected on this reality, “I mean, it’s just obvious to me that there’s 
a severe problem in the United States with education right now. And 
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it makes me so sad, though, that, you know, all kids—I mean, I just 
look at my daughter’s class, you know? They’re all bright, wonderful 
little kids, you know? They should all have an opportunity to receive 
a decent education. And, you know, it’s just so profoundly unfair.”

Of the 260 parents interviewed, not one of them claimed that 
schools in America are actually equal. One middle-class black father 
summed up their collective view when he said, “The more money you 
have, the better the neighborhood you live in. The better neighbor-
hood, the more taxes, the better the school. Your kid goes where you 
live.” Parents regularly brought up how they thought it unfair that 
some children had to attend poor-quality schools while others could 
attend excellent ones. They emphasized this inequality and criticized 
it. They were concerned about their own children and voiced concern 
for all children. The Paynes, a white family from St. Louis, were just 
one of those interviewed who talked at length about this. Debbie, a 
child care worker, and Bill, a painter, had two children who were 
ages nine and six at the time of their interview. As Debbie noted,

In a lot of city schools it’s very dangerous, and I feel sorry for 
the parents of some of the kids that are forced to send their 
kids to these schools. They don’t have the money to send them 
to private schools and it’s a shame that they can’t be taken 
care of better. I mean, I don’t understand why. You know? I 
just don’t understand it. I mean, I just don’t understand why 
they can’t make their schools a safer place, because every-
body—I don’t care whether you’re black or white, rich or 
poor—wants their children to be able to go to a safe school 
and learn. You know? I mean, I just feel that way. I work with 
black, white, Mexican, and it doesn’t make any difference 
what religion and race you are. Everybody that has children 
would like their children—they would like to know that their 
children are going to a safe school, or being in a safe environ-
ment.… Like I said, we all want the same things for our kids 
and our family.

In regard to schools, the parents we interviewed all basically 
wanted the same things: they wanted their children to be safe and 
to have the best chances for promising futures. While perhaps some 
parents may be indifferent, for the parents with whom we spoke, pro-
viding the best education possible was at the center of this parental 
commitment. When asked, “What do you believe is the underlying 
reason parents try to give the best education to their children?” Carter 
Martin, a white father from a wealthy family background and an 
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attorney in a high-powered Washington, D.C., law firm, responded 
genuinely by saying simply, “I think they want their children to suc-
ceed and have a happy life. It’s a matter of love; it’s a matter of feeling 
that that’s the right thing to do.”

To understand the depth of their commitment to their children’s 
education, it is important to understand that—for these parents—it 
came down to trying to do the right thing for their children. Simply, 
providing their kids with a good education was a critical part of what 
it meant to them to be a good parent. It was intrinsic to good child 
rearing. “You want your children to have a good life,” noted Emily, 
another parent. “Good parents want their child to be comfortable 
and to be happy and successful. So we try to give our children the 
best that we can and we also try to give them what we didn’t have.… 
I think it is, I want my children to be the best person they can be with 
whatever they’ve gotten, whatever their god-given abilities are.… 
And I want to give them some push towards succeeding.”

A parent’s love for a child is a force to be reckoned with, and for 
the parents interviewed part of that love was lived out in wanting 
to provide the best for their kids that they could. Education was an 
important component of that. With education seen as the key to the 
American Dream, a lot was on the line, and children’s education took 
on paramount importance for parents. But, while our country prides 
itself on the creed that all children deserve an education that gives 
them equal chances to succeed, these families knew—from their own 
experiences and observations—that schools were fundamentally and 
drastically unequal in terms of the opportunities that they provide to 
their students. So, for the families interviewed, the challenge was not 
simply to provide an education for their children—it was to try to 
ensure the best possible education for them. As Joyce Meador put it,

I guess the way I look at it is I’m a taxpaying citizen. I pay 
taxes down here in the city of St. Louis, just like the people 
that do in Fenton, in the Rockwood district. And I don’t feel 
that they or their children should have a better opportunity 
to get education, a free education, than my children are. If 
we are both paying taxes for education, then why, you know, 
why is it that if they don’t go to school out there, they don’t get 
a chance to do anything with computers, or do any French, 
and any of that kind of stuff, because they live in the city?… 
My main objective is their education. I think they deserve to 
get a good education.… Most people, when they find out, you 
know, we live in the heart of the city, and your kids go to that 
school [a suburban school], they’re like, “How do they get 
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out there?” It’s a voluntary deseg [desegregation] program. 
And, of course that district is gaining something from me 
signing up for the program, because they do get additional 
money from the government for that. But, by the same token, 
I still think that my kids have a better chance of an educa-
tion, a better education from being in that school district. 

In regard to school decisions for their children, the parents’ strug-
gle was to navigate as best they could a severely unequal educational 
arena. While they often expressed that they did not believe it to be 
fair, they were forthright in their view that not all schools are high 
quality schools. With only a finite number of “good” schools, only 
some children will get to attend them. And this invariably meant that 
other children, as one father, Daniel Graham said, will have to “stay 
behind”—not by a parent’s choice necessarily, but because this is the 
reality of unequal schooling: 

Every parent, no matter what, they want the best for their 
children.… I think that comes with being a parent. I mean 
it is, I guess, in parents’ blood that you want to give the best 
for your children. No specific reason. It just comes from the 
heart, from blood. I don’t know … that’s just—you want 
the best for your kids. At least from my point of view, it’s not 
that I want to have somebody else being in a disadvantaged 
position. It’s just you want to do or give the best to your 
children. It comes from the blood. That’s one reason. It’s not 
that you want to have some other person stay behind. It’s just 
you want the best for your children.

“Wanting the best for their children” clearly came from the heart 
for Daniel and the other parents interviewed. What also seemed to 
come from the heart were these parents’ claims that although ineq-
uity was inevitably the end result, they did not necessarily want other 
children to be hindered; they just wanted to make sure their own 
children were getting the best schooling they could. As Vivian Wind-
row, a middle-class black mother of an eight-year-old daughter in Los 
Angeles, commented, “We want her in a good school. I was afraid of 
what I’ve heard about the L.A. public schools, you know? And her 
dad felt the same way, because she’s an only child. So we agreed that 
we would do whatever we could to make sure that she gets a good 
education.… I would do all that I can to find the best school for her. 
You know, ‘cause I believe education is very important. You’ve got to 
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have a good education or you’re not going to be able to do anything 
for yourself down the road.”

Vivian articulated precisely the sentiments that parent after par-
ent had stressed: that, given their emphasis on education, they “would 
do whatever they could to make sure their children get a good educa-
tion.” This meant they had to get their children into a good school. 
First and foremost, however, parents had to figure out which schools 
were the “good” schools.

A “Good” School
What was considered to be a “good” school? Parents said that good 
schools had updated facilities and equipment, stimulating atmo-
spheres, and high-quality educational programs. They said that they 
were safe, had teachers who were dedicated, small class sizes, comput-
ers, healthy environments, and successful graduates who went on to 
excel academically and occupationally. However, as much as parents 
described in detail the types of educational resources characteristic 
of “good” schools, rarely had they actually explored the availabil-
ity of these traits when considering schools for their kids. Similarly, 
parents often emphasized the importance of a school’s rankings or 
standardized test scores and were quick to point them out if they 
knew them—but they rarely did. A divergence between what these 
families said was important in considering schools and what actually 
had been determining factors in their decisions was transparent in the 
interviews.30 What they overwhelmingly had relied upon in determin-
ing whether or not a school was “good” was one thing: simply, if it 
was located in a “good” neighborhood. For example, in an interview 
with the Smiths, a middle-class black family from Los Angeles, Leslie 
Smith, a realtor, kept referring to certain schools as “good schools.” 
When asked directly, “What is a ‘good’ school?” she replied,

It depends on the school, and where the school is located. I 
think the Fairburne School is a very good school. Comparing 
it to private schools, I would say it ranks just as high as some 
of the private schools. If I sent [my son] to our neighbor-
hood school, which is South Street Elementary, I would say 
private schools are a lot better. So, just, I think it depends on 
where you are in the city. How much money gets filtered into 
the school. And, for me, what I’ve seen—I have friends that 
are teachers. They’re good teachers, but they’re in bad situ-
ations, down in South Central L.A., where they have forty 
kids in their class.… And I don’t think those kids get a good 
education. 
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“Good” schools and “bad” schools were defined—first and fore-
most—by their location. Molisa Parks, a working-class, black single 
mother from St. Louis, put it bluntly: “I mean, we all know that kids 
in the county get a better education than kids in the city—as far as 
the atmosphere, the equipment they have to work with, the change 
of attitude of the kids. It’s just class sizes, anything and everything, 
computer equipment!”

Even when parents mentioned specifics such as safety, class size, 
or equipment, they usually spoke of them in the context of location. 
Rarely did parents use any information other than its location to 
substantively inform their judgment of a school.

That parents judged schools by their location was not surprising 
since previous research has identified a strong link between school 
reputation and location.31 What was remarkable was that parents’ 
perspectives on what makes a school’s location a good one were so 
incredibly consistent. They all seemed to dictate the same basic for-
mula: a good school is in a good neighborhood, and a good neighbor-
hood is a wealthier and whiter neighborhood. 

Race and class framed parents’ thinking regarding the schools 
they wanted for their children to attend. This was true for white 
parents—who were often quite explicit about their desires to avoid 
schools with racially diverse populations. It was also true for black 
parents—who despite a desire for racial diversity in their children’s 
schools, wanted the best quality schooling, which they generally pre-
sumed to be whiter and less diverse. And, for all of the parents, the 
more wealthy and affluent the area in which a school was located, 
the better the school was considered to be. 

Elsewhere, Thomas Shapiro and I have argued that for the parents 
we interviewed, race was a defining factor, if not the factor, in determin-
ing a “good” school. In our interviews, parents tied a school’s reputa-
tion directly to the race and class composition of its students. While 
claiming to be concerned about such things as safety and class size, 
the families we spoke with were ultimately seeking whiter—and, in 
their view, inextricably wealthier—school districts for their children, 
regardless of any other of the school’s characteristics. Because we 
have focused on it previously, this social construction of school repu-
tation and the race and class dynamics of school decisions are not 
major focal points here.32 I would be remiss, however, to not at least 
mention the enormous extent to which families’ perspectives were 
explicitly framed by race and class, and by racism and classism.

Race played a significant role in parents’ logic where schools for 
their children were concerned. Their views, decisions, actions, and 
experiences were informed and structured by race and racism, and, 
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presumably, race and racism help to contribute to their mainte-
nance.33 Indeed, the interviews provide evidence that, as sociologist 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva argues, the contemporary United States is “a 
racialized social system.”34 The families we studied were operating 
within a racial structure, where, as Bonilla-Silva discusses, racially 
motivated—or even racist—behavior such as choosing whiter schools 
is rational.35 Race and racism, however, were often conflated with 
class and classism in complex ways.

Class rigidly structured school reputation, as parents consis-
tently asserted that the “good” schools were located in wealthier, 
more affluent areas. While I suspect that the frequently used phrase 
“more money” was often code for “whiter,” parents clearly believed 
that better-funded schools were simply better schools. Class dynam-
ics—as separate from, and as entwined with, race dynamics—helped 
to frame families’ views, decisions, actions, and experiences.36 

Since schools are funded in large part by local property taxes, 
the schools that were located in more affluent areas were presumed 
by parents to have better funding and thus be better schools. This 
was true regardless of whether or not a parent had gathered actual 
information about a school or visited it.

Eliston: The schools where they have more money per child—
guess what they have in there? They have carpets, swimming 
pools and air conditioning! You know what I’m saying? But 
in the inner-city schools—these people, our children—have 
to go to school in the heat.

Joyce: Baking!

Eliston: Baking! With concrete slab floors, with no paint on 
the wall.

Joyce: Most of the windows don’t open, you know, because 
the school was supposed to be set up for air conditioning but 
you got a system where somebody doesn’t do what they’re 
supposed to do.

Eliston: You got bars on the windows, screens on the win-
dows, so that limits the flow of air coming into your room. 
It’s like you’re in a war zone.

Unlike most of the middle- and upper-class families interviewed, 
Eliston and Joyce Meador (the black social workers from St. Louis 
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quoted previously in this chapter) had spent time in the inner-city 
schools to which they referred. They both grew up in the city of 
St. Louis, and as adults had done extensive community service work 
in the local urban public schools. However, many parents who spoke 
of the “nightmare” of urban schools or the “terrible conditions” in 
poorer school districts had never even visited the schools to which 
they referred. Whether they had done extensive research or none at all, 
the comparisons were repeatedly made between schools in wealthier 
areas (generally more suburban, and more white), and those in more 
impoverished ones (generally more urban, and more racially diverse). 
It did not matter whether schools in “better” locations were actu-
ally better schools—if a school’s location was perceived as relatively 
wealthy (and/or white) then the school was automatically perceived 
to be of relatively higher quality. 

Deborah Curley, a black mother and licensed social worker from 
Los Angeles, noted, “In the schools when you have, uh—areas that 
are more affluent—the parents and the businesses in the commu-
nity, they all, they have more money, more income to put into the 
schools. And it makes a big difference for those schools and the, you 
know, and the parks and the other services in the area. You know, 
when you have corporations that are making big donations there’s 
so much more that, that you can get for your child.” Here, Debo-
rah expressed a viewpoint that lined up squarely with that of other 
parents: that schools and school districts vary dramatically because 
more money translates into better schooling for a child. Sometimes 
the difference between a good and bad education in their minds 
simply meant the difference between schools in the suburbs versus 
schools in the city, or even a school’s location on one side or another 
of a particular street. Families also spoke of specific sections of cities 
or of certain towns or neighborhoods that they perceived as hav-
ing good or bad schools. But the comparison made most often was 
the one between schools in wealthier residential areas and those in 
poorer ones. Jen Doucette articulated this clearly in her interview. 
She and her husband Sam, a financially well-off, white couple both 
from upper-middle-class families, were interviewed in their exquisite 
home in Los Angeles where they lived with their young daughter. In 
summing up her perspective, Jen explained, “While I hate to say it, I 
think it’s the truth: any school that has money will definitely be able 
to offer more to the students.… They have the money to do that, and 
they have the parent involvement, which also brings in money. Let’s 
face it! The schools that are the most successful are in the more afflu-
ent areas: Santa Monica, Pacific Palisades, or Westwood. So when 
the families have the money to back the schools, they do better.
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Separate and Unequal
Since American education has historically been structured around 
neighborhood schools, and since schools have traditionally been 
funded largely by local property taxes, schools and communities are 
inextricably linked. Just as parents considered schools to be “good” if 
they were in “good” neighborhoods, they considered neighborhoods 
to be “good” if they had “good” schools. 

As Suzanne Wright noted, “We could have lived in Basking Ridge 
for $300,000 for a townhouse, or there’s Battle Brook—or Frank 
Lloyd Township for that matter [turning to her husband], which 
would have been right around the corner from your office—and got-
ten a huge house for $300,000. But we didn’t. Because why? Because 
of the schools… Why do people typically want to move into a town? 
Because of the schools. I mean it’s sad, but that’s true, right?”

With financial support from their families, Suzanne and Drew 
Wright were able to buy their first home soon after they got married. 
Although they could have bought a “huge house” for the same price 
in another area, they opted for a small townhouse because it was all 
they could afford in the specific town where they wanted to live in the 
New York City metropolitan area. Although other locations would 
have meant shorter commutes to work, a much lower cost of living, 
and, as they put it, “far more house for their money,” the Wrights 
explained that they wanted to live where the best schools were located. 
For the families we interviewed, this was the norm. They most often 
cited schools as their primary consideration in deciding where to live. 
Figures from the U.S. Department of Education show this as the pat-
tern nationally: at least one out of four families nationwide chose 
their neighborhood specifically for the schools there.37 

At least in terms of the public school system, where we live deter-
mines where we go to school. And, since perhaps more than any other 
variables race and class segregation characterize our residential living 
patterns, significant schooling differences go hand in hand. If all of 
us—from all walks of life, from all racial and ethnic backgrounds, 
and representing every point on the socioeconomic spectrum—were 
spread out evenly in the country’s cities and neighborhoods, then 
perhaps school funding and student populations would be gener-
ally equivalent. If that were the case, then perhaps localized school 
systems might result in more or less equal education—which might 
correspondingly go a long way toward making neighborhoods more 
uniformly desirable (or undesirable, as some would argue). How-
ever, we are not spread out evenly throughout the neighborhoods of 
America. Residential segregation is a major linchpin in educational 
inequality. 
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Patterns of residential segregation in post–civil rights America 
have been well documented by scholars across disciplines.38 Data 
from the past two decades, for example, show that while residen-
tial racial segregation declined slightly through the 1980s,39 that 
decline has since reversed and segregation is again on the rise.40 In 
American Apartheid, sociologists Douglas Massey and Nancy Den-
ton detailed the contours of race and class segregation and described 
the contemporary United States as categorized by “persistent” and 
“severe” segregation. Their work showed how racial groups—most 
acutely, African Americans—are intensely “hypersegregated”: iso-
lated from other groups, clustered in contiguous areas, concentrated 
in small areas, and centralized within urban areas.41 Other data—for 
example, a 2002 report from the U.S. Census Bureau—confirm that 
blacks are still the most residentially segregated of any racial or eth-
nic group.42 

Due to the ways that race and class are linked (through, for 
example, the historic racial wealth gap43), racial segregation is also, of 
course, inexorably class segregation. The resulting social inequalities 
are extreme, causing segregation scholars to conclude, as Massey and 
Denton did, that “racial residential segregation is the principal struc-
tural feature of American society responsible for the perpetuation of 
urban poverty and represents a primary cause of racial inequality in 
the United States.”44 Others have noted the ways in which residential 
segregation has molded our society into “a country of strangers,”45 
and how we are, for all intents and purposes, living as “two nations” 
with great divides between racial and class groups.46 In Mary Jack-
man’s words, residential segregation “achieves an unprecedented 
physical separation of the groups—it maximizes the spatial distance 
between the groups and it radiates over many domains of social life 
as separate schools, shopping, places of employment, and recreational 
facilities effortlessly form the existence of separate neighborhoods. 
Spatial segregation in neighborhoods thus spills over into all walks 
of life, creating de facto physical separation of the groups throughout 
social life.”47

One of segregation’s greatest fault lines lies in the fact that the 
nation’s younger generations are perpetually educated in separate 
and unequal schools. A 2003 U.S. Department of Education report 
showed that 70 percent of white students attend schools that are 
at least 75 percent white. The same report revealed that 32 percent 
of black elementary and secondary school students are enrolled in 
schools located in large cities, compared to only 6 percent of white 
students.48 Other studies’ results are even more acute: Gary Orfield 
and John Yun’s examination of school segregation shows that, in 
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industrial states, over half of all black children attend schools that are 
of over 90 percent minority students; in large urban areas, over 90 
percent of black children attend schools that are predominantly non-
white.49 In 2004, 70 percent of black students were eligible for free 
or reduced school lunches, compared to 23 percent of white students. 
Of those children who qualified, 76 percent of the black students 
lived in central cities, compared to 24 percent of the qualifying white 
students. In center-city schools, 61 percent of black students attended 
schools where over 75 percent of the students qualified for free or 
reduced-price lunches.50

Rather than being a Great Equalizer, separate and unequal 
schooling presents a direct contradiction to the American Dream 
of meritocracy. If schools are segregated and unequal, then a major 
avenue of ensuring equal opportunity is blocked. Efforts to recon-
cile this issue have been part of social justice agendas and education 
reform goals for decades. The U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling in 
Brown v. Board of Education that “separate educational facilities are 
inherently unequal” is probably the most large-scale and well-known 
example. Fifty years have passed since the famous Brown opinion 
was declared, and while desegregation did achieve some very real 
gains in the school systems, substantive desegregation efforts have 
been more or less stalled for the past 25 years,51 levels of school seg-
regation have been worsening since the early 1990s,52 and both inte-
grated and equal education remain, for the most part, unrealized.53 

The result of what Jennifer Hochschild refers to as “deeply embed-
ded patterns of inequality” is that, as she puts it, “the worst-off stu-
dents and schools have a completely different educational experience 
from the best-off students, with predictably different outcomes.”54 
Wealthier schools spend on average 56 percent more per student than 
do poorer schools.55 Seventy percent of teachers in schools located in 
low-income areas say they lack the books, supplies, and other materi-
als necessary for them to successfully teach their students.56 Children 
from poor families disproportionately attend weaker schools and are at 
greater risk for serious academic failure.57 They are much more likely 
to drop out of their schools, attain fewer years of education, and earn 
less income later in life than children from more well-off families.58 

Essentially, the research literature supports what the parents we 
interviewed believed. The schools that were perceived as “good” 
and “bad” were indeed probably better and worse in terms of the 
resources they offered, the educational opportunities they provided, 
and the chances and outcomes of their students. While there are 
always exceptions, the funding, resources, opportunities, and student 
outcomes of poorer, more urban, disproportionately black public 
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schools are generally weaker relative to the “whiter, wealthier,” more 
suburban schools that the parents so often compared them to.59 

“Running with Fast Horses”
Interviewer: Do you think that coming from Walt Whitman 
High School, with a diploma from there, and recommenda-
tions, et cetera, put them at an advantage more than if you 
were at a less-prominent school in this area?

Carter: [Long sigh.] Probably. All things being equal, if you 
run with fast horses, you run fast, too. And they were run-
ning with fast horses when they were at Walt Whitman. I 
think the better the reputation of the school, the better the 
students there, the better the opportunities—in my opinion. 
That doesn’t mean to say that there aren’t plenty of successful 
people who went to smaller, unknown schools. There are. 
Really, at the end of the day, it depends on the individual. But 
having said that, there are networking advantages where 
the—it’s the number of students at these different schools, 
the Ivy League schools, for instance. Duke, while it’s not an 
Ivy League school, it’s similar in many respects. The people 
you know, they become business associates later on in life if 
you’re in a business environment. Of course, if you’re going 
to be a doctor, it doesn’t make any difference. But it depends 
on what field of endeavor. If you’re going to be in the top ech-
elon of certain professions, then it’s very helpful.… Again, it 
comes back to that saying I said once before: You run with 
fast horses, you run fast, too. 

—Carter Martin, attorney, white, Washington, D.C.

In regard to school inequality, it was not only differences in fund-
ing, resources, opportunities, and student outcomes that concerned 
parents. Parents were highly cognizant of what they perceived as 
enormous differences in schools in terms of the social status of the 
students who attended them. While they were clearly concerned with 
making sure their children received a high-quality education, they 
were exorbitantly more concerned with the caliber, social standing, 
and family backgrounds of their children’s potential classmates. From 
their perspectives, enrolling their children in school meant providing 
them with reading, writing, and arithmetic skills, but it also meant 
choosing their social environment, determining who their classmates 
and friends may be, and selecting their peers. 
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Parents wanted their children to, as Carter Martin put it, “run 
with fast horses” so that they would “run fast, too.” They empha-
sized the importance of a school’s social environment in determining 
the prospects for student achievement—achievement educationally, 
and achievement in life. They talked about wanting their children 
to be “exposed to” and “surrounded by” kids who were “smart”; 
“striving to achieve”; “well-behaved”; and would “do well in life.” 
As one father said, “The person’s ability is one factor. But a good 
portion of the deal is that, as they say, ‘It’s not what you know, it’s 
who you know.’” 

Parents wanted their kids to attend schools with peers who would 
positively influence their work habits, social lives, and life chances. 
They were also quite clear regarding those with whom they did not 
want their children to attend school. As Deborah Curley explained 
her logic, “I was just really concerned about the kinds of children that 
my child would be exposed to. I definitely didn’t want her exposed 
to a lot of the kids that are in the population that I work with. So 
that’s a consideration too, you know? So the more that you spend on 
a school, then you guarantee that that’s not going to happen. You 
know that your children won’t be exposed to, uh, kids that have been 
abused or neglected. You know, that kind of thing.”

Impressions of student populations and perceptions of school 
reputations, whether grounded in direct experience (as was the case 
with Deborah), or based purely on ungrounded speculation (as was 
the case with the majority of parents we spoke with—especially white 
and middle-class parents),60 often had deep race and class undertones. 
Often, of utmost importance in parents’ minds (and often undoubt-
edly tied to race and class stereotypes) were questions about the 
“character” or “values” of the student population: Are the school’s 
students “good kids,” “from good families,” with “the right values,” 
and “bright futures?” Or are they not? The subtle—and not so sub-
tle—subtext of such reasoning on the part of parents involved their 
questioning the race and class composition of schools. An excellent 
example comes from an interview with Mary Masterson, a middle-
class, white mother from St. Louis:

Mary: It’s like, I look at the grunge factor or I look at the, 
the, state of the place, I look at the parents, you know. 

Interviewer: What do you look for? I mean, in the parents 
or—
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Mary: Oh, this is going to sound so snobby of me: I was 
raised white collar and not blue collar, it’s true. 

Interviewer: Okay, so you’re looking for—?

Mary: Um, I’m looking for a mixture. And … Kirkwood is … 
University City was not quite a good mixture because really 
the schools were about 85 to 88 percent black.… But, uh, 
here at Kirkwood, there’s probably only 25 percent black, 
some of them are bussed in from the city, and I don’t think 
they integrate very well. So .… It’s the economics and, and 
the way that people talk, you know?… And, uh, they say, 
‘Ahm gohna aks hum’ instead of ‘I’m gonna ask him’—well, 
then, they go down a notch in my esteem, you know? It’s the 
kind of thing where if my daughter is going to spend the night 
at somebody’s house I want to meet the parents. And I won’t 
make a judgment, I won’t say, ‘No, you can’t stay there,’ but 
I’ll tuck away in my head kind of where I think this parent 
falls. You know, they may be economically down on their 
luck these years and I can see that, like, a just-divorced couple 
and my daughter spends the night with her girlfriend when 
she’s at her dad’s house, and that’s a real small, ticky-tacky 
little house because they haven’t been divorced long and the 
dad is not, I want to say, back on his feet yet. Um, and that all 
goes into my consideration of, of the evaluation.

Often having never visited the schools they were judging, nor 
directly observed any of the students at them, parents’ perceptions 
about their children’s potential peers were based almost entirely 
on word-of-mouth or blatant presumptions. Thus, school reputa-
tions were constructed almost entirely around parents’ subjective 
impressions of who attended the school. Results from other recent 
research show similar findings. For example, in a study by education 
researcher Jennifer Jellison Holme, parents of high socioeconomic 
status in California were found to know virtually nothing firsthand 
about the schools to which they chose to send their children. Parents’ 
school decisions had been based solely on the subjective reputations 
of area schools. These reputations, as it turned out, were founded 
almost exclusively within parents’ own social networks, and were 
based almost entirely on the race and class characteristics of the fam-
ilies whose children were attending the schools.61

Research studies have documented that the social environment 
of a school does indeed significantly impact student achievement and 
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student outcomes. The greater the proportion of wealthy students 
who attend a school, the higher the likelihood of that school’s stu-
dents completing high school, and the higher the chances for their 
successful educational outcomes.62 Jennifer Hochschild and Nathan 
Scovronick’s extensive review of the literature on this subject has 
concluded, “One of the few things we know for certain about school-
ing is that the class background of a student’s classmates has a dra-
matic effect on that student’s level of success.… This finding has been 
documented over and over in various countries and schools and with 
different methodologies and sets of data.”63 

Some may wonder if the schools themselves really make such a 
large difference at all, if we can even be certain that education is cen-
tral to achievement or, ultimately, to an individual’s social position-
ing later in life. Indeed, some experts have argued that schooling does 
not matter nearly as much as it is presumed to matter, that life chance 
outcomes would be similar regardless of educational experiences.64 
For example, some claim that the supposedly poor parenting skills of 
black families and the supposed cultural deficits of poor families are 
actually the significant agents in negative outcomes of black students 
and the long-term intergenerational transmission of poverty.65 Surely 
family background and many factors besides schools and outside of 
the education system matter greatly to individuals’ life chances, and 
variables well beyond school quality affect children’s trajectories and 
chances for success.66 Schools can not be isolated as the sole distribu-
tors of opportunity or even as the primary influence on a person’s 
life course. However, ultimately it seems that not just the families 
we interviewed, but also most researchers and policy makers tend 
to agree that, as social welfare scholar Mark Rank puts it, “A qual-
ity education is one of the most vital assets that an individual can 
acquire.”67 It would be naive to think that school experiences and 
school quality do not have at least a significant effect, if not profound 
effects, on a child’s path in life. 

As Rank argues, “It is blatantly wrong that some American chil-
dren, simply by virtue of their parents’ economic standing, must set-
tle for a substandard educational experience, while others receive a 
well-rounded education.”68 As he discusses in his book One Nation, 
Underprivileged, due to the fact that the public schools are funded 
primarily through their local tax bases (mostly property taxes), 
school districts in wealthier areas generally have more ample funding 
(for things such as teachers’ salaries, smaller class sizes, purchasing 
books, supplies, equipment, and technological resources, etc.) and 
thus, can offer higher quality education to their populations. The 
sorts of things that wealthier school districts can afford for their stu-

RT2395X.indb   50 6/19/06   9:08:12 AM



	 Meritocracy and “Good” Schools	 51

dents correspond directly to the key school quality benchmarks iden-
tified as positively influencing student learning and performance. A 
report by the U.S. Department of Education pointed to indicators such 
as a school’s academic environment, teacher academic skills, and 
pedagogy, technology, and class size as characterizing high qual-
ity educational environments.69 Indeed, in their research, education 
scholars Jeannie Oakes and Marisa Saunders found that such things 
as textbooks, technology, and curriculum materials are “education-
ally important,” and the consequences of not having such things (or 
having inadequate levels of them) on student learning and student 
outcomes are “particularly harsh.” They also found that schools 
serving low-income students are the schools that are most affected 
by shortages of such resources.70 In the end, most of us would be 
hard-pressed to claim that differences in schools do not matter when, 
as Linda Darling-Hammond and Laura Post report, in the United 
States the wealthiest 10 percent of school districts spends ten times 
the amount on educating their students than the poorest 10 percent, 
where poor and minority students are concentrated, spends.71 Cer-
tainly none of the parents we interviewed made the claim that school 
inequalities did not matter. In fact, they claimed the opposite: they 
believed that the differences between “good” schools and “bad” 
schools mattered greatly to their children’s experiences. And, as we 
will see, they attempted to act on that belief.

Regardless of the reasons why, and regardless of whether they 
thought it was “fair or right,” the parents we interviewed believed 
that some children were advantaged and some were disadvantaged 
based on where they could go to school. Schools, in their view, were 
profoundly important; schools were seen as the ticket to the Ameri-
can Dream, the route to success in the meritocracy. So, for them, get-
ting their children into “good” ones was critically important.72 While 
they believed in the American Dream and defended the education 
system as the Great Equalizer, parents at the same time emphasized 
the uneven landscape of school inequalities. With all of them intent 
upon sending their children to a “good” school, the question logi-
cally follows: Who gets to go where? 
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Buying In and Opting Out

Yvette: If we were talking about the neighborhood that I really 
wanted to move in, it would probably be further north, in Mary-
land Heights. Those are some really nice homes and I think 
that’s the Parkway School District, which probably is a bet-
ter school district. I’m not sure. I’m not sure if it’s Parkway or 
one of the other school districts. But I’m sure it’s a pretty good 
school district, because they have really, really nice homes!

Interviewer: You just assume the schools are better because the 
homes are better?

Yvette: Probably so. The more money in the neighborhood, 
the better the schools are.… It’s all about money in America. 
If you’re poor, and you live in a poor neighborhood, you can 
bet the neighborhood schools are poor, too. Just like Parkway 
School District. Parkway School District is West [St. Louis] 
County. They have the best school district in the county.

Interviewer: Really?

Yvette: Yeah. I mean, it’s West County! Everybody out there 
is rich. My doctor’s kids go there. And I know he’s got money! 
He’s a specialist. He’s on the board of several different—you 
know? So I know he’s got plenty of money. My husband used 
to work at Parkway School District. Kids pulled up in Mercedes 
and Porsches, all kind of stuff. Stuff I can’t even drive, the kids 
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are driving.… Unfortunately, if you’re poor, you don’t get the 
best. You only get the staples.… So a lot of times you might 
spend a little extra money to be in a neighborhood that will get 
them in the school district that you want to get them in. And 
as we got older and as we got more used to having children, 
we did start researching school districts; you know, talking 
to people, looking into the different services and things that 
they provide. So we kind of have an idea of where we want 
to be. And, unfortunately, that requires that we spend more 
money. And the correlation is, the more money you have, the 
better school district you’re going to be in; because the more 
money that’s going to be in that school district.… So, you 
know, it’s just a matter of where you can afford to live.… And 
as far as the racial thing, the white kids have more access to 
the better schools. A lot of them can afford to send them to 
private school. That gives them an advantage. 

—Yvette Medina, insurance claims adjuster,  
black, St. Louis

In their desire to ensure the best possible chances for their children’s 
futures, the parents interviewed placed an enormous emphasis on 
education. In the midst of each of their own attempts to access “good” 
schools, and in the context of a culture that stresses the primacy 
of individual merit and self-reliance, these parents could hardly be 
expected to see the larger patterns of their decisions. But when taken 
together as a whole, the accounts of even just two hundred families 
reveal distinct social patterns in how parents made the decisions that 
they did regarding their kids’ educations and how children wound up 
in the schools they were attending. 

From the parents’ perspectives, “the more money in the neighbor
hood, the better the schools are.” However, the problem for many 
families was their lack of the financial resources necessary to access 
the schools they wanted for their children to attend. While some 
families were very happy with the schools they had chosen, others 
explained in great detail how their children were not attending the 
schools that they wished they were able to choose for them. In a fam-
ily’s ability to access “good” schools, parents believed that money 
mattered, and money had mattered greatly in their own decisions and 
experiences. The interviews revealed not simply the role of money 
in school decisions, but specifically, the power of wealth. Wealth 
gave families the capacity to act on their beliefs effectively, to attain 
the educational opportunities that they wanted for their children, 
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to ensure the best possible chances for them. The power of wealth 
was an important—although normally quite invisible—way in which 
wealth-holding families were able to choose what they viewed as the 
best schools. 

Buying In: “To Get the Best Schools”
Interviewer: How did you make the decision to send him to 
the school that he is attending?

Jacki: Well, I just looked for the school district that seemed to 
be the best one in the St. Louis area. 

When her son Michael got close to starting first grade, Jacki Frohmer, 
a social worker, began inquiring about St. Louis area schools. It 
didn’t take long for her to decide on the Ladue School District for her 
son. Jacki found that, among the people with whom she talked (her 
family, friends, and acquaintances she encountered day to day), the 
schools in Ladue were regarded as the best in the area. Being white 
and middle-class herself, Jacki admitted that most of the people 
she had talked with were also white and middle-class. Nonetheless, 
the suburb of Ladue seemed to have a reputation for an excellent pub-
lic school system. According to Jacki, the Ladue schools consistently 
rank high on standardized testing, and most of the students gradu-
ated to four-year colleges. Most important to her was that the kids 
attending Ladue schools were, in Jacki’s opinion, “good kids.” But, 
as she explained, the houses in Ladue are expensive so accessing the 
schools there is “not easy to do!”

As a divorced, single mother with an annual income of $32,000, 
it was hard for Jacki to imagine how she could buy a house in Ladue. 
She stressed throughout her interview that she needed every cent of her 
income just to make ends meet for herself and Michael. Savings were, 
she said, simply “out of the question.” Jacki figured out that while she 
could probably handle the monthly mortgage payments, a down pay-
ment on a house in Ladue seemed impossible. She also explained that 
there was virtually no rental property in the area as it was comprised 
mainly of condominiums and single-family homes. Nonetheless, she 
said that “no matter what” she was determined to get Michael into 
the best schools she possibly could. And that—in her mind—meant 
“buying into” the Ladue schools. Jacki seemed proud of her story 
during her interview, repeatedly emphasizing her maternal tenacity 
and her resolve to do the very best for her son educationally. 

Jacki felt tremendous pressure to move out of their home in 
St. Louis City and into a better area—preferably Ladue—before 
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Michael began first grade. Her view of the St. Louis city schools was 
dismal; she described them as “buildings crumbling down, and not 
enough books, and no computers, and parents that don’t care.” For 
Jacki, getting Michael out of there and into Ladue became her top 
priority. She bluntly gave her perspective: “If I wanted my child to 
get out of elementary school able to read and write, we had to move 
there.”

Interviewer: Did you look in other communities besides 
Ladue?

Jacki: Um, no, not really. The focus was on getting moved 
into Ladue School District.… The only one that could be 
even remotely satisfactory was Ladue.

Jacki’s story was straightforward at first: She said that she “just 
had to move,” so she did. She emphasized that it “wasn’t easy,” and 
that she had to make sacrifices, but that in the end it was worth it 
for Michael. Michael was nine when the interview took place, and 
Jacki felt he was getting a great education. On the surface, Jacki’s 
story is just the kind people seem to like to hear: motherly resolve; 
parental self-sacrifice; good, solid educational values; and persever-
ing against the odds. This is where the story would have ended for 
her if she hadn’t been asked for further information in her interview; 
if she hadn’t been asked in depth about the intricacies of how this 
move to Ladue had been made possible; if she hadn’t been asked how 
she had done it financially. We don’t usually talk about money mat-
ters in normal conversation—nor, for that matter, in social science 
interviews. At first Jacki was quite unresponsive, simply reiterating 
what she had already said: “And so I thought, ‘Well, we gotta get into 
Ladue School District somehow,’ and that’s how we moved into the 
first condo.” Eventually, however, when asked directly, another layer 
of the story began to unfold:

Interviewer: When you moved to your new apartment or 
condo, was it difficult to come up with down payment? 
Or—

Jacki: No.

It was at that point in the interview that we began to see how private 
family wealth had played a critical role in how Jacki and Michael’s expe-
riences had played out. The power of wealth—although not normally 
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prominent in how stories and experiences were initially portrayed—
was, upon deeper analysis, quite heavily folded into the relatively 
wealthy families’ perspectives, decisions, actions, and experiences. 

In Jacki’s case it would have been unfeasible to buy a home in 
the Ladue School District with her income alone. So she swallowed 
her pride and pulled out all the stops: ultimately, the move was made 
possible by significant help with a down payment from her family 
and her ex-husband’s family. She explained that, like her, they all 
wanted to ensure every possible opportunity for Michael. In addi-
tion to help with the down payment from her parents, grandparents, 
and in-laws, Jacki was relying regularly on family members to help 
her and Michael out when she was in a financial pinch. From time 
to time, she had received help paying large bills—for example, her 
parents had recently paid for her to have expensive dental work done 
that she otherwise would not have been able to afford. 

As we delved deeper into Jacki’s experiences, the role of wealth 
could be traced back as powerful throughout her life: she had been 
fortunate to have a secure financial start in life, her parents had paid 
for her college education allowing her to start adulthood debt free, 
and she had received gifts of money all along the way for her gradu-
ations, her wedding, the birth of her son, and so on. In Jacki’s view 
these gifts had been, for the most part, insignificant. In fact, she 
hadn’t even considered them to be “help.” They were, in her mind, 
just “things families do.” She emphasized that they had not been 
large amounts of money: $500 here and $1,000 there, she explained. 
Although these gifts were small in her mind, through the lens of 
wealth we can imagine how such help, while perhaps slight, would 
have been nonetheless advantageous to Jacki along the way. Jacki 
listed other gifts that she and her son had received from her family 
as well: presents received at holidays and birthdays, vacations and 
excursions that her parents had paid for, and lots and lots of toys, 
clothes, and other things that had been purchased for Michael by his 
grandparents and his aunts over the years. As the details unfolded, 
it was clear that what Jacki had initially portrayed as unremarkable 
had, over time, added up to be quite significant. Ultimately, the gen-
erosity and financial safety net of Jacki’s middle-class family had 
helped solidify her own middle-class social positioning. The perpetu-
ation of that class standing—and all the benefits that it affords—was 
also unfolding for the next generation, as Jacki and her family were 
passing it along to Michael.

Jacki’s plan to access “the best” for her son involved moving to 
an affluent suburban school district in an exclusive, predominantly 
white, residential area. Two hours into the interview, she openly said 
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that part of what made Ladue “the best” in her mind was that it was 
an expensive and almost entirely white neighborhood. These things, 
she explained, were indicators to her of a good neighborhood and a 
good school district. Jacki’s openness about her race and class biases 
may seem surprising; however, as it turned out, many white mid-
dle-class families expressed similar sentiments quite overtly.1 They 
openly discussed the roles that race and class had played, and were 
playing, in their decisions about where to live and send their chil-
dren to school. Just one of many examples of this comes from an 
interview with the Olsen family in St. Louis. Lori, a homemaker, 
and Dan, a corporate manager, were typical of white middle-class 
families interviewed.

Lori: I don’t think it’s right that my children get to go to a pri-
vate school and get to wear Adidas and, and there are other 
children living in the city who aren’t even fed breakfast, who 
wear raggy, holey clothes, who have teachers who don’t want 
to be there, and they get no educational benefits whatsoever.

Interviewer: Do you feel like race has played a role in any of 
the decisions that you all have made?

Lori: I have to be honest and … I’m probably wrong for even 
saying it, but truthfully, it’s in the back of my mind, yes.… 
But I do want to clarify one thing. If there was a nice black 
family who my husband worked with at Clearwater [the com-
pany where her husband works] and they bought the house 
next door to us and had the same values and the same desires 
and goals that we had, I would have nothing [against them], 
and I wouldn’t be afraid to have my children carpool or sit by 
them. I guess I am racist deep down inside, and I feel guilty 
for admitting that, but those poor inner-city kids whose par-
ents are on crack and who don’t care about them and don’t 
feed them and have drugs and guns lying around for them to 
bring to school, I’m afraid of them. I am afraid of them. And 
maybe I want to shelter my kids until they’re older and they 
can handle it better. When they’re young, I don’t want them 
to be exposed to that type of situation.… Well, I shouldn’t 
say that they have to work at Clearwater; they don’t have to 
work at Clearwater, but they have to work and have to save 
and have to strive and try to better themselves. But if they’re 
out selling drugs on the corner, I don’t want my kids to be 
around that. And I don’t want my kids being shipped into a 
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school like that.… I feel guilty because I’m not doing any-
thing to make their life better or try to help them. I’m hiding 
out here in my little nice neighborhood and my little private 
school and I’m like sticking my head in the sand and pretend-
ing like these problems don’t exist. So I do have a sense of 
guilt over it.

For the families interviewed who had the financial leverage to 
move there (a disproportionate number of which were white fami-
lies), buying into Ladue and places like it often became the goal for 
precisely these reasons. Survey research confirms that white families 
often purposefully and conscientiously avoid residential areas with 
integrated or minority-populated schools.2 Our interviews indicate 
that this is not always because these parents actively wanted to avoid 
diversity or racial integration (although some certainly did), but 
because they (or because they also) genuinely saw whiter neighbor-
hoods as offering better schools for their children. 

Race clearly impacted the decisions of black families, also. This 
was especially true for middle- and upper-middle-class black parents 
who could potentially afford houses in expensive white neighbor-
hoods but felt hesitant. Given the racism expressed on the part of 
many white families interviewed, it is hardly a surprise that many 
black parents expressed concern regarding moving to white neighbor-
hoods. They were understandably wary about placing their children 
in all-white or predominantly white schools where they might be one 
of the only black students—if not the only black student—there, and 
where, as one father said, “they would probably have no black teach-
ers, no black friends, and no black mentors.” Unlike most of the white 
families who actually preferred white environments and had sought 
them out, black families felt conflicted and sometimes expressed dis-
tress about placing their child in an all-white school (whereas only 
two of the white parents interviewed expressed similar sentiments). 

Ultimately, regardless of whatever was or was not motivating 
them, the school decisions of the families who had “bought in” were, 
as they described them, relatively simple: figure out where the best 
schools are and move there. As we dug deeper into their stories how-
ever, the white middle- and upper-middle-class parents recounted the 
financial support, help, and generosity that they had received from 
their families along the way. Although family wealth had been passed 
along throughout their life experiences and was usually perceived by 
them as quite unremarkable, in the final analysis, it was what had 
ultimately made their “buying in” possible. Although not usually 
part of their stories at first, transfers of wealth within families added 
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up over time and often made a big difference in school possibilities 
for the youngest generation. It did not take many interviews for the 
pattern to become clear: in how families chose the schools they did, 
family wealth mattered.

Jacki Frohmer’s story epitomizes many of the other white, middle-
class and upper-middle-class parents interviewed: they wanted their 
kids to get the best education possible; they asked around and found 
out which schools were generally considered the best, and—when 
they could afford to (which, with the help of family members, they 
often could)—they bought in. Melanie and Troy Haynes told a simi-
lar story, although this white family had access to significantly more 
financial resources than had Jacki. Melanie explained their family’s 
choice of schools:

Melanie: We were relocating to Los Angeles, and I called 
a friend of mine who’s a teacher down here … and I said, 
“Where do we go to get the best schools?” I did not want 
to pay for private school. And she said, “Manhattan Beach 
or Hermosa Beach—don’t go to Los Angeles—these are the 
independent school districts right here in South Bay.” … So, 
it’s where I decided to look, looked at homes here, looked at 
the schools and decided this was pretty good.

Interviewer: So, you didn’t go on any other areas of 
consideration?

Melanie: No, I did not want to be in L.A. Unified School 
District, it was more what I didn’t want to do. So what were 
my options?

Interviewer: And what, in particular, were you looking for in 
terms of schools?

Melanie: Um, you know, smaller classrooms, ah, a lot of 
parent involvement in the schools, I think that makes a big 
difference in the quality of education, the staff, the look 
and feel of the campuses, what kind of um, you know, what 
extracurricular things they have in the classroom. Comput-
ers, music, P.E., the things that I would consider basic that 
had been cut from public education in the last twenty years. 
That’s what I was looking for.…

Interviewer: Why were you hesitant to go to L.A. Unified?
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Melanie: Oh my God, where do I begin? Read the news-
papers! There is no way I would let my kids go, I would’ve 
home schooled them if there was no other option before I 
got involved with L.A. Unified School District system—being 
that it has no business being the bureaucracy that it is and 
that they screw it up right and left! … Yeah, that’s a good 
way to sum it up!

In the process of relocating for Troy’s job, the Hayneses made the 
decision early on that Hermosa Beach was the place for them. They 
explain their decision as having been based entirely on wanting their 
kids to go to school there. With an annual income of $70,000, the 
family was financially comfortable, but their income did not afford 
for them to buy in to one of the relatively affluent neighborhoods that 
make up Hermosa Beach. At the time of their interview, it was not 
unusual for homes in the area to run well over a million dollars, and 
it was hard to find a house on the market for less than $300,000–
400,000. In a detailed discussion of their financial situation, Troy 
and Melanie explained that their income was quickly consumed by 
the day-to-day expenses of life with three kids. To come up with 
the sizable down payment required to purchase a home in Hermosa 
Beach was impossible. They did, however, move there. 

In telling their story, the Hayneses breezed over the pragmatics 
of their move and focused instead on extensively discussing the area’s 
excellent education system. Later in the interview they were asked 
how they had come to own their Hermosa Beach home. It was then 
that Melanie explained how, in fact, the move had been set in motion 
by her father. He knew how important it was to Melanie for her fam-
ily to live there, he wanted his grandchildren in the right schools, and 
he knew Melanie and Troy could not do it on their own. By putting a 
sizable down payment on their house for them, and signing the mort-
gage in his name (with the agreement that Melanie and Troy would 
pay the monthly mortgage payments), Melanie’s father’s help allowed 
the Haynes family to “buy in.” 

Discussion of the details of their home purchase was short-lived, as 
Melanie and Troy again seemed to want to highlight instead the excep-
tionally high quality of the schools their children were attending as a 
result of their move. They were, they explained, “just thrilled” with 
their decision to move to Hermosa Beach. As Melanie commented, 
“Our youngest is going into the fourth grade at his school about two 
or three blocks away. It is a Blue Ribbon School, which is a national 
honor, the highest. It’s a California Distinguished School. It’s one of 
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America’s ten best elementary schools, according to the Duke Univer-
sity Survey of Elementary Schools. It’s just really, really exceptional.” 

 The Hayneses’ two older children attend the local high school, 
which they were proud to note is “also a National Blue Ribbon School 
and a California Distinguished School.”

Troy: According to Newsweek it’s pretty much the nicest 
high school in the United States.

Melanie: Yeah, it also ranked nationally for high schools. So, 
we’re pretty pleased with the education they’re getting.

As the interview went on it became clear that while the Hayneses’ 
capacity to buy into Hermosa Beach had been made possible by Mel-
anie’s father, their overall upper-middle-class social positioning—
their family’s residential community; their children’s schools and 
future education potential; their social circles; their lifestyle; their 
general life chances—was at least in part the result of a whole series 
of intergenerational transfers of family wealth over the years. These 
intergenerational transfers hadn’t just materialized in the form of the 
house down payment, but also in an abundance of other gifts, loans, 
and financial assistance from Melanie and Troy’s extended families 
over the years. This flow of financial resources, and the support and 
security it had given them along the way, ultimately put the Haynes 
in a socioeconomic bracket quite higher than they would otherwise 
be if relying only on their earned income.

Interviewer: Have you ever received presents from family—
presents in terms of large amounts of money from family 
members?

Melanie: How large is “large”?

Interviewer: Over five hundred dollars?

Troy [to Melanie]: Yeah, from your mother a few years ago.

Melanie: Yeah. Family members helped out on occasion.

Interviewer: Can you give me an idea of one or two?

Melanie: My grandmother gave some money about, what ten 
years ago?
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Troy: Yes.

Melanie [to Troy]: She’s asking for specifics. She gave us 
twenty thousand dollars about ten years ago that we put into 
home improvement.

Melanie and Troy went on to explain that they had received money 
from other family members at times too, and that they expected 
inheritances from both sides of the family in the future when rela-
tives pass away. 

The Haynes family presents an example of what was generally 
found in the interviews with white middle- and upper-class families. 
For these families, help with down payments, financial gifts and loans, 
and intergenerational transfers of wealth—in relatively small or large 
amounts over time—were commonplace. Indeed, these were so com-
monplace that often the families themselves did not consider them to 
be remarkable or noteworthy; in many cases, they listed such things 
as part of their financial histories only when directly asked about 
them. Families in such positions explained that this was “just what 
families do,” that this was “that parent thing,” and that it was “only 
natural to want to help out your kids and grandkids.” They consis-
tently regarded the passing along of wealth as “a really nice thing,” 
“given out of love,” and, as one father explained, “just the way it is 
in a family—you help each other out, you know?” For those who had 
received them—even in small amounts—financial assets, support, 
and transfers of wealth had accumulated over time and throughout 
the life course to have big impacts on the life trajectories of their fami-
lies. School decisions were one such point of impact. The interviews 
revealed that, when traced back, family wealth resources were often 
the reason that parents were eventually able to choose the schools 
they wanted for their kids. And it was clear that many of the families 
benefiting from the receipt of intergenerational transfers would not 
otherwise have been able to send their kids to such “good” schools.

If they could, parents had chosen to buy into what they con-
sidered to be the best schools for their children. This is not surpris-
ing given what they had told us about their hopes and dreams for 
their children, their beliefs about education, and their concerns about 
unequal schools. However, in order to buy into the “best” school 
districts, these families had also bought into very exclusive neigh-
borhoods. The Schwartz family, an upper-middle-class family from 
the St. Louis area, for example, had bought into one such area. As 
Maryann Schwartz explained, “Our neighbors, of course—as you 
can see it’s an upper-class neighborhood. Um, it’s, doctors, a lot of 
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doctors and business people. And I think the main reason people live 
in this neighborhood—there are some people that use private schools, 
a few, but most people use the school district which is supposedly the 
best. So that’s the reason I moved here.… Uh, I, I don’t think, I don’t 
think there is a better school district!”

With the help of considerable family wealth, Maryann and her 
husband Joseph had been able to buy into the Clayton School Dis-
trict. At the time of their interview, the Schwartzes were living in a 
$425,000 house in one of the most exclusive suburban neighborhoods 
of St. Louis. While Joseph’s $185,000 annual income as a physician 
and academic had contributed significantly to their upper-middle-
class lifestyle, their move to the Clayton School District was nonethe-
less testimony to the power of wealth in their experience. Maryann 
put it this way: “Both my parents and his parents were very generous.” 
When asked to explain, she complained that it would take too long 
to list all the financial support they had received. “I don’t know!” she 
said, “It would take about a half hour! They were extremely gener-
ous!” As we got into the details, the Schwartzes gave some examples 
of what they had received from their families over the years. Joseph’s 
father had paid for his medical school education (tuition and living 
expenses in excess of $260,000); Maryann’s grandmother had left 
them an inheritance when she died ($10,000); Maryann’s parents had 
bought them cars and had given them significant amounts of cash at 
various points (two examples were that they had received $40,000 on 
one occasion, and had for several years received rental revenues from 
properties that Maryann’s parents owned).

With Joseph’s income this family would most likely be quite well 
off no matter what. However, his income combined with the privi-
leges of family wealth has resulted in the Schwartzes’ capacity to 
make choices over time that they otherwise would not have been able 
to make. The most relevant of those choices to the focus here is the 
Schwartzes’ choice of schools for their children: help from both sides 
of the family had made buying into their chosen school district pos-
sible. And, along with the schools they chose, the Schwartzes were 
also able to choose a neighborhood and home with which they were 
very happy.

Their interview took place in their home and, looking out of a 
living room window, Maryann was proud to point out her neighbors’ 
houses and talk about the affluence of the families who lived there 
and the exclusiveness of the neighborhood. Their own house, Mary-
ann explained, had “I don’t know, about eighteen or nineteen rooms, 
including five bedrooms.” She continued, “Yeah, and we … just got 
a letter from somebody that’s—I mean, this is a really sought‑after 
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neighborhood, apparently. And somebody just sent us a letter that 
said, you know, ‘We want to buy a house in here if there’s anyone 
that’s willing to sell a house.’ And I thought, Wow! I’ve never gotten 
this kind of letter before! But it’s, it’s a really great location. It’s just, 
a lot of people are tired of commuting. And it’s, it has really good 
public schools.”

In the Schwartz interview (and in many other families’—particu-
larly white families’—interviews), much of the race and class dynamics 
at play in what they articulated—in the framing of their worldviews 
and perspectives, and in their actions and experiences—transcend the 
scope of this book.3 It seems, for instance, that for many of the white 
middle- and upper-middle-class parents interviewed, their children’s 
schooling may be acting as a culturally supported way for them to 
justify their own establishment in exclusive communities, legitimize 
the homogeneity of their family’s social networks and environments, 
and—in some cases—help to solidify the parents’ own class position-
ing and sense of class identity. Even further, some interviews pointed 
to the possibility that parents were using their children’s education as 
a proxy for what actually seemed to be a sort of jockeying for social 
status on the part of parents themselves. It was clear that many par-
ents took great pride in the educations they were providing to their 
children; but, in some cases, it almost seemed as if the point was 
more about how children’s educations reflected positively on the par-
ents’ own achievements, social standings, and good parenting skills 
than it was about the children themselves. While such conjectures 
cannot be fully supported by the interview data at hand, they raise 
important questions for future research. 

Regardless of the possible disjunction between the reasons that 
parents claimed they had done what they did and the reasons they 
might actually have done so, the interviews exposed clear patterns 
on the topic of family wealth divisions and the perpetuation of class 
status. One of the central themes from the interviews was that inter-
generational wealth had given families such as the Schwartzes, the 
Hayneses, and Jacki Fohmer the capacity to act on their choices. 
Despite whatever their decisions may or may not have been rooted 
in, no matter what their rhetoric or actual beliefs were, they defended 
their choices as being in the best interest of their children’s futures. 
And intergenerational transfers of wealth over time had ultimately 
translated into these families’ abilities to act on their decisions. 
Although at first not transparent (not necessarily even to themselves), 
in the experiences of families with some wealth to pass along, wealth 
was folded into their decisions so that parents could act. Wealth can 
be leveraged—and was leveraged by those families interviewed who 
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had access to it—to provide opportunity for the next generation. 
Wealth hadn’t simply accumulated, it had been used. And, regard-
ing education, wealth was used for very specific purposes within the 
families who had it. It was used to choose schools.

For Maryann and Joseph Schwartz, the key to accessing the 
schools of their choice had been having the financial leverage to do 
so. Interview after interview with middle- and upper-middle-class 
white families outlined the same story: the financial assets these fam-
ilies ultimately relied upon to buy into the schools of their choice 
had at least partly originated in private wealth passed down in 
families. Depending on the circumstances and the extent of wealth 
resources available in a family, it sometimes “took some finagling” 
(as one person said), and it sometimes was “not difficult at all!” (said 
another), but choosing schools they felt good having their children 
attend was, indeed, possible. 

The power of wealth allowed these families to choose what they 
viewed as the “best” schools, and, moreover, it allowed for them to 
avoid what they viewed as “bad” schools. When asked why they chose 
the suburban public school that they did, one parent said bluntly, 
“Because I did not want them to attend a regular St. Louis city public 
school! I think they’re horrible, horrible, horrible!” In their rejection 
of urban public schools, many families had moved out of city school 
districts and into suburban neighborhoods just before their children 
reached school age or at other crucial times during their kids’ edu-
cation such as at the time of transition from elementary school to 
middle school or from middle school to high school. But again, in 
virtually every family who had moved to access certain schools (or 
to avoid certain others), some sort of flow of financial resources over 
the years had helped to put them in the position to be able make such 
a choice and act on it. 

In The Hidden Cost of Being African American: How Wealth 
Perpetuates Inequality, Thomas Shapiro analyzes the same inter-
views regarding these families’ community choices and the role that 
help with down payments played in their abilities to attain homeown-
ership. He discusses familial help with down payments as an example 
of “transformative assets” that give families the ability to transform 
their own lives and the lives of their children. He argues that wealth is 
used at important milestones over the life course to maximize oppor-
tunities and secure advantage. This “family inheritance” is crucial 
in areas such as homeownership, Shapiro explains, where unearned 
wealth can lift a family beyond their achievement or earned income.4 
Such was also the case in parents’ choosing of schools for their chil-
dren: private family wealth was not only essential in their ability to 
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act on their choices, but for the families who had it, private family 
wealth was often used as a “transformative asset.” 

Of the parents interviewed, those who had been successful at 
“buying into” the schools of their choice were overwhelmingly those 
who were white and whose experiences had included some degree of 
intergenerational transfers of wealth within their families. In inter-
views with these parents, they discussed school decisions from the 
perspective of it being a matter of true choices. Their choices were 
indeed numerous and their race and class positioning allowed them 
to navigate the process in a way that accounted for that. A white, 
middle-class father from Boston summed it up nicely; in explaining 
his decision to buy into the school district he had chosen for his son, 
Mark Campbell said simply, “We wanted him to have the best he can 
have.” For Mark and other parents in similar circumstances, settling 
for anything but the best was simply out of the question—and it could 
be. With numerous options, these families were in positions to be able 
to make decisions and then act on those decisions. They bought into 
neighborhoods with great schools—more often than not relying on 
family wealth, at least in part, to do so—and felt good that the choices 
they were making were in the best interest of their children’s futures. 
They framed their choices and experiences as part of what they were 
doing to be good parents. While some of the more wealth-privileged 
families had chosen to buy into “the best,” for others the best choice 
had been to opt out of the public school system altogether. 

Opting Out: “Private School Is Best”
I went and did all my research when my first son was start-
ing school, and I went right down the street here to the Curly 
School and was very upset at what I saw. I mean, the class-
rooms are dirty, the teachers are just yelling, and then there 
was some kid—brought a knife into school! And on some 
other kid they found a gun. And [in the district school place-
ment process], I got the Curly. So I went private. I’m paying 
tuition. My children are at the St. Mary’s in Brookline. It 
costs a lot of money.… And my other issue is middle school. 
There are no good, safe, middle schools, um, in this area, 
that I would feel comfortable even allowing my child in. So, 
we’re private. 

—Anne Carroll, substitute teacher, white, Boston

From the perspective of Anne Carroll and her husband John (a mas-
ter carpenter), there were no good public school options whatsoever. 
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For them and for some of the other families who could afford it, 
private schooling was a way to opt out of the public system entirely 
and choose what they considered to be a better educational route for 
their children. Those who had chosen private schools consistently 
repeated three sentiments: that private schools were the best schools; 
that private schools offered exclusivity and a specific kind of social 
environment that appealed to them, and that public schools were not 
good enough or safe enough for their kids.

Maria: I want her to get a good education, so … I never even 
thought about sending her to public school. It wasn’t an 
option at all.

Interviewer: You didn’t go to visit them or anything?

Maria: No.… No. Wasn’t an option.… Because I don’t think 
the teachers feel the same in private school as they do in pub-
lic school. I think a lot of the teachers in public schools have 
given up, you know what I mean?… It’s just not an option for 
me, not at all.

As with the families who had bought into what they saw as the 
best school systems, the families who had chosen private schools 
emphasized that they had done so simply because it was the right thing 
to do for their children’s educations and futures. Regarding how they 
were managing their decisions financially, the families’ explanations 
were usually simply that they were willing and able to pay the yearly 
fees for private schooling. This was framed as a parental commitment 
to education, or as a sacrifice on their part to do what was best for 
their kids. But, when the families’ financial portfolios were divulged 
and their histories tracked, the interviews elicited details that would 
not otherwise have been clear. Although not obvious at first, the abil-
ity to opt out was surprisingly often traced back to private family 
wealth. As it turned out, often extended family members (usually 
grandparents) were paying for part, or all, of private school tuitions, 
or they had contributed in other ways that had ultimately made the 
choice of private school possible.

An illustrative example is that of the Bezdells, a white, middle-
class family from Boston. In their interview Nancy said right away 
why they had chosen private school for their daughter Moira:

Well, she’s a very good student and she had to go on to middle 
school this year—Boston public. And there’s kind of general 
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consensus that there is only one good middle school. It’s very 
difficult to get into and she didn’t get in. She got into what 
people consider the second best middle school. And we went 
to visit it and we were appalled at—not issues of safety or 
anything like that—but the level of boredom that she would 
have experienced… We were so unimpressed. We were only 
there an hour and our kid would die of boredom. It was driv-
ing me crazy to be there.

Nancy proceeded to explain that they had decided early on that 
if Moira did not get into the “one good middle school” they were 
going to pay for her to attend private school. When she did not get in, 
their visit to the “second best middle school” just served to confirm 
their decision to opt out. At first glance it appeared that they had 
made the decision, were paying the tuition, and that there was noth-
ing more to it than that. But later in the interview the Bezdells were 
asked to explain how they had chosen private school—financially, 
and Nancy answered, “I think that for me, knowing that with my 
mother I might have access to— [silent pause]. There is a certain 
sense of security for the future that I have. I’m crossing my fingers on 
it a whole lot, but I think it might be there.”

They explained that they felt they could risk putting a big chunk 
of their income each year toward school tuition because they were 
not concerned about their long-term financial situation: They had 
no major debt and felt confident that they could rely on their fami-
lies in a pinch; their parents had paid for college, so they had no 
student loans to pay off; their parents had contributed significantly 
to their house down payment, so they had an affordable mortgage; 
and they expected to inherit at least $300,000 upon the death of 
Nancy’s mother, so they had that to look forward to down the road. 
Although they were not building any savings and did not themselves 
have a financial buffer (at least no buffer independent of knowing 
they could rely upon their extended families if need be), the Bezdells’ 
household income of $62,600 had allowed for them to be able to pay 
their daughter’s private school tuition fairly comfortably. In discuss-
ing their financial situation in depth it became clear that the Bezdells’ 
decision to choose private school for Moira was possible in large part 
because of family wealth. The financial security that family wealth 
had provided for them allowed the Bezdells to take more risks with 
their money than they would have felt comfortable with otherwise.

While the Bezdells said they had chosen private school to prevent 
their daughter’s boredom, most of the families who had opted out 
of public schooling spoke explicitly of their desire to provide their 
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children with the kind of sheltered environment they believed private 
schools offered. One St. Louis mother (whose parents were funding 
her children’s—their grandchildren’s—private school tuitions) stated 
this perspective succinctly. When asked why she had chosen private 
schooling, Gina said, “Maybe it will shield them.” Many parents 
who had been able to choose private schools felt similarly; they liked 
the idea that private schools offered exclusivity and a specific kind of 
social environment. 

As another mother, Glenda, put it, “Instead of kids loud, jumping 
off the wall and everything, there’s a totally different atmosphere, 
totally different. And you can just—you just feel a sense of security. 
And anyway, you have to pay for your kid to go there, so the classroom 
setting is much smaller, you know, not as many kids, and not many 
people are going to pay to send their kid to school when they can send 
them free to public school.”

While Glenda and many other parents perceived private and pub-
lic schools’ atmospheres as “totally different” from each other, very 
few parents who had opted out had ever actually visited the local 
public schools they were avoiding. Glenda, for example, who had 
characterized public school as “kids loud, jumping off the wall and 
everything,” later confessed that she had never “really considered”—
let alone seen firsthand—the public school options. Like most of the 
other white, middle-class parents we spoke with who had opted out, 
Glenda’s perceptions of the public schools’ reputations were enough 
for her to have ruled out public school altogether. Julie, another white, 
middle-class parent who chose private schooling for her children, is 
another case in point.

Julie: Our neighborhood school is not an option. 

Interviewer: Why not?

Julie: I guess it’s just things I’ve heard. I have not gone to 
check it out, I have to admit. But we’ve been in the area a long 
time, we’ve seen some kids that go there and what they have 
come out of there knowing. And it’s not impressive.

For families who opted out, the bottom line was that, in their 
minds, private schools provided a better education and social envi-
ronment than public schools—and they had acted on that. Whether 
parochial, arts, or elite country day schools, private schools were 
considered to be the best schools by those parents who chose them. 
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Judith: In fact, to be honest with you, I had a book in here that 
talked about—it rated schools, public and private schools.

Interviewer: In St. Louis?

Judith: In St. Louis.… A report called “A Report Card on 
Schools.”… So I found the best school because academically 
he [her son] qualified. I mean, he tested very well. I sought 
Country Day because it was supposed to be the best.… Private 
school is best for him because it is small. Private school is best 
for him because as a consumer we have the opportunity to 
receive the type of services we need, the personal services that 
we need in order to—that happen to influence his behavior 
and his academic influence. Private school is—this particular 
private school is—best for him because he feels that he has a 
social network. This particular private school is best for him 
because it is one of the best in the metropolitan area. 

 As with the families who had bought in, families who had opted 
out were proud of their level of commitment to high-quality educa-
tion. Choosing private schooling was, for them, part of how they 
understood their role as good parents. In choosing what they viewed 
as “the best,” these parents felt they were parenting as best they could. 
Abraham Keenan, an architect from the Washington, D.C. area who 
had himself grown up in a wealthy white family and attended private 
schools, articulated this perspective:

Abraham: Well, my wife and I strongly believe in the best 
education we can give to our children. So from the very 
beginning we tried—at least we did our best—to put all our 
children in the best available school. So they were all going to 
private schools. And so far, I think it’s paid off.

Interviewer: What kind of kids went to these schools? 

Abraham: In the high school—I would say my son went to a 
school that I could tell they were all better than upper society, 
I would say. And the majority were almost all of them white. 
I know there were a couple mixed races here and there that I 
guess you would find everywhere. But the majority were well-
to-do families and white.
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National data support Abraham’s observation that “the majority” 
of private school students are from “well-to-do families and white.” 
The families of students in private schools own on average $20,000 
net financial assets versus $7,000 for families whose children have 
only attended public schools.5 One out of every 10 white children 
versus one out of every 25 black children attends private schools;6 
and 78 percent of all students attending private parochial schools are 
white, versus 10 percent who are black.7 And, since nearly 80 percent 
of all private school students live in urban areas, it appears that pri-
vate schools draw students heavily from urban white families (fami-
lies in which parents’ decisions were based largely on wanting to—as 
they expressed in our interviews—“escape” or “avoid” their local 
urban public school systems).8

Generally the private schools chosen by the families interviewed 
were very exclusive in terms of race and class composition. For white 
families, especially, this was often one of the aspects (if not the aspect) 
that parents liked most. While black families often expressed feeling 
concerned about the more homogeneous schooling environments of 
private schools, most white families openly talked about how this was 
a private school characteristic that appealed to them. Rarely did white 
parents mention lack of racial diversity or predominant affluence in 
the student populations of the private schools they had chosen as 
concerns for them. But even those—including black families—who 
did see race and class homogeneity as negative dimensions of their 
kids’ school environments, explained that making what they saw as 
the right educational choices for their children had ultimately out-
weighed the disconcerting lack of diversity that seemed to come with 
those choices. Linea Doherty, a white mother from Boston, explained 
how she conceptualized the lack of diversity in her children’s private 
school as a “problem”; however, she still felt she and her husband had 
made the right decision for their family. As she explained, 

Regardless of all the sorts of problems of the diversity and 
economic differences, the place is amazingly beautifully 
equipped. They have amazing resources. I’m sure, excellent 
teachers. Excellent facilities. You know? There’s nothing 
to want, you know? They have this beautiful theater. The 
music, I mean, not just music, but beautiful music rooms, 
with excellent music programs. You know? All those arts are 
really incorporated. So, all those things that sort of just get 
by within the public system, you have tremendous resources 
in that particular private school. And it’s a beautiful grounds. 
You know, it’s sort of like, “Wow!” To be in a big, bright, 
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beautiful building all day? It’s a different feeling than being 
in the city.

Another white, middle-class parent, Mark Kiefer from Los Angeles, 
explained, “I grew up in public school, attended public school all my 
life, and [turns to his wife] you too, Valerie. I guess when I became an 
adult I thought the people who enrolled their kids in private schools 
were rich, stuffy, arrogant people. I thought, ‘Why do you think you 
are too good for the public school system?’ That was my take. And I 
was pretty reactionary toward private school. Then we had kids! And 
what might be acceptable for you might not be acceptable for your 
kids. You start coming up with a new standard for your child.

Whether they had “come up with a new standard” for their chil-
dren, or whether opting out had been “the only option” all along, 
parents who chose private schooling were able to do so only because 
they could afford to, financially. When traced back, it had been a 
particular kind of financial resource that had ultimately made the 
difference for these families; while income was helpful (and might 
at first glance appear to be the obvious explanation for how opt-
ing out was possible), in fact, family wealth had played a substan-
tial role in their decisions. And the family wealth relied upon to opt 
out had almost always originated from having been passed along in 
their families. The interviews show how significant wealth does not 
necessarily have to mean large amounts of wealth. Wealth moving 
through families—over time, and even in small amounts—had a very 
real impact on the educational trajectories of the next generation. 

Surely not all white families, but nonetheless most of them and 
definitely a large proportion relative to black families, had received 
college educations, wedding gifts, help with first-home down pay-
ments, help with the purchase of cars or major appliances, gifts, 
loans, cash, help paying for private school tuition, inheritances, and 
all kinds of financial support from their parents during their life-
times. Sometimes these were in small amounts and sometimes they 
were in large amounts, but the ability to rely upon them along the 
way had been helpful and, at least when it came to school decisions, 
consequential. Intergenerational transfers were sometimes made at 
major milestones—such as to help buy a house in order to access cer-
tain schools—but this was not the only way that family wealth was 
of consequence. In a thousand little ways it had added up over time so 
that a decision such as “opting out” could eventually be acted upon. 
As one parent who had decided to put his son in private school said, 
wealth “gives you an alternative.” He elaborated, “We don’t have to 
send him to the public schools if we don’t feel that will benefit our 
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children. We can—and have the assets and income to—send him to 
private schools.”

Family Wealth and Intergenerational Transfers
There’s nothing like inheriting wealth. It gives you opportu-
nities that you don’t otherwise have. Wealth is wonderful—if 
you can get it. 

—Eva Rice, homemaker, white, Washington, D.C.

Strongly held beliefs of equal opportunity, meritocracy, and indi-
vidualism are at the core of the American Dream. Parents we spoke 
with told us that they believed in the American Dream and genuinely 
thought of individuals’ relative positions in the social system as hav-
ing been earned. Yet the inheritance of private family wealth flies in 
the face of what these values stand for. When traced back, the family 
wealth relied upon by the parents who had bought in and opted out 
had rarely originated through individual effort, but instead had been 
received from family. 

Family wealth is a historical legacy passed down through gen-
erations. And, because of the roots of the racial wealth gap, family 
wealth categorically and systematically advantages some groups—
specifically, white families, especially white families with back-
grounds of family wealth—over others. Parents from all backgrounds 
were navigating school decisions for their children. But family wealth 
had made it relatively easier for some parents—disproportionately 
white parents—to choose the schools they wanted, the schools they 
thought were best, the schools that they felt good about. Of those 
interviewed, the families who were buying in and opting out were 
not necessarily the ones with the highest incomes (although many of 
them did indeed have relatively high incomes); rather, they tended to 
be white families who could combine their income with the power of 
wealth. These families had benefited from intergenerational transfers 
and from a sense of security that the financial safety net of fam-
ily wealth had provided them. While income paid for their families’ 
regular expenses and supported their lifestyles, wealth had been 
used by the families who had it to go beyond that. Parents had relied 
upon family wealth to leverage what they viewed as advantageous 
educational opportunities for their children. Family wealth, as Eva 
Rice said, provides “opportunities that you don’t otherwise have.” 
“Wealth is,” as she said, “wonderful.” That is, “if you can get it.” 

Among the two hundred families interviewed, wealth was some-
thing they had been able to “get”—at least originally, and definitely 
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most often—through intergenerational transfers. Larger-scale stud-
ies confirm this to be true. Despite the fact that social science has 
traditionally “ignored or downplayed the inheritance factor,”9 recent 
research reveals that wealth accumulation for most households relies 
heavily on the transfer of assets across generations within families. A 
hefty portion of total wealth holdings in the United States originally 
comes from such transfers: at least one half, and, depending on the 
study estimates, perhaps as much as 81 percent.10 As families have 
passed wealth along in each consecutive generation, the advantages 
that come with it have continued to be conferred, and the wealth gap 
has only widened. And, as the baby boom generation begins to pass 
their assets along to their children and grandchildren, economists pre-
dict that in the coming years these intergenerational transfers will be 
even more significant than they have been in the past.11 The intergen-
eration transmission of wealth in families has huge ramifications for 
each generation that receives it; as sociologist Lisa Keister notes, “the 
transfer of wealth from one generation to the next may be the single 
most important determinant of who owns what, how they got it, and 
what effects it has on both individual- and system-level outcomes.”12 

Research and policy literature suggest that asset ownership and 
growing up in a wealth-holding family does indeed render positive 
outcomes and positive lifelong effects for children,13 leading to “suc-
ceeding generations.”14 As the experiences of the families who were 
buying in and opting out highlight, one result of the intergenerational 
transfer of wealth is that parents with family wealth were able to 
place their children on educational trajectories that they believed 
to be advantageous. They chose the schools they did because they 
believed they would have real, positive impacts on their children’s 
life chances. As already discussed briefly in chapter 2, these “good” 
schools in fact probably were having significant positive effects.

In addition to those studies previously discussed, other research 
shows that children from wealthier families generally perform bet-
ter, achieve higher, and go further educationally than those from 
families with less or no wealth. We know, for instance, that children 
of parents with greater net equity in their homes and higher amounts 
of liquid assets complete more years of schooling.15 We also know 
that a family’s wealth affects children’s academic achievement even 
when a family’s income is held constant, and because white students’ 
families have substantially more wealth than black families, the 
related variables account for at least part of the patterns we con-
tinue to see in regard to white students’ higher test scores than black 
students’ on average.16 White students consistently score higher in 
reading and math than do black students when tested at ages nine, 
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thirteen, and seventeen; white students graduate from high school in 
greater numbers; and white students go on to college in greater num-
bers.17 High quality educational experiences surely have at least some 
part to play in this.18 The payoffs for students down the road are 
significant; education plays a major role in determining the educa-
tional and life course trajectories of children as they grow into adult-
hood—including their occupational mobility. The average income of 
working-age men who complete high school is $28,878, while the 
average for college graduates is approximately $50,000.19 

In terms of the specific schools themselves—the schools the 
families we interviewed believed were “good” and “bad”—curiously 
little empirical research examines actual educational disparities or 
differences in school quality.20 However, some data does exist; Kati 
Haycock, director of the Education Trust, finds in her analysis of the 
results of numerous research studies that better teachers, for example, 
matter. Teachers who can achieve more effective teaching have imme-
diate and cumulative impacts on student achievement.21 This is an 
important point when we consider the inequities in schools’ abilities to 
procure the better teachers. For instance, in a study by Linda Darling-
Hammond, inequalities in children’s access to qualified teachers were 
documented. She found a disproportionate number of untrained and 
uncredentialed teachers assigned to schools serving high-minority, 
low-income populations of students, and she found powerful negative 
effects of such large concentrations of unqualified teachers on both 
students’ opportunities to learn and overall student achievement.22

These examples from the literature point to the same conclusion 
that the families we interviewed drew: specific indicators of higher 
quality schools translate into better educational and long-term out-
comes for children. Also important is another body of literature that 
addresses other, more subtle aspects of the “hidden curriculum” such 
as cultural capital,23 access to better college guidance counselors, 
and (at some of the more exclusive private schools, at least) access 
to social and occupational networks. While here we have seen how 
middle- and upper-middle-class parents used their own family wealth 
to choose advantageous schooling for their children. In her books, 
Home Advantage and Unequal Childhoods, Annette Lareau comple-
ments these data by shedding light on how such parents also use 
their social and cultural advantages to maximize those educational 
opportunities. In Lareau’s analyses, she finds these families using 
their considerable nonmaterial resources to positively influence their 
children’s school experiences and outcomes. 

Lareau’s research team went inside the schools these children 
attended, and their households, and found that parents were heavily 
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involved in their children’s educations through such things as their 
relationships and interactions with teachers and other school offi-
cials, participating in school and extracurricular activities, and being 
directly involved in their children’s learning. An effect of this was that 
parents were able to use their own privileges, experiences, and their 
particular worldviews to successfully maneuver the school system 
and help access better educational resources for their children; they 
were, as Lareau put it, able to “concertedly cultivate” their children’s 
successes. She contrasted this to working-class families who, with-
out the same social and cultural advantages on which to draw, focus 
instead on their children’s “natural growth.”24 

In another study, Peter Cookson and Caroline Hodges Persell 
examined the experiences and perspectives of children attending elite 
private schools. In their book Preparing for Power, Cookson and 
Persell report on their findings regarding wealthy families’ use of elite 
education to reproduce their upper-class positioning for their chil-
dren. They argue that “learning certain social roles and behaviors is 
the central—and perhaps the only—purpose of education.” They go 
on to explain, “We know that where individuals go to school deter-
mines with whom they associate, and we also know that the social 
characteristics of schools’ student bodies have powerful effects on a 
number of ‘student outcomes.’” They conclude that schools not only 
shape a student’s academic learning, but—perhaps even more impor-
tant—schools shape students’ lifestyles and life chances.25

The families with wealth used it—as distinct from income—to act 
on the beliefs that all of the parents had expressed: their beliefs about 
the importance of education to their children’s future life chances, 
their beliefs about the importance of “good” schools. The families 
with wealth used it—as distinct from income—to access educational 
opportunities for their children that they believed would benefit them 
in the long run. Although it had neither altered their own decisions 
nor actions, the fact that other families had fewer options from which 
to choose was something of which the more wealth-privileged fami-
lies were well aware. Within their acknowledgment of this reality, 
the parents who had bought in and opted out often expressed feeling 
“bad” or feeling “sorry” for other families who had fewer options. 
Sharon, a white, upper-middle-class mother from a suburb of New 
York City, talked at length about how she “really felt” for parents 
who did not have the same choices as had her family, noting, “I feel 
really glad that we have had this amount of freedom to make a great 
choice for our kids at Montessori. And I really feel for parents who 
because of financial restraints are really stuck with some programs 
that are completely inadequate. I just think it’s just, what a shame! 
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And how hard it must be for some parents because they have no 
choice.”

Despite their emphasis on how strongly they believed in the Amer-
ican Dream of meritocracy and despite their defense of education as 
“the Great Equalizer,” when it came to school decisions parents had 
purposefully acted—within what they clearly viewed as a system of 
unequal schools—to secure advantage for their children. But the par-
ents who bought in and opted out to secure the “best” schools were 
able to do so in large part because of the choices that family wealth 
had made possible for them. Their situations, perspectives, decisions, 
and experiences stood in sharp contrast to those of other parents try-
ing to make do, or feeling stuck, with fewer options.
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Making Do and Feeling Stuck

Alice: It all ties in together. The money you make determines 
just, in most cases, where you live.… And then the neighbor-
hood you can afford to live in, of course, dictates the school 
district you’re in. So it all interacts. 

Interviewer: Do you feel like your son’s going to get the best 
opportunity to go to the best schools?

Alice: No. 

Interviewer: You don’t? The schools you’re looking at aren’t the 
best that you would pick for him?

Alice: They’re the best that I can afford to send him to. That’s 
what I’m saying. 

Interviewer: Okay.

Alice: No, he will not get the best education, not what most 
people would call the best education. He’s going to get the best 
that we can afford to give him.

—Alice Bryant, office administrator, black, St. Louis

Unlike families who had relied upon private family wealth to help them 
buy in or opt out, those without such resources were restricted to their 
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own income as they attempted to navigate decision making regarding 
schools for their children. This put wealth-holding families and fami-
lies without in quite different situations regarding the schools they 
could choose. 

Family wealth framed school decision making. While family 
wealth had opened up educational options for those families who 
had it, lack of family wealth had constrained those families without 
just as much. For the more wealthy families, intergenerational trans-
fers over time and the security of a financial safety net had helped 
make it possible for parents to choose schools for their children that 
they felt good about. Those who did not have access to family wealth 
had to make do on their own, often felt stuck with subpar schools, 
and—as Alice Bryant expressed above—believed that their kids were 
“not getting the best education.” Parents who were “making do” and 
“feeling stuck” valued education just as highly, if not more so, than 
any other parent. And they wanted good schools for their kids. But 
they were navigating the process of school decision-making within a 
very different set of circumstances. 

Making Do: “The Best We Can Afford”  
and “Fudging It”

I just want him to have the best that’s available, you know, 
that I can find. And that I can afford. 

—Alice Bryant

Alice Bryant and her husband Bob (a professional musician) were typi-
cal of the middle- and working-class families we interviewed who did 
not have access to wealth. Many of these families had done well for 
themselves, had achieved high levels of education and occupational 
status, and were earning substantial incomes. And a disproportion-
ate number of them were black. While from all outside appearances 
these families seemed the perfect model of the American Dream—
upwardly mobile, self-reliant, rising up through the system on indi-
vidual merit alone—what became clear through the interviews was 
that with only rare exceptions, these families could not outearn the 
power of wealth. Income, unless extraordinarily high, simply could 
not provide the leveraging of opportunity and the sense of security 
that family wealth had granted to those who had it. 

The Bryants had university diplomas, had jobs that they enjoyed, 
and a combined annual income of $45,000. They were the first mem-
bers of their families to attend college and own their own home. They 
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described themselves as having always worked hard to save money 
for “down the road.” They explained that schooling for their son 
Matthew was their “top priority.” Unlike the families highlighted 
in chapter 3, however, the Bryants had not ever received financial 
help from their families, and could not expect to. In fact, with both 
sides of their extended family relying on them, the Bryants’ intergen-
erational transfers flowed in reverse: Alice and Bob felt financially 
obligated to do what they could for their parents and other family 
members, and they regularly gave them money. This had made saving 
for the future tremendously challenging.

Although he was only four years old at the time, the interview with 
the Bryants revolved around their concerns about their son’s future 
education. As self-proclaimed “planners,” Alice and Bob planned far 
in advance by searching for a neighborhood with good schools before 
Matthew was even born. It had been difficult. Finding a home they 
could afford—let alone one in a good school district—was not easy, 
and they realized early on in the process that they simply were not 
going to be able to live in the kind of school district they hoped to. 
After much research and strategizing, they bought a house in what 
they believed to be the best school district that their “meager down 
payment” could afford. They considered the schools there “accept-
able,” though not what they would have chosen for Matthew if their 
choices had been less constrained, and reluctantly they moved there. 
The Bryants had thought a lot about private school, and had gone 
over the figures repeatedly, but they just could not realistically afford 
it anytime soon. In their interview, Alice and Bob were matter-of-fact 
about their limited options. “There are schools that probably will 
give a lot better education, but we can’t afford to send him there,” 
Alice explained. “And then if he doesn’t go to private school, the 
school district that we live in is not the best—I mean, you’re not 
going to get the best education out of the school.”

Throughout the interview, Alice emphasized that she was neither 
hopeless nor depressed about the education situation, but that she 
was simply unwilling to sugarcoat it in her discussion of it. She and 
Bob planned to continue to do whatever they could for Matthew—
to ensure that he had, at the very least, a “decent education”—but 
they felt self-consciously aware that their son’s educational trajectory 
would be limited by their own financial limitations. 

Interviewer: So, when you say you want him to have a decent 
education, what would be decent? 
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Alice: Decent to me is, where I send him to school, and I 
know he’s being exposed to—how can I say this?—quality 
education. Where he’s being exposed to things that are a 
challenge to him, that will make him think. So that I know 
he has good math skills, good science background or skills. 
You know what I’m saying? I’m going to do that, even if I 
have to get him a tutor on the side. I don’t want him to just 
slide through, or barely make it, or just have enough educa-
tion to where he’s down in the lower level of the S.A.T., you 
know what I’m saying? I want him to break up there with 
the—I want him to come out of school, do whatever he wants 
to do. But I want him to have a degree, so that he can go out 
and be an engineer, an architect, a doctor, a lawyer. I want 
him to have a profession. I’m going to force it on him! That’s 
what I call a decent—I want him to finish college and be able 
to make over fifty thousand dollars a year. That’s a decent 
income. So he can marry, have a family, and take care of 
them. So that he knows, “This is your responsibility: go out 
there, get an education, you get a job.”… Everybody wants to 
drive a BMW, and a—what’s the other thing?—a Benz, an 
Infiniti. But you need to know, to get these things, you need 
an education. There’s nothing wrong with wanting those or 
having them, but don’t think that you get them just getting 
C’s in school, or going when you feel like it, or hanging out 
with the boys, or selling drugs, or what have you. You need 
to know, this is how you get there, this is the route you take. 
And that’s my main interest, and that’s what I’m going to 
push for. That’s my main goal.

Alice and Bob obviously wanted a “quality education” for their 
son—they desperately wanted it. And it was a source of huge disap-
pointment for them both that they were unable to secure this. Toward 
the end of the interview, Bob reached out supportively to touch Alice’s 
shoulder as she confided her heartbreak that she was unable to pro-
vide the best educational opportunities for their child. She explained 
how she felt she was somehow failing at being a good mother. She 
explained her frustration with her and Bob’s inability to buy a home 
in a school district she would have liked. She explained that she just 
could not understand how other parents seemed to be doing what she 
and Bob could not. Alice’s voice quieted when she said, “I didn’t have 
enough money to buy where I would really like to be.” She went on, 
“There are schools that probably will give a lot better education, but 
we can’t afford to send him there.”
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The Bryants’ situation demonstrates circumstances that are simi-
lar to those of many of the families interviewed who did not have 
wealth in their extended families. Alice and Bob’s situation resonated 
particularly strongly with other black, middle-class families who, 
often despite their own high-achieving status and good intentions, 
had not had family help to propel them along the way nor financial 
resources to rely upon in making school decisions. And, as with all 
the parents, the Bryants and others in similar circumstances believed 
strongly that the school decisions they were making were critical to 
the life trajectories and future chances of their children. The level 
of frustration on the part of these parents was almost palpable in 
their interviews. An interview with Amanda and Clifford Adams, a 
middle-class black couple from Boston, exemplified this.

Amanda: I don’t trust Boston public schools at this point 
with providing the kind of education I’d like for him.… If 
we can’t get the money to put him into private school—that’s 
why I said moving might be an option. Because, since I can’t 
afford to pay for the private school, then I may think in terms 
of selling the house, and moving to a community that I think 
the school system would a little bit better.

Interviewer: Westwood, you mentioned.

Amanda: Yeah, that’s my ultimate dream. But probably we 
would end up living in Framingham or Natick or some place 
like that.… I don’t know, Westwood, well, it’s predominantly, 
I’m sure, upper-upper-class white families. As a matter of 
fact, in the last three years they built a community of homes 
that were for ‘low income.’ Whatever they call “low income”! 
But you know, homes that were “affordable.” So probably 
homes at $200,000 instead of $600,000. So, I think they 
know that they have a problem and they are trying to address 
it. But it’s still not a community that I think we could afford 
to live in unless our income changes drastically in the next 
couple years.

That Amanda and Clifford Adams and Alice and Bob Bryant 
were unable to access the kinds of schools they wanted for their 
children was something of which they were keenly aware and spoke 
of explicitly. What was not so much on the surface, however, was 
the fact that the families they compared themselves to—the parents 
who got to choose the better schools that the Adams and the Bryants 
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only dreamed of—were able to do so, at least in part, because they 
had benefited from a reliance on family wealth that relatively less 
privileged families could not. Hidden from view was the underlying 
reality (an unspoken, and, in fact, often unknown reality) that, with-
out the help of family members and without a family financial safety 
net, the Adams and the Bryants were on their own in a way that 
others were not. These families were making do in a way that wealth-
holding families simply were not. And, with intergenerational trans-
fers very often flowing in reverse—from child-to-parent rather than 
from parent-to-child—there was limited potential for “making do” 
families to ever be able to catch up to their relatively wealthier and 
disproportionately white peers. 

In their making do, a strong sense of discontent and frustration 
on the part of some parents had led them to strategize ways to sub-
vert the system. As one father said, they were, as a last resort, “fudg-
ing it.” Without being financially able to buy in or opt out, these 
parents (most of whom were white, non-wealth-holding families) had 
found ways to bend the rules, get around the rules, manipulate the 
system, or they were outright lying in order to get their children into 
better schools. Ellie Cromer, for example, confessed that she and her 
ex-husband resorted to using a false address to get their daughter into 
the school that they wanted. Although she lived with Ellie full-time, in 
all of their official documentation they had claimed that their daugh-
ter lived with her father. By using the false address, they succeeded at 
accessing a school in Santa Monica—the school they wanted. 

Ellie: She goes to school in Santa Monica, which is where 
I should be living. But what we did—because we’re getting 
divorced, Ian got an apartment in Santa Monica so that she 
could go to school there.… You do anything to get your kid 
into a good school! Like, you’ll pay somebody else’s gas bill. 
I’m sure you know about things like that. The first on the 
list are the people who live there. And the next people on 
the list are the people who work there. And the next is day 
care there, and all that sort of thing. But I was desperate to 
get her into that school, ’cause that’s the only school I wanted 
her to go to, you know, because it’s such a good school. And 
so you do anything! Parents would do anything to do that, to 
get their kids into a good school, you know? And they do.

Interviewer: So your ex-husband lives in—
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Ellie: Santa Monica … it wasn’t in the divorce agreement. He 
just feels the same way as I do, in fact more importantly than 
I do, about her education. So he did that, you know? And 
he will stay there until she’s finished that school. And then 
whatever happens after that, we’ll do whatever it takes to get 
her into Santa Monica High School. 

Another parent explained that using a false address was “the 
only way to get around it … it just took a lot of ingenuity, and really 
out-and-out lies.… But it was clear it was the only way it was going to 
happen. And it was the only way that I wasn’t going to get stuck.” This 
notion—the idea of trying to not “get stuck”—was prevalent among 
the families who were making do. For them, making do meant doing 
the best they could with the constrained resources that they had and 
attempting to avert “truly disastrous schools.” When false addresses, 
“out-and-out lies,” or other creative (albeit sometimes illegal) solu-
tions were seen as the only options, then parents sometimes imple-
mented them in order to avoid the alternative—having their child 
stuck in a weak—or, even worse, a “horrible”—school. 

In each interview with a family who admitted to be “fudging it,” 
parents expressed their sense of inner conflict about the situation, 
and they especially emphasized how much they hated to teach their 
children to lie. One father said simply that “it didn’t feel right.” But, 
ultimately, in their view, it was worth it to know that their kids were 
in the best schools they could get for them—regardless of how they 
had gotten them there. The lengths to which some parents were will-
ing to go (taking a job in a school cafeteria in order to get their child 
into that particular school, for example) and the creative strategies 
some described (renting a grandmother a small apartment in order to 
use the address to access the local school system, for example) were 
remarkable. But they also repeatedly emphasized that fudging it was 
stressful. The Staymans, a white family from the Los Angeles area, 
are a good example. They had managed to get their two children into 
the schools of their choice, but they had done it illegally by using a 
fabricated address. 

Interviewer: What sort of things were you looking for in the 
schools?

Ginny: Good schools. I don’t know. It’s just like Santa Mon-
ica has a good name, and good schools.… And in order for 
her to go, I had to give some wrong address. And Matt was 
against it. He hated it. Because at first, you don’t sleep good 
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with it, you know? Like, Oh, what if they catch us?—what-
ever, you know? It puts pressure on my daughter, too. She 
can’t really say where she lives on forms and stuff. But I just 
didn’t care. 

One of Ginny and Matt’s biggest concerns was the impact that 
their fudging it was having on their kids. They talked about how their 
daughter could not have friends over or host slumber parties because 
other parents might then find out where she really lived. They told 
stories about the near misses and accidental slipups in conversations 
between their kids and their teachers. And they explained how they 
had to closely monitor what their children brought to school to be sure 
that no magazines or mailing labels that showed their home address 
would be revealed. The Staymans talked extensively about how risky 
it was, how they worried “all the time” about getting caught. But 
on the other hand, from the Staymans’ perspective and from that 
of the other parents who were fudging it, the alternative risk—the 
risk of ending up in a terrible school—seemed worse. That risk was 
a constant theme in interviews with parents who were making do; 
they repeatedly insisted that they, “just could not” let their kids “get 
stuck in bad schools.” As Matt noted, “The schools here would just, 
they would just kill. I mean, they would kill anybody who was trying 
to study. They would kill. I mean they would kill that ambition alto-
gether.” It was those schools that Matt described that parents who 
were making do were desperately trying to avoid. In interviews, these 
parents conveyed their sense that they were walking a thin line and 
trying hard not to slip. Whether they were making do with the best 
schools they could get and wishing for better, or fudging it to subvert 
the system, the pressure these parents felt was to stay afloat, to keep 
themselves held up, to do the best they could for their kids with what-
ever they had. The hardest part seemed to be their awareness that 
other kids had access to better educational opportunities than did 
their own children. The tension, frustration, and disappointment this 
created for parents who were making do were intense. Yet, the idea 
of being stuck with their child attending “a terrible school” seemed 
profoundly worse—simply, it seemed unbearable.

Feeling Stuck: “Stuck Some Place Where You Can Afford”
Of the two hundred families interviewed, about 33 percent (sixty-
six families) were working-class or poor, with thirty-eight of those 
families living below the official income poverty line. These families 
generally had no savings, assets, or family wealth whatsoever. About 
one-third of the poor families were working poor and two-thirds 
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were unemployed. Most of the working-class and poor parents inter-
viewed had come from working-class or poor family backgrounds; 
members of their extended families and social networks were usually 
in financial situations very similar to their own. The dynamics in 
terms of how these parents made school decisions were acutely differ-
ent than those of the families previously discussed. 

Most important, from the perspective of these parents, school 
“decisions” were not really decisions per se. Their interviews were 
marked by their pervasive sense of “feeling stuck.” It was evident that 
for these parents, choice making had been virtually nonexistent since 
from their perspectives, and in their experiences, there were very few, 
if any, good school options available for them at all. While other fam-
ilies were buying into the better districts, choosing private schools, or 
making do as best they could, many of the working-class parents and 
all of the poor parents we interviewed felt that they were stuck with 
nothing but bad options. One parent, who spoke for many, talked 
about feeling “trapped” with “nowhere to turn.” Most expressed utter 
dissatisfaction with the schools their kids were attending. And all of 
them stressed that they would choose alternative—better—schools 
if they could. But, with extremely constrained resources, the “buy-
ing in” and “opting out” that we had seen play out with the more 
privileged families simply were not feasible here. And the “making 
do” that distinguished many other middle- and working-class inter-
views just did not characterize the experiences of the families who 
felt stuck. Given that they would not actively choose what they per-
ceived as “bad” schools for their children, and given that they saw no 
good options available to them, these parents often found themselves 
caught in what they themselves viewed as worst-case scenarios.

Iris Panford’s story provides an example that typifies many of 
the working-class and working-poor families interviewed. Iris was a 
black, thirty-eight-year-old, single mother of six-year-old twin girls, 
working in Los Angeles, and making about $32,000 a year as a para-
legal. With rent, monthly bills, childcare, and her student loans, Iris 
could barely stay afloat financially. Her highest priority was to save 
enough money for a down payment on a house so that she could get 
her daughters “out of the city” and “into good schools.” However, 
her savings were not accumulating swiftly enough, and at the time 
of her interview the dream of the house seemed, to Iris, just that—a 
dream. When asked about financial resources or help along the way, 
Iris talked about her parents and said, “They’re great!” She went on 
to explain that her parents took the girls to the movies sometimes and 
that they helped her with buying school clothes for them when they 
could. She also explained how her mother and her sister sometimes 
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helped out by babysitting for the twins when Iris had to work late at 
night. But, in reviewing her financial history, it was apparent that Iris 
had never received any significant financial help from her family or 
anyone else. Iris said that she knew her parents and most of her other 
family members were struggling themselves, and she worried about 
them. As much as it was hard for her to stretch her income to cover 
all of her expenses, Iris still had been trying to financially help her 
parents, sister, and close friends as much as possible. She had done 
so often. 

At the time of the interview, Iris had been renting an apartment 
in Los Angeles, but it was not at all where she would have liked to be. 
She said she hated living there because of the schools.

Interviewer: Did you consider any other schools?

Iris: Yes, I tried to get them into Westwood Elementary. 
Why Westwood Elementary? Westwood Elementary has an 
outstanding computer department, a smaller ratio, student 
to teacher. Also, their test scores for the students that leave 
there and go on to higher education, their test scores for the 
students are way up there. I mean, way, way up there! I think 
it’s because the teachers who have been at that school have 
taught there for years. They are grounded in that school, and 
they are making it the best school it can be. But they only 
take people who live in the neighborhood. And that was the 
neighborhood I initially tried to move into, but I couldn’t 
afford that at all. That was way out of my league. 

Interviewer: Was that the primary reason for wanting to 
move to Westwood?

Iris: That was the reason for moving to Westwood! And they 
have a radius they will show you on the map. You have to 
live between these streets, these streets, and these streets. If 
you live in that area, your child can automatically go there. 
If you don’t live in the area, they do take people from outside 
of the area, but they only take nine students a year. They 
take a few people from outside the neighborhood. You have 
to apply to come from out of the neighborhood. They put 
everybody’s name in a hat, and then they draw the names out 
of the hat.… So, if they draw your name you get in. If they 
don’t then forget it. 
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Interviewer: Did you apply?

Iris: I applied, but we didn’t get selected. 

Interviewer: Did you ever consider private schools for the 
kids?

Iris: I couldn’t afford it. I’ve considered it and thought about 
it, and there are a few, even at my church, they have a school, 
but I couldn’t afford it. I’d have to work two full-time jobs 
to try to do that. As a single parent, some of those things are 
just not an option for me, like private school, private tutors, 
private dance lessons for her. Malika sings really, really well, 
and I would love to get her a coach so she could really learn 
how to sing. But it’s just not in the budget. Not right now.

Interviewer: Is the only barrier money?

Iris: Yes.

Interviewer: How does that make you feel?

Iris: Sad. Sad. There are a lot of things that I would love to do 
for them that I just can’t. 

Interviewer: If you had the means, Iris, would you be in West-
wood now? Would that have been your first choice?

Iris: That would have been my first choice.

Interviewer: For the school?

Iris: Yes, definitely.

Iris’s interview ended with her talking at length of her plans to 
continue trying to move into Westwood, or at least someplace simi-
lar, as far as the schools were concerned. Despite the fact that her net 
financial assets totaled negative $5,000 (because of student loans she 
was still trying to pay off), and despite that she expected no finan-
cial assistance in the future, Iris was exuberantly hopeful about her 
daughters’ futures. When the interview was over, the girls ran out 
from their bedroom to their mother, and Iris, obviously delighted 
with them, looked up and smiled. Locking eyes with her Iris gave a 
knowing look, as if to say, “See? How could I not be hopeful about 
these two girls?”
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Halfway across the country in St. Louis, the Touran family was 
in similar circumstances. Ruby and Roland were in their mid-thirties 
and had four children, the oldest of which was in fourth grade. Ruby 
was working as a respiratory therapist and Roland as a meter reader 
for the electric company. They both had degrees from community 
colleges, and together their annual income was $30,000. They were 
renting an apartment in the city and were trying to save enough 
money to move outward and buy a house in “a good school district.” 
Saving, though, was a struggle. Their income barely stretched from 
paycheck to paycheck. After fifteen years of marriage, their net finan-
cial assets totaled only $800 in savings. Both black, Ruby and Roland 
had grown up in poor black neighborhoods and most everyone they 
knew had struggled financially. As adults, now both sides of their 
families were relying on them for financial support. They consistently 
did whatever they could for their parents and other relatives, includ-
ing helping to pay their rents, buying groceries, or lending out cash 
when someone was in a pinch. The Tourans said they “worried a lot” 
about what would happen as time went on. They anticipated that as 
their parents aged they would become more and more responsible for 
them financially. 

The Tourans defined themselves as “proud people,” and sitting 
in their home during the interview it was clear that they took great 
pride in what they had. So, it was not easy for them to talk about 
their financial situation and their frustrations with it. 

Ruby: My son’s in public school. For some reason, they have 
the lowest test scores in the district. That’s been the big pub-
licity thing all year. But he does, I mean, he does really well. 
He’s an honors student. I wish I could send him to a private 
school. 

Interviewer: How old is he?

Ruby: Nine. He’s in fourth grade.

Interviewer: So if you could, you would send him to private?

Ruby: Yeah, if I could.… I just can’t afford it.

Interviewer: So why are they going to the public schools?

Ruby: ’Cause that’s where we live, and it’s because we don’t 
have money for a private school. Financial. It was totally 
financial.
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As the interview continued, Ruby went on to express that she 
felt thwarted by their situation. In her view, their children were at an 
obvious disadvantage because of the schools they were attending, but 
she felt at an absolute loss about what to do. 

Other families, especially black families, expressed feeling stuck 
in similar circumstances. Like the Tourans, most of them were work-
ing—in some cases working multiple jobs—yet they could not identify 
any avenue with which to get their children into the schools that they 
would like to choose for them. As one working-class white mother, 
Darlene, said, “If you have the money your child has an opportunity 
to go to school wherever they want to or wherever you want them to 
go. If you don’t have the money, you’ve got to settle for a little less. 
If you have the money, you can buy wherever you want to buy. If 
you don’t—regardless of what color you are—you’re stuck someplace 
where you can afford. You don’t have many choices.”

 It is true that, as Darlene alluded, race itself does not overtly 
determine where one lives. As she put it, “regardless of what color 
you are,” without the financial resources to move elsewhere, “you’re 
stuck someplace where you can afford.” However, because of the his-
toric and entrenched connection between race and the wealth gap, it 
is no coincidence that the black families we interviewed were more 
often than not challenged with the reality of being heavily constrained 
in regard to schooling options for their children. 

Given how constrained they felt, and the depths of frustration 
they expressed, it was astonishing how hopeful families who felt 
stuck remained. Hearing story after story, it became hard not to 
wonder how these parents maintained their ability to hold out hope 
in the face of such bleak prospects. Knowing how deep-seated their 
beliefs were in the role of education to the American Dream, and 
knowing how heavy of an emphasis they had placed on the value of a 
good education, it was heartrending to hear the perspectives of par-
ents from the most disenfranchised vantage points. Carl Booth, for 
example, a black father of two from Boston who was supporting his 
family with his minimum-wage earnings working construction jobs, 
frankly stated his perspective:

Interviewer: Can you tell me a few things that you find par-
ticularly good about the school she is going to now? 

Carl: None.

Parents such as Carl told of the severely underfunded, under-
resourced, and understaffed schools to which their children were 
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assigned. These were the places where none of the parents we inter-
viewed wanted their kids to be, the schools that the parents who 
could were avoiding. For the families who felt stuck with their chil-
dren attending them, complaints about these schools were many, were 
based on firsthand experience, and were substantial: overcrowding, 
sometimes with thirty or forty students in a classroom; inadequate 
staffing and burned-out teachers; lack of funding for basics such as 
textbooks, paper, and chalk; no libraries, computers, or extracur-
ricular activities; unacceptable facilities with leaking roofs, no heat, 
or broken air conditioning—the lists went on and on. These parents 
explained repeatedly that “the only reason” their kids were attending 
these schools was because they saw “no other choice.” An interview 
with Regina and Arthur Boyles, a black, working-class couple from 
Boston, was one such example.

Regina: I don’t like Boston public schools.

Interviewer: Why not?

Regina: They don’t get a good education there.… I just don’t 
think that they are getting an education in Boston public 
schools.… I don’t think they are learning enough. I just don’t 
like it.

Interviewer: Do you have a few good things to say about the 
schools that they are going to right now?

Regina: No. I just don’t like it. I’d rather them go to a differ-
ent school. They are here at the school they’re in now because 
of where I live.… I just don’t want them there.

Parents who felt stuck found themselves with their kids attend-
ing schools that they disapproved of, receiving educations that they 
believed were truly inadequate, and wishing for better opportunities 
for their children. These parents were no different from all of the oth-
ers in that they had said they believed in meritocracy, and in schools as 
“the Great Equalizer,” yet at the same time also believed that schools 
were unequal. The difference was that other parents had managed 
to avoid the schools that the children of the parents who felt stuck 
were attending. Parents feeling stuck believed that their children’s 
schools were not the “good” ones, nor the adequate ones—they felt 
stuck with the worst ones. They dreamed of getting their kids out of 
there, moving to better school districts, or enrolling them in private 
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schools. But for these families who felt stuck, no matter how much 
they were hoping, wanting, and wishing for better, their chances of 
actually attaining better seemed so far out of reach. 

Wealth Poverty and Intergenerational  
Transfers in Reverse

That’s the kind of thing that not having money makes you real-
ize—that money empowers you, it empowers you. You’re able 
to want something and attain it, not just want and wish. 

—Moszela Tessler, professional care provider for  
disabled adults, black, Los Angeles

Parents from disadvantaged family backgrounds were attempting to 
navigate school decisions for their children, but they were navigating 
within highly constrained sets of choices, if they saw choices at all. 
Without family wealth to rely upon, parents who were making do 
and feeling stuck were on their own, and more often than not they 
found themselves “wanting and wishing” for better, but unable to act 
on that. They did not, in the words of Moszela Tessler, feel “empow-
ered”; they were not “able to want something and attain it,” they 
were only able to “want and wish.” When it came to schools for their 
children, this translated into parents’ inabilities to choose the schools 
they actually wanted. While wealth-holding families had generally 
been able to access schools that they felt good about, those with fam-
ily histories of wealth poverty—no matter how much they would 
have liked to make the same decisions—usually felt constrained from 
being able to do so. 

All of the parents had placed a major emphasis on the importance 
of good schools for their children, and most considered overseeing 
their children’s educations as paramount in their role as parents. They 
felt responsible for getting their kids into the best possible schools 
and thought of this as a major key, if not the key, to a successful 
start in life. The parents who had managed to get their children into 
what they viewed as good schools were very proud of having made 
such good choices. And, in interview after interview, other families 
praised such parents for their good parenting and good values. By the 
same token, the parents of children who were in “bad” schools were 
blamed by other parents—especially, it seemed, by working- and mid-
dle-class white parents—for their “bad choices,” and were criticized 
for their lack of educational values. Kimberly, a white, working-class 
mother from Boston, was just one of many who articulated such a 
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stance. “I don’t blame it on the children, I blame it on the parents,” 
she commented. “If your parents are never around and they take no 
interest in your education, then neither will you!” 

However, in talking with parents in depth, the evidence abounds 
that this “blame-the-parents” logic is simply incorrect. In spite of 
the ideology of meritocracy’s claim to the contrary, when it came to 
school decision making, all parents were not equally comparable as 
self-sufficient, independent choice makers. All parents did not equally 
have the freedom to make whatever school decisions for their chil-
dren they believed best. If they were in comparable circumstances, 
then perhaps we could rightly blame and praise each parent for the 
choices that they have made. However, as we have seen, it is not 
so straightforward: different sets of financial capacities allowed for 
different sets of educational options. And those financial capacities 
were—more often than not—shaped by family wealth.

Of those interviewed, the families who were making do and 
feeling stuck were not necessarily the ones with the lowest incomes 
(although several of them did indeed have very low incomes); rather, 
they were the families who could not combine their income with the 
power of wealth and could not rely on the security of family wealth. 
While income paid rents and mortgages and covered day-to-day living 
expenses, wealth had allowed families who had it to go beyond that. 
In regard to schooling, parents had used wealth to leverage educa-
tional opportunities and propel children forward—often well beyond 
what they would have been able to do with their income alone. For 
parents without that family wealth to rely upon, going beyond where 
they were was not possible. Rather, they were navigating school deci-
sions with their earning power alone. While some were managing 
to make do, those parents in the most disadvantaged circumstances 
simply felt stuck. 

Within a structure of unequal education, families’ school “choices” 
(or lack thereof) were rigidly stratified along race and class lines so 
that the power of wealth became—at least in part—the power for the 
wealthier, disproportionately white families to make decisions and 
act on them. One way that the power of wealth played out for them 
was through their ability to create what they saw as advantageous 
educational opportunities for their children; their ability to do what 
they chose where schools for their kids were concerned; their ability 
to avoid getting stuck with nothing but bad options. Of course, not 
all white families are advantaged by wealth, and not all black families 
are disadvantaged; examples of families that are exceptions to these 
norms blur the lines as reminders that social life is neither uniform 
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nor able to be perfectly mapped out. When looked at as a whole, 
however, the patterns are powerful and have powerful implications. 

National data shed light on the context in which the interviews 
were situated and point to the broader implications of what the fami-
lies shared with us. The median net worth for black families is about 
$14,500, compared to $61,500 for white families.1 Half of all black 
families—compared to less than a quarter of all white families—have 
zero assets or are in debt.2 And the link between family wealth and 
children’s educational trajectories is undeniable: broad studies exam-
ining the relationship between parents’ financial capacities and their 
children’s educational performance conclude that “parents’ economic 
resources appeared to matter at all levels of schooling.”3 As our inter-
views suggest, and larger-scale survey research confirms, one of the 
major consequences of growing up poor is the inability for poor chil-
dren’s parents to “purchase better learning environments for their 
children.”4 The result is that family wealth has a significant effect 
on academic outcomes such as the level of education achieved and 
the probability of dropping out.5 Young children living in poverty 
test lower for cognitive and verbal abilities.6 Poor children are two 
times more likely than nonpoor children to have to repeat a grade 
of school.7 Poverty experienced during adolescence negatively affects 
teenagers’ long-term educational attainment.8 And children growing 
up in poor households are half as likely as nonpoor children to even-
tually earn bachelor’s degrees.9 

Educational researchers have argued, as Gary Orfield and Susan 
Eaton have, that the roots of these sorts of discrepancies are in “the 
systematically unequal educational opportunities offered to poor 
and minority children.”10 Our interviews point to the somber reality 
that in the context of a national education system of vastly unequal 
schools, family wealth was a key determining factor in sorting out 
which children got to go to which schools. Parents would all have 
chosen the best schools if they could, but they were “choosing” from 
within very different circumstances. Within these structural circum-
stances (circumstances that very often had long, multigenerational, 
entrenched family histories), parents’ choice making (or lack thereof) 
was presumably having very real impacts on children’s experiences. 
School selection greatly affects the environments children are social-
ized in, their perspectives on their futures, and their identities. Since 
education matters so much to mobility and achievement, kids born to 
families of different race and class groups have varying educational 
chances from the start. This stands in direct conflict with the core 
values of the American Dream. 
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Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro, among other sociologists, 

have argued that the persistence of the wealth gap—specifically, the 
racial wealth gap—is due in large part to our country’s long history of 
racism and discrimination, which originally prohibited black families 
from owning wealth and, still today, discourages asset accumulation 
through racially discriminatory policies and practices.11 Over time 
these mechanisms have resulted in what Oliver and Shapiro refer to 
as the “sedimentation” of race-class inequality. “Because blacks bring 
virtually no assets forward from the previous generation,” they note, 
“the wealth they amass pales in comparison to that of their white 
counterparts. No matter how high up the mobility ladder blacks 
climb, their asset accumulation remains capped at inconsequential 
levels, especially when compared to that of equally mobile whites.”12

This conundrum—that wealth accumulation in black families 
“remains capped at inconsequential levels,” “no matter how high up” 
they climb—is both a heavy legacy and a contemporary socioeco-
nomic reality unfolding daily for families in such experiences as their 
school decision making. While it may not be transparent to them as 
such, with the racial wealth gap so deep from the start and with the 
system of schooling so substantially unequal, asset-poor families (dis-
proportionately black families) are able to neither catch up nor keep 
up with their asset-wealthy (disproportionately white) peers. This, as 
well as the long history of structures and policies which have contrib-
uted to this debacle, are what have set the stage for what played out in 
the experiences of the two hundred families with whom we spoke. 

Wealth inequality grows over time in large part because the 
wealth passed along in wealth-holding families continues to accu-
mulate with each generation. This makes it difficult for non-wealth-
holding families to set aside enough income to be equivalent with 
what wealthy families are inheriting (and virtually impossible for 
poor families—it is hard to justify savings when food and hous-
ing needs are not being met). Wealth amasses upon itself when it 
is invested—whether in savings accounts, stocks and bonds, homes 
and property, or in the next generation’s education, experiences, and 
opportunities. Wealth begets wealth. Still, there has to be money to 
start this cycle, some chunk to begin accumulation for each family, 
and these initial assets had—at least for the participants interviewed 
for this project—most often originated from being passed along 
within their extended families. The family wealth parents had relied 
upon to access highly respected schools for their children was usually 
traced back to intergenerational transfers of wealth. 

If, as is true among families nationally, at least half of total wealth 
holdings in the United States come from intergenerational transfers,13 
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then successive generations in the families who cannot pass along 
intergenerational transfers are simply at a disadvantage. Families 
do accumulate some of their wealth by saving portions of earned 
income,14 but wealth originating from income savings and wealth 
originating from intergenerational transfers are different—especially 
in a country that prides itself on meritocracy. Families who receive 
intergenerational transfers receive unearned advantages that directly 
benefit them. Families left to develop wealth from scratch must rely 
solely on their own earnings. Intergenerational transfers provide a 
head start that those without it do not have.

At least in our interviews, the relative lack of intergenerational 
transfers in asset-poor families was not a result of less closely knit 
families or of parents not wanting to help children—clearly these 
families were just as tight-knit and generous-minded as any of the oth-
ers. Rather, within their family networks, wealth had not been built 
up or passed down over generations so that now financial resources 
were simply unavailable to trickle down in small ways over time—let 
alone to contribute in larger ways toward efforts such as the younger 
generations’ mortgage down payments or grandchildren’s private 
school tuitions. In fact, the parents we interviewed who were receiv-
ing the least intergenerational transfers were also the ones who were 
most likely to be financially supporting others in their extended fami-
lies or social networks. In direct contrast to wealth-holding families, 
the younger generations of asset-poor families were often the ones 
being most heavily relied upon to financially support their parents, 
their siblings, and other family members. And again, because of the 
racial wealth gap, a disproportionate majority of these families were 
black. 

In regard to middle- or upper-middle-class black families, inter-
generational transfers in reverse were extremely common. High-
achieving black parents interviewed described feeling immense 
pressure to financially assist relatives, friends, and their own parents. 
As opposed to white families interviewed at all class levels, who in 
general tended to receive money from their parents and others far 
into adulthood, black families tended to be giving to, not receiving 
from, the generations before them. The sharing of resources with 
extended families and communities was extremely common for black 
parents—in fact, the norm. As a result, their potential for such things 
as procuring advantages for their own children and saving money to 
develop wealth was in constant tension with the responsibility and 
obligation they felt to give money to friends and family. This was a 
heavy burden that white parents we spoke with rarely shouldered. 
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Intergenerational transfers in reverse were also common in the 
working-class and poor black families we interviewed. In her classic 
book, All Our Kin, Carol Stack noted the significance of this kind 
of resource sharing among poor, black families. Stack’s study and 
her analysis are still directly relevant to the interview findings here. 
In addition to already having low levels of income, the pressures and 
obligations working-class and poor black families so often felt to help 
others meant that many of the black parents we spoke with had no 
reasonable way to save or establish wealth on their own. Stack also 
wrote about how the poor black families she studied—while shar-
ing what little income they had—were unable to accumulate savings: 
“There is no way for those families poor enough to receive welfare 
to acquire any surplus cash which can be saved … in contrast to the 
middle class, who are pressured to spend and save, the poor are not 
even permitted to establish an equity.”15

Other scholars have also pointed to the significance of intergen-
erational transfers operating in asset-poor families in reverse. Ngina 
Chiteji and Derrick Hamilton’s research found that almost 30 percent 
of the wealth gap between middle-class black and white families can 
be explained by the financial help black families are contributing to 
less-well-off relatives.16 They found that “poverty among siblings and 
parents reduces the probability that their nonpoor relatives will own 
both bank accounts and stock” and that “assistance to poor relatives 
depresses overall wealth accumulation.” Chiteji and Hamilton con-
clude that “poverty in the family constrains asset accumulation among 
the nonpoor” to such an extent that it “potentially explains why 
black families have less wealth than white families do, on average.”17 
Intergenerational transfers in families over time are a major source 
of the wealth gap, but the dynamic of intergenerational transfers in 
reverse make its cleavages run even deeper. Since many black families 
often start with less to begin with, this flow of financial resources 
in reverse—while done from a sense of mutual reciprocity and an 
intention to help family and community—ironically cleaves the race-
class divide even further. Given how important the strength of recip-
rocally shared resources has been to the resiliency of black kinship 
networks throughout American history, considering how to address 
this dynamic is especially complex and intrinsically problematic.18

Ultimately, without all the benefits of family wealth—the finan-
cial help and sense of security that generally came with it throughout 
the life course—families experiencing wealth poverty (not only in 
their immediate family, but families who have wealth poverty in their 
extended families as well) found themselves in very different circum-
stances than their wealth-holding peers. Their perspectives, decisions, 
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and experiences were framed by these differences so that the inter-
views provide a rich tapestry of the history and legacy of the wealth 
gap playing itself out in contemporary American life. In regard to 
educational decisions for their children, parents were competing with 
each other for what they viewed as a finite number of spots in the 
better schools. Essentially, though, while it was not always apparent 
to them, it was an unfair competition. The difference between those 
who had reaped the benefits of family wealth and those who had not 
often meant the difference between buying in, opting out, making 
do, or feeling stuck. 

Who ended up where was not a coincidence. Children did not 
simply wind up at the top or get stuck at the bottom of the educa-
tional hierarchy. And, despite their deep beliefs in the tenets of the 
American Dream, which parents’ children ended up where was not 
based on a simple matter of merit. Neither was it a matter of who had 
tried harder or who cared most about their children’s educations or 
futures. Family wealth was monumental in structuring school deci-
sions within families. And family wealth was, for the generations 
receiving it, an unearned advantage.
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5

Wealth Privilege

Some people have big advantages they were born with because 
of family and their family circumstances. And other people 
have big disadvantages for the same reasons. There’s nothing 
that wealth doesn’t make easier. 

—Olivia Holden, university administrator,  
white, New York City

The American Dream tells us that where we end up is a result of our 
own doing. It assures us that regardless of the circumstances to which 
we are born, with hard work and determination we all have equal 
chances. At its core, the American Dream is about a fundamental belief 
that our country operates as a meritocracy, that those who rise upward 
in the system do so through their own individual achievements, and 
that the highest achieving are rewarded by positions at the top of the 
social, political, and occupational power structures. A merit-based sys-
tem ensures that life chances are not determined by family of origin, 
that social positioning is rightly deserved. As our nation’s credo, the 
American Dream of meritocracy promises that we are competing on a 
level playing field, and that the competition is fair. We have seen that the 
families interviewed believed in it.

The reality of wealth in America, though—the way it is acquired, 
distributed, and the way it is used—is a direct contradiction to these 
fundamental ideas. In interviews with American families we have seen 
a way in which that plays out. Examining school choice making (just 
one arena wherein families potentially experience the ramifications of 
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wealth inequality), those parents from backgrounds of even moderate 
wealth had a significant advantage over parents with family histories 
of wealth poverty. Disproportionately white, wealth-holding parents 
used the financial assistance, intergenerational transfers, and security 
of their family wealth to help access schools for their own children 
that were viewed as advantageous by all of the parents. Meanwhile, 
parents without family wealth to rely upon, who were disproportion-
ately black, were navigating the same arena unaided, with relatively 
limited resources and constrained capacities. A central incongruity 
surfaces when families’ school decisions are considered in the context 
of the American Dream: the assets that the wealth-holding families 
had owned, relied upon, and utilized in choosing schools had most 
often originated from nonmerit sources. Inherited wealth and the 
security of family wealth were critical advantages being passed along 
to the next generation—advantages often unearned by the parents 
themselves, and always unearned by their children. 

A foundational conflict exists between the meritocratic values of 
the American Dream and the structure of intergenerational wealth 
inequality. Simply, advantageous resources inherited and passed 
along in families are not attained through individual achievement. 
Although wealth can, of course, be earned by an individual entirely 
independently, in the case of the families we spoke with, it had not. 
This is the aspect of family wealth that concerns us here. Family 
wealth generates unearned advantages for those who have it. It is a 
form of privilege. In light of their beliefs in the American Dream, how 
do those families who present the most transparent contradiction to 
the idea of meritocracy—families with wealth privilege—understand 
their positioning and the unearned advantages they pass along to their 
children? 

We could presume that, as with other forms of privilege (such 
as race privilege or gender privilege), wealth privilege would gener-
ally appear invisible and be taken for granted by those who have it.1 
However, one of the most striking aspects of the interviews was the 
acknowledgment of wealth privilege on the part of wealth-holding 
families. The parents who had benefited from family wealth acknowl-
edged a structure of wealth inequality that grants privilege to some 
families and disadvantage to others, and they acknowledged the 
advantages they were passing along to the next generation through 
the schools that they chose. 

Passing Along Advantage: The Schools We Choose
I went to Beverly Hills High School. I was very fortunate. And 
those people that live in Beverly Hills, they do anything for that 
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school. The school needs something? Not a problem! Any-
thing! It has the best facilities—the best of everything. And 
we had a planetarium in our school, to learn the stars. And 
telescopes to check them out. Come on! Indoor swimming 
pool? We learned to swim inside! That’s not normal at a 
high school. I can understand that because I’ve experienced 
that.… It’s sad, though—that that school is so much superior 
to some of the other schools. 

—Iris Panford, paralegal, black, Los Angeles

Where schools for their children were concerned, parents who were 
making do and feeling stuck explained that they wanted and wished 
for better schools for their children. They were up front regarding 
their concerns about the schools their kids were attending and about 
the negative implications they perceived these schools as having for 
their children’s future life chances. Parents who had bought in or 
opted out, however, stood at quite a different vantage point. 

Parents who had bought in or opted out believed that the schools 
they had chosen were crucial to ensuring advantageous educa-
tional opportunities for their children. Many, like Iris Panford, had 
themselves gone to “superior” schools, or schools that were “some 
of the best” in the areas where they had lived while growing up. 
Now, in making decisions for their children’s educations, these par-
ents believed that these “best,” “superior” schools created impor-
tant advantages for their children, versus other children who did not 
attend them. How did these parents understand the advantages they 
were passing along?

Interviewer: Do you think that the type of school that your 
kids have gone to puts them at an advantage over others? 
And, if so, what kind of advantages do they get from attend-
ing that elite school?

Joel: It definitely had an advantage for them. First of all, they 
got a good education. Better, cleaner environment. With all 
the problems you hear in a lot of schools nowadays, they 
didn’t come up with any problem of that nature. Yeah, it did 
help. In a way, you might think it was a kind of disadvantage, 
too—because they did not see a lot of things that maybe nor-
mal kids would see in public high schools.
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Interviewer: Do you think that the advantages outweigh the 
disadvantages?

Joel: I would think so! Yeah! Definitely! 

Interviewer: And you think they get a better education by 
going to those schools?	  

The Conrad family was one of the wealthiest interviewed. They 
had significant family wealth on both sides of the family that had 
been instrumental over the years in the development of their sub-
stantial financial portfolio. Joel owned a major national retail busi-
ness (which his parents had originally helped to finance), the family 
held extensive investments, and each of their teenage children had 
trust funds in their names, which had been accruing since they were 
infants. Since they had been married, Grace had not worked outside 
the home. At the time of the interview, the Conrads were living in a 
large, elegant house in an affluent suburb of Washington, D.C.; Joel, 
Grace, and all three of their children drove very expensive cars; the 
family regularly enjoyed international vacations and a wide range of 
cultural events, hobbies, and experiences. 

All three of the Conrad children had attended elite private schools 
throughout their lives, and all of them were fluent in a second lan-
guage—French—by the time they were in fourth grade. At the time 
of the interview, Bridger, the Conrads’ oldest son, was a Wharton 
Business School student; Devon was a sophomore at Rice Univer-
sity; and Taryn, like her brothers, was attending an exclusive private 
preparatory day school. Among her classmates were the children of 
Washington-area business owners and powerful politicians, lawyers, 
and lobbyists. The Conrads were also keen to report that Chelsea 
Clinton had attended the school. Taryn was planning to apply to col-
leges the following fall and hoped to be accepted by early decision to 
Princeton University. 

Much of the Conrads’ interview centered on their beliefs about 
education; the couple talked at length of their commitment to learn-
ing and about the success later in life that a good education can 
provide. For these reasons, they said, it was of the utmost impor-
tance that their children attend “the best schools.” Although this has 
required significant resources (the private schools the Conrad chil-
dren have attended since kindergarten charge annual tuitions ranging 
from about $10,000 to $25,000 per child), their financial portfolio 
had made it possible. As was evident in their interview, the Conrads 
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believed these schools were paying off in the short- and long-term 
advantages they had provided for their children.

While the Conrads were an exceptionally well-off family, their 
perspectives on education and advantage were not at all exceptional. 
Joel’s belief that “you definitely have better chances” if you can attend 
the better schools was typical of the wealth-holding families inter-
viewed who had placed their children in what they perceived to be the 
“best” schools—whether those were private or public schools. They 
believed that the educations and social environments these schools 
provided were granting their children advantages that they would not 
have otherwise. 

Not far from the Conrads’ home, Faith and Carter Martin’s 
interview took place in Carter’s office overlooking one of the most 
high-powered streets of downtown Washington. Covering one of his 
office walls were framed photographs of his family—a vacation in 
Europe, a ski trip to Colorado, parents’ weekend at summer camp, 
family social occasions. Sitting on leather couches and sipping iced 
tea, Carter pointed out his children in the photos as he spoke of them 
during the interview. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me a bit about each member of your 
family, as far as their age, if they’re in school, what they do—
your immediate family?

Carter: I’m a lawyer.… I have five children.… My wife does 
not work. She takes care of our homes—we have three homes 
and she takes care of them and does a lot of charitable work 
as well.

Interviewer: Could you tell me why you chose to live where 
you do? 

Carter: I moved to Bethesda about thirty-two years ago, 
and at the time I moved there, it was a new neighborhood, it 
was close to Washington, D.C. It had excellent schools—the 
premier high school in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan 
area. It had excellent elementary and junior highs.

Interviewer: Okay. Do you think the ability of your kids to go 
to a great school like that—the premier school in the city—
puts them at an advantage over others who may be living in 
less-affluent areas of the city?
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Carter: I think it’s a given that the better education you get, 
the better prepared you are for life. So, to the extent they 
went to an excellent high school, it got them off to a good 
start. That’s not to say that there aren’t other schools—it’s 
not just the school, it’s the students, it’s the people you meet 
there, and it’s also the teachers you have and how they moti-
vate you as an individual. But all things being equal, it was a 
significant advantage. There are private schools in the area 
that are just as good, if not better. But they were happy to go 
there. At that time, it was considered the premier high school 
in the area and one of the top high schools in the country. 
They had a significant head start by going to Walt Whitman 
High School.

The Martins’ interview stood out because Carter articulated so 
clearly a viewpoint that all of the families shared, but that the wealth-
ier families had direct experience with: the idea that “it’s a given that 
the better education you get, the better prepared you are for life,” 
and that excellent schools confer to children a “significant advan-
tage.” Their interview also stood out because it was so conventional 
in regard to the experiences of the wealthy families interviewed. As 
just one example, the Martins’ move to Bethesda (where houses regu-
larly sell for over a million dollars) was facilitated by family wealth. 
The highly profitable sale of their first home, which had been bought 
with a down payment given to them as a wedding gift, had made the 
upgrade to the Bethesda School District possible. Throughout their 
lives, as was typical of members of wealth-holding families, Carter 
and Faith had benefited from intergenerational transfers, financial 
assistance, and the comfort of knowing there were resources to fall 
back on if need be. Also typical was that the Martins were passing 
along the same advantages they had received to their own children 
now as parents themselves. One such “significant advantage” they 
were conscientiously passing along was the highly reputable school-
ing they were ensuring for their children. 

For those families who had been able to access them, the “good” 
schools they provided for their children were—in their minds—
unequivocally worth the price. As Vivian Windrow from Los Angeles 
repeatedly emphasized, “money talks.”

Vivian: It’s unfortunate, but I think that money talks.

Interviewer: Money talks in what way?
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Vivian: Well, money talks with regard to what kind of ser-
vice you’re going to get. When people pay more for schools, I 
mean, yeah, anybody can send their kid to public school. But 
the reality is, if I’m spending this kind of money on school, 
I expect my daughter to come back reading. You know? I 
expect this, I expect that. You know? Yeah, I expect it.… You 
know, that’s the reality of it. The money makes me think that 
I deserve a little bit more.

Interviewer: Do you think that people who don’t have as 
much money are somehow at a disadvantage?

Vivian: Oh, yes, I really do. I honestly do.

That Vivian and others who had successfully accessed the better 
schools believed that they “deserved a little bit more” is an important 
dimension of their use of, and thinking about, wealth privilege. In 
discussing their use of financial clout—the leveraging of their family 
wealth—these parents also unabashedly expressed a sense of entitle-
ment for “better.” Better education for their children, better oppor-
tunities for their children, better chances for their children. This—
“better”—was exactly the advantage they were pursuing—and that 
which they believed they had established for the life courses of their 
children through the attainment of such “good” schools. 

In these families’ experiences, they had witnessed the power of 
wealth firsthand and had seen what it could provide where schools 
are concerned. They talked about the academic curriculums of the 
very “good” schools their children attended; the excellent teachers, 
resources, and facilities found at these schools; the positive social 
environments their children were experiencing; and, down the road, 
admission to top-notch colleges and universities, access to powerful 
social networks, and further advantageous opportunities. The parents 
saw the affirmative impact of these things on their own lives, and on 
their children’s learning, worldviews, social skills, and life chances. 

These parents also saw, on the other hand, that the “other,” “not 
good schools” (as many referred to them) put those children who 
attended them at a disadvantage. Just as when asked if she thought 
that “people who don’t have as much money are somehow at a dis-
advantage” Vivian had responded, “Oh, yes, I really do,” other 
families expressed similar beliefs. An interview with the Prestons, a 
white family from the Washington, D.C. area, provides an example. 
Madeline, a CIA executive, and Karl, a government attorney, and both 
from wealthy family backgrounds, had two children. They candidly 
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discussed their views on the subject at hand. Karl noted, “You gotta 
have a good primary and secondary education. That’s available at a 
fair number of public schools in the U.S. But to most poor people, it 
is simply unavailable, period. The public schools of Washington are 
an excellent example. There are a few primary schools that are so-so. 
Most of them are absolutely deplorable. And most of the secondary 
schools are just horrible. People graduate from them regularly with-
out being able to read, write, add, or subtract.”

As Rorrie, another parent, explained (and here again we see an 
expression of a sense of entitlement on the part of the relatively more 
upper-class families in expecting better for their own children),

Just reading some of the testing results in the Times—the 
Los Angeles Times—the majority of children are not on their 
grade level. They’re below. Their reading scores are bad. Their 
math scores are bad. I think that the teachers are probably 
overwhelmed and not able to put the time in that the children 
probably need. That there’s, you know, too many kids in the 
classroom. I feel like—and you know, this may sound snobby 
or whatever—but I feel that if a parent is willing to pay for 
their child to go to school, most likely they’re supportive of 
their learning in the home. So maybe more of the parents 
at this school will be along the same lines of thinking that 
I am, maybe—value system. And that’s not a slight to the 
other parents. I understand that, you know, in public schools 
there’s a general population so you’re generally with all kinds 
of people. But, for me personally, those are issues I just don’t 
want to deal with. I just want to concentrate on her [Rorrie’s 
daughter’s] education right now. So that’s why I chose to send 
her to private school.

In the minds of these parents, the schools that they chose not 
only gave their children important advantages that they felt they were 
entitled to, but also allowed them to avoid the “general population” 
or “all kinds of people” by encapsulating them in a social environ-
ment populated by others of similar—relatively privileged—race and 
class backgrounds. Important, however, is that while they casually 
(and proudly) referred to their decisions by saying, as Rorrie did, such 
things as “that’s why I chose to send her to private school” they also 
openly acknowledged that not every parent can make such choices. 
Comparing children from different family backgrounds, parents were 
very much aware of a link between structured educational inequality 
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and structured wealth inequality. Here Madeline Preston was asked 
to clarify her perspective, and she did.

Interviewer: If we were to take two kids in high school—one 
went to an inner city public high school in the D.C. area, the 
other one went to one of those prestigious private schools 
in the D.C. area. And they both apply themselves in school 
as much as they can. Do you see them as having the same 
opportunities in this country?

Madeline: No. And the things that matter other than that 
are the quality of the schools. Particularly the primary and 
secondary schools.… No, I don’t think that they have the 
same opportunities. I think that certainly we have individual 
illustrations of the ability of somebody to come from a very 
deprived background and to do extraordinarily well. Colin 
Powell is kind of the showcase example of that these days. 
And I know some individuals who have done that as well 
that are friends. But I also know that they overcame a hell of 
a lot more than I did. And had to. And I’m quite sure that the 
route to success is just a lot rougher. You’ve gotta overcome 
a lot more obstacles.

Everyone can call up token examples, such as that of Colin Powell, 
or individual friends of theirs who have “come from a very deprived 
background” and “do extraordinarily well.” All of the families inter-
viewed tended to do that. However, families with wealth privilege, 
who were poised in relatively advantaged situations over such indi-
viduals, were also quite open in acknowledging their advantage. They 
understood that for those from relatively disadvantaged backgrounds 
“the route to success is just a lot rougher.” Specifically, in regard to 
the schools they had chosen for their own children, they understood 
that other kids in less fortunate positions would have to “overcome 
a lot more.” In acting on their school decisions these parents relied 
on their own wealth privilege to a large extent, and in doing so were 
able to pass along advantage to their own children. School decision 
making was an arena in which the intergenerational transmission of 
privilege played out for these families; they were aware of it and they 
acknowledged it. 

How do families with wealth privilege understand their rela-
tive positioning in the social world? And how do families disad-
vantaged by lack of wealth understand their circumstances? Given 
the commitment they had expressed to the values of meritocracy, 
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to what extent did the families acknowledge a structure of wealth 
inequality?

Acknowledging Advantage: A Structure  
of Wealth Inequality

Lily: Well, it definitely helps if you’ve got a lot of money. But 
it shouldn’t keep you from achieving your dreams if you don’t 
have it.

Interviewer: Do you believe that the American Dream is 
equally true for all people?

Lily: Well, it’s hard to say. I imagine it’s a little easier if you 
come from a wealthier background. It does help if you’re 
wealthy. But it doesn’t preclude you from achieving your 
dreams if you don’t have money to begin with.

Interviewer: So, comparing two random individuals, one of 
which is from an upper-class family background and one of 
lower class, do you think they both have the same chance to 
make something of themselves?

Lily: Yes. But I also feel that one has a little bit of an advan-
tage, the wealthier one [silent pause]. Okay, the other does 
have more obstacles, I suppose. But it shouldn’t prevent him 
from achieving his dreams. There is no reason why they can’t 
eventually realize their dreams. But I will have to admit that 
I think it is a little bit more difficult for them.

Interviewer: What about your own family?

Lily: Well, definitely wealth does help meet your ability to 
help your kids buy a home, for example. And also, you can 
have money put aside in trust for them so that they’re able to 
be financially well off and be able to invest in whatever they 
want down the road too. So somebody that doesn’t have any 
wealth has a disadvantage there.

Interviewer: Do you believe that your own position in society 
has or will provide some underlying advantages for your chil-
dren or your grandchildren?
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Lily: I think so. We’ve achieved a fairly decent amount of 
wealth, and I think that helps even the children and the 
grandchildren down the road too. 

—Lily Boothe, piano teacher, white, New York City

Given the fact that these families had so vehemently expressed their 
beliefs in the legitimacy of the American Dream, it was startling to 
hear them so openly discuss the reality of structured wealth inequal-
ity in American society. Not only did parents talk openly about this, 
they expressed specific views concerning the advantages conferred by 
wealth. Wealth-holding families thought of wealth as a distinctive 
resource to be used in particular ways, and even asset-poor families 
had concrete opinions about how they would use wealth—as opposed 
to income—if they had it. Regardless of whether a family had a lot, 
a little, or none, wealth was thought of as a special form of money, 
different from income. Wealth was perceived as a vehicle to provide 
opportunities, experiences, and material things, as well as a source to 
provide other less tangible advantages that were harder to articulate 
but no less important (a sense of security, or confidence about the 
future, for example). As a whole, families’ perspectives on the advan-
tages of family wealth centered around two notions: wealth as a push 
and wealth as a safety net. While families across the board alluded 
to these ideas, they were especially prevalent among the wealthier 
families, who emphasized them repeatedly.

The first notion, of a “push”—or an “edge,” as some referred 
to it—was used by parents to explain how family wealth put some 
people ahead of others right from the start and “paved the way” for 
them over time.

Interviewer: Do you believe that you would have achieved 
the same social and economic situation that you have today 
if you weren’t given the same financial support from your 
parents?

James: I would say no, because I feel what it has given me 
is the edge today. But for us today—for what I am, where 
I work, my abilities as well as my level of education—I feel 
without that I don’t think I would be where I am today. 
Because the son would not have been successful without his 
father doing this—

Pamela: Paving the way for him.
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James: [Nods.] So, his father paved the way for him to start 
off and climb up the ladder to be what he is right now. Each 
kid has the potential, aspiration, a dream. And with wealth 
you can guide them, you can steer them that way. And you 
can help them, smooth the way for them, open up doors 
which they had never seen before. 

Pamela and James Gordon, just as the other parents from back-
grounds of family wealth, had experienced how that wealth had given 
them a push and believed it had made a positive difference in the tra-
jectory of their life course. And they believed that this same push they 
were now giving their own children would also make a difference for 
them down the road. 

Some of the wealth-holding families interviewed were more resis-
tant than others to explicitly conceptualize that “push” they referred 
to, or those differences “down the road,” as concrete “advantage.” 
Joel, for example, asserted right away that wealth passed on to chil-
dren is “not advantage.” He did, however, believe that “it helps.” 
While he described the wealth passed along in families as “a pushing 
factor,” he was careful to not suggest that this translated into actual 
advantage. 

Interviewer: Does the financial help in terms of wealth that 
some people receive from their families give them certain 
advantages?

Joel: Not advantage, but it helps. It will help.

Interviewer: Do you think it’s significant?

Joel: Depends on what kind of financial help you’re talking 
about.

Interviewer: I’m not talking about billionaires. I’m talking, 
like, giving a kid, after he graduates, a $45,000 car. Or giv-
ing him, like, $30,000 for his wedding gift.

Joel: That helps, yeah, that does help. Yeah, the normal help 
that the parents give to the children, that is a pushing factor. 
Just puts you ahead a little bit. 

Interviewer: Do you believe those without stable economic 
situations have a harder time achieving success? 
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Joel: Yes, I do. That’s the rule of life. I mean if you have the 
money you have peace of mind. So you probably can make 
better decisions. If you’re under pressure for lack of money 
you could go wrong, you could make wrong decisions, 
definitely.

Here we see a tension between the ideology of meritocracy and the 
reality of structured wealth inequality in the nuances of how Joel Con-
rad talked about, perceived, and made sense of family wealth. While a 
few other parents expressed similar resistance to acknowledging that 
the “push” of family wealth was a form of privilege, most families 
did not.2 Victoria and Abraham Keenan, for example, conceptualized 
what they were doing for their own children as “absolutely” giving 
them advantages. While they were careful to point out that they were 
not “multimillionaires” like other people they knew, they did fully 
believe, and acknowledge, that their family wealth was giving their 
children “a better chance of becoming successful.” Implicit in the way 
they discussed the passing along of their wealth was their acknowl-
edgment that by doing so they were passing along advantage.

Interviewer: Do you believe that your position in society will 
in the future provide advantages for your own children or 
your grandchildren?

Victoria: Children, maybe.… I see where you’re going with 
that, though, because my best friend was raised by her grand-
parents and they were multimillionaires and that money just 
trickles down from one to another to another generation. 
We’re not in that kind of position.

Interviewer: But even like the fact that your father helped 
you to start your business, or your parents helped to pay for 
your education, or that they helped pay off your loans. Do 
you think that will actually trickle down and provide more 
advantages?

Abraham: Absolutely, because we’re gonna do the same 
things.

Victoria: I think that it will.

Abraham: We’re gonna start saving money for our kids’ col-
lege funds and we’re gonna encourage them to go to college 
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and everything and be successful. We’d definitely like to see 
that sort of thing.

Interviewer: And that will pay off in advantages down the 
road for them?

Victoria: Absolutely.

Abraham: Gives them a better chance of becoming successful.

Family wealth was believed to give children a push that, as Abra-
ham said, “gives them a better chance of becoming successful.” Some 
families, of course, can give bigger pushes than others, but even small 
pushes are clearly advantageous. Children who get the pushes of fam-
ily wealth benefit from advantages they did nothing to individually 
earn. The acknowledgment of this on the part of the families who 
were passing advantages along is an important part of their perspec-
tives on wealth privilege and an important insight to how they think 
about inequality. 

The second major way that parents depicted the advantages 
of family wealth was in how it acted as a “safety net” for them in 
important decisions and throughout their lives. Parents from wealth-
holding families repeatedly articulated their sense that family wealth 
was a safety net that gave them tremendous “peace of mind.” The 
Barrys, a white couple whose families on both sides had given them 
significant financial assets over the years, described their wealth hold-
ings and the family wealth they believed they could rely upon in the 
future as “a sense of economic security.” When asked what that sense 
of security provides for them, Briggette answered, “Sleep at night. 
It’s very nontangible things. Being able to give my children a sense 
of peace. Being able to live worry-free. It’s really nontangible things. 
Knowing that I will probably never have the income that my parents 
had, but still being comfortable with that and being able to provide 
for my children what they need.”

Another parent who explicitly described her family’s wealth as 
a safety net, went on to explain, “Well, I think just having, um, the 
assets, just gives us a certain freedom.… You know? You’re … freer 
and more comfortable.” The sense of security parents felt from the 
safety net of family wealth, their desire to reestablish that safety net 
for their own children, and their ability to rely on it and expand on 
it in investing in their children’s futures cannot be overemphasized. 
This was a major way that individuals we interviewed—for example 
Cynthia and Paul Perkins, a white middle-class couple with three 
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children in Boston—acknowledged the power of wealth and wealth’s 
associated privileges. As Cynthia noted, “My parents are well off.… 
If I didn’t have my parents and Paul’s parents, I would feel very eco-
nomically insecure and may have very well made different decisions. 
I look at my parents, I mean they put so much effort into building 
security for the future.… So, I think having them around makes me 
feel more secure than I would otherwise. You know? A cushion for 
the future.”

When a safety net of wealth—or, “a cushion for the future”—
could not be relied upon, families without it felt the insecurity of 
having nothing on which to fall back. This is where the difference 
between wealth and income is perhaps the clearest. As Lenore 
Meehan, a young black mother from Boston explained it, “You know, 
if you look on paper, I make a lot of money, but it doesn’t feel like 
it.… I mean, I don’t feel like I’m economically secure at all.” While 
she was up front about the fact that she felt she made quite a lot of 
money working as a dispatcher for the police force, Lenore’s income 
simply could not provide the sense of security that family wealth was 
granting to those parents who had it. 

The families interviewed from all race and class backgrounds 
made a clear distinction between wealth and income and had concrete 
understandings of the kinds of advantages that family wealth can 
provide. Their conceptualization of the “push” and the “safety net” 
that wealth affords for families and children (and that lack-of-wealth 
prohibits) reveals their intrinsic awareness and understanding of the 
power of wealth. Their acknowledgment of the role of wealth in shap-
ing opportunities, life trajectories, and future chances reveals their 
awareness and understanding of a structure of wealth inequality.

Interviewer: Do you believe that you would have achieved 
the same social and economic situation that you have today 
if you weren’t given the same financial support from your 
parents growing up?

Abigail: Probably not.

Interviewer: So you think that was an essential ingredient?

Abigail: For someone like me, yes.

As Abigail Connor said, “for someone like her”—someone from 
a wealthy white family with accumulated, historically rooted race 
and class advantages—intergenerational transfers of wealth along the 
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way had created a real form of contemporary privilege: family wealth 
advantage that is not earned entirely independently but that makes 
opportunities relatively easier to attain, aspirations relatively more 
achievable, and life chances relatively more optimistic. When asked 
to reflect on the way this had played out in their own lives, Abigail 
and others “like her” were quite aware of the essential role that their 
family wealth had played in their lives. As Emily Mitchel explains,

Interviewer: Do you believe that you would have achieved 
the same social and economic situation that you have today 
if you weren’t given the same financial support from your 
parents growing up?

Emily: No.

Interviewer: [Silent pause.] How essential, if at all, do you 
believe family wealth is in attaining success?

Emily: I think it certainly helps. I think more people who 
have money tend to excel than people who have no money. 
It gives you the education, it gives you the contacts, it gives 
you the clothes, the way of talking. The things that make 
life easier. Can you do it without it? Yes. Is it as easy? I don’t 
think so.… I think early in our history hard work was really 
important. But I think money—you can work really hard and 
be the best foreman on a construction job, but it’s not gonna 
get you a villa in France or a villa in Tuscany. It’s just gonna 
get you whatever kind of advance you want, and a place to 
live. So I really think that wealth or family money is one of 
the essential ingredients.

Parents who had benefited from the advantages of family wealth 
consistently expressed their beliefs that they would not have achieved 
their same level of success without the financial support that they had 
received. Of the families who had benefited from family wealth, in 
only two cases did a parent insist without any compromise that they 
would have ended up in exactly the same position without any of the 
financial support that they had received from their family. And, in 
the two exceptions it is possible, of course, that they are correct. It is 
also the case that we have no way to really know.

In addition to talking about how it had impacted them, parents 
with family wealth also discussed how they were using that wealth 
to shape their own children’s lives. They were consciously aware that 
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their own relatively privileged positions were enabling them to pass 
advantage along to the next generation. 

Interviewer: What role does wealth play in someone’s ability 
to attain their dreams?

Molly: Well, it makes it a lot easier!

Interviewer: As far as what you said about your family, 
you guys are in a great situation compared to some other 
families.

Molly: Most.

Interviewer: Do you believe that your position in society has 
or will provide some underlying advantages for your children 
or grandchildren? 

Molly: Oh, it has. I have three children, with five degrees, 
plus a CPA. And obviously we were able to afford that. They 
had no college loans, so it provides them with advantages. 
We’ve always helped them along the way when they needed 
money and we could do something. But we’re not wealth 
spenders. We come out of middle-class backgrounds. We 
lived in the same house for thirty-five years, we don’t have a 
million-dollar house. But without economic stability, it lim-
its your choices. Any time you have more money, you have 
more choices.… I mean, if what’s passed down, if your family 
owns the company, and you become president of the company 
when your father retires, maybe there’s a little closer connec-
tion or nexus between family wealth and achievement. On 
the other hand, if your family has provided your education, 
well, you’re certainly better off than those for whom the edu-
cation has not been provided.

From these parents’ perspectives, family wealth provided spe-
cific advantages such as educational opportunities that without it, 
their children would not have had. As Elizabeth Cummings, a white 
mother from a wealthy St. Louis family, explained,

No question about it! I mean, if my parents hadn’t had the 
money to send my kids to the Hills School, we couldn’t have 
considered it. We would have had to really do belt tightening, 
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and financial aid, and many more loans, more mortgages. It 
would have been very difficult and a real strain on us, espe-
cially with two. And we probably would have felt like we just 
couldn’t swing it as a family. So, I don’t know, I would have 
had to have gone out and gotten a job that would pay enough 
to justify two kids in private school. With that, it would have 
meant not being able to mother them as much myself. Or my 
husband having to change work, and all the soul searching 
that would have meant for him. It’s unimaginable. I can’t 
envision a path that we would have been able to so comfort-
ably just sail on over to the Hills School.

Alice, from a similar class background, expressed similar 
sentiments.

Alice: We wouldn’t be in this house if it wasn’t for my par-
ents. But we would probably be in more debt!

Interviewer: Do you feel like where you choose to live is a 
really important factor in determining your kids’ access to 
quality education?

Alice: Yeah, yeah, I think there’s a huge difference in schools. 
A huge difference!

Finally, a white father summed it up by stating, “I think, unfor-
tunately, you have to have it to get it. It makes it a lot easier. If you 
can pay for education for your kids, that means they can go wherever 
their abilities will take them.” 

Parents’ awareness of a structure of wealth inequality among 
families, and its real-life impact on individuals—especially children—
was pronounced. While they did not use the words that a social 
scientist might (they did not, for example, talk about “differential 
‘life chances’ as an important aspect of social class stratification” as 
a sociologist would), they expressed ideas about social structure, the 
perpetuation of social inequality, and class stratification. One mother 
from Boston, for example, put it quite bluntly: “I think the more 
money or the more assets that you have, maybe the better education 
you receive. I think wealthier people have always had better chances 
at better schools, better programs, better communities.” 

The idea that “you have to have wealth to get it” (or, at least, that 
having wealth makes it relatively easier to get more) and the idea that 
“wealthier people have better life chances” (or, at least, that wealth 
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confers relatively better chances for success), stood at the heart of 
these interviews. And these concepts stand at the heart of the matter 
here: if family wealth makes the next generation’s wealth relatively 
easier to acquire, and if wealth makes success (however defined) rela-
tively easier to attain, then people born into families with wealth 
are born with a distinct, unearned advantage. They are born with 
privilege that others do not have. The families interviewed saw this, 
expressed concrete understanding of it, and believed it was true that 
“family wealth has a great deal to do with success.” 

Interviewer: What role does family wealth play in someone’s 
ability to succeed in America?

Carter: Well, having the wealth—capital—is a very impor-
tant ingredient in success. If you have a business idea and you 
have the capital, you have a much better chance of succeed-
ing. So family wealth has a great deal to do with success. In 
fact, it’s one of the most important—brains and wealth are 
the two most important factors. I think that some people have 
a better chance than others. But everybody has a chance. For 
instance—like you asked the question about wealth—if you 
come from a wealthy family, you have a better chance. There 
is no such thing as equality, even in the American Dream! 
[Laughs.] If you’re John D. Rockefeller’s grandson, you’re 
going to be more successful than most other people. That’s 
the way it is. 

Interviewer: Do you think your own position in society has 
provided, or will provide, some underlying advantages for 
your children or grandchildren?

Carter: I think so, yeah.

Interviewer: How so?

Carter: Well, they have the availability of more opportuni-
ties, they can travel, they can get better educated, and they 
can enjoy the better things in life. They get opportunities to 
do things that other kids never dream of being able to do.

A structure of wealth inequality is a reality that all of the families 
interviewed were observing and experiencing in their lives and the 
lives of others. What is remarkable was the extent to which—and 
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the frankness with which—the families expressed and acknowledged 
it given its juxtaposition to the values of meritocracy they held so 
dear. 

Perhaps those meritocratic values explain why so often families 
with wealth privilege went out of their way to assert that, while they 
acknowledged the advantages that family wealth had given them, 
they did not think it was fair. They often expressed their concern that 
their views might be portrayed as them thinking the situation was just 
and wanted to make clear that they did not. They emphasized how 
badly they felt about families who did not have the same advantages. 
As Lori put it, “I feel really glad that we have had this amount of free-
dom to make a great choice for our kids at Pacifica. And I really feel 
for parents who—because of financial restraints—are really stuck 
with some programs that are completely inadequate.… I just think 
it’s just, what a shame, and how hard it must be for some parents 
because they have no choice.”

Another parent said, “Life’s not fair. We appreciate that we’re 
fortunate, but it is certainly not fair.” And another said, “I think that 
as you have more assets you have more choices but that, um, it is, it is 
wrong to leave out people who don’t have assets. I … I think there’s 
raw potential that you need to look at. It would be a shame to pass 
it by.” 

In these families’ experiences, wealth had often originated from 
intergenerational transfers, and affluent parents acknowledged 
that these assets had given them a real advantage—and they were 
clear that this was an advantage over others. While again, the spe-
cific term wealth privilege was never used by the interviewees, they 
clearly understood and articulated the unearned advantages of family 
wealth. They were candid in expressing their perspectives, not only 
in discussing the impact of the structure of wealth on their own lives, 
but also in discussing its impact on the lives of others. Examples from 
the interviews summarize first how wealth-holding families acknowl-
edged the impact of the structure of wealth on their own lives.

Interviewer: Do you see the way advantages are passed down 
through family wealth? How could you explain that?

Karl: Well, I’ll give you an example. My wife’s family accu-
mulated some wealth. That has served them very well and 
given them wonderful advantages. My wife’s salary was 
okay as a senior government employee but she was able, for 
instance, to send both of her daughters to really, really good 
schools. And her nieces to really, really good schools and very 
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expensive schools. And when one of her nieces decided that 
she wanted to be a violin soloist, she spent $1.25 million on a 
Stradavarius. It’s hard to buy a Stradavarius without wealth, 
income won’t do it. And sending your kids—one went to Ivy 
League schools through med school. The other went to all 
Ivy League schools through law school. Sending your kids 
through those kinds of very, very expensive college educa-
tions, you might be able to do it on a senior civil servant 
salary, but it’s a whole lot easier to do it with some wealth in 
addition to that! We have no mortgage. It’s nice. People with 
wealth just don’t have to think quite as hard about it. I think 
everybody would like to feel like they’ve done it all on their 
own. And anybody who has achieved success by any stan-
dard certainly must have done a fair amount on their own 
because there are people born with golden spoons in their 
mouths all the time who manage to break their teeth on the 
spoon and throw it away in no time. So there’s always gonna 
be some degree of truth to the I did it on my own. But it’s a 
pretty rare case when it’s absolutely true. And so I think it’s 
highly unlikely that there’s anybody who can say absolutely 
they did on their own. And most of us who succeed had lots 
of help.

And second, wealth-holding families acknowledged the impact of 
structure of wealth on the lives of others. 

Suzanne: We have some friends who are very high up. Let’s 
say in finance. He’s there because he had the opportunity at 
Princeton and when he came out his parents knew people 
and he was able to get the position. And I’m sure he’s very, 
very good at what he does, but to disregard the fact that 
perhaps what he came from had anything to do with it would 
be wrong. I think people our age want to think they got 
everywhere they got on their own. But I don’t think that’s 
necessarily always the case. You know where I’m going with 
that?

Interviewer: So there’s that example of your friend who went 
to Princeton and got a great job. And you can see how in his 
life he had certain advantages?

Suzanne: He had total advantages!
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Drew: The money that his parents had certainly gave him 
this opportunity. No problem for them to pay for him to go 
to Princeton. Yet they didn’t give him a lot. Like, he didn’t 
have his own car.

Suzanne: But hold on a second! He grew up in the same town 
we did and they didn’t even send him to our school, the top-
ranked public school in the state; they sent him to Exeter, 
which is ridiculous because our school’s good. So here’s 
someone who was sent away to private school because they 
knew that that would give him certain advantages down the 
road. And that got him, plus his hard work, into Princeton. 
And then graduating from Princeton clearly helped him. But 
then his dad has connections, so that probably helped him, 
too. I think this guy’s a very hard worker. I don’t have any 
doubt in that respect at all. But I think in that instance if he 
would be one of those people that would say that—for him 
to say that [is] how he grew up!?—I think there definitely are 
people that where they are is because of— not hard work. I’m 
not saying this person, but let’s face it! There are people in 
this country who are where they are because it was handed 
to them. 

Interviewer: Okay. How essential, if at all, do you believe 
family wealth is in attaining success?

Drew: Chances are greater of somebody being financially 
successful if they come from a financially stable home.… 

Suzanne: I think it’s cyclical.… I think that more times than 
not people are in the range they are because that’s where 
they started and that’s where their parents started and that’s 
where their grandparents started. 

Wealth Privilege As a Private, Public Power
Within a structure of wealth inequality, family wealth or lack of it 
grants unearned advantages to some individuals and disadvantages 
to others, depending on the families to which they were born. This 
was acknowledged by the parents interviewed as they expressed their 
beliefs that wealth gives families who have it advantages that they 
did not merit through individual achievement. In examining one 
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site where this can potentially play out—school decision making—
parents believed wealth made a significant difference in a family’s 
capacity to choose the schools that they thought would most ben-
efit their children. And their direct experiences made plain that this 
was, indeed, the case. Their collective action was patterned. Families 
with wealth privilege used it to actively choose good schools (schools 
that were the most reputable, and also that tended to be populated 
by children from predominantly white, relatively wealthy families), 
while families with histories of relative wealth poverty, who were 
disproportionately black, were constrained from acting on what they 
believed in and wanted for their children—good schools. Wealth was 
a very private power that was used in a very public domain to access 
advantageous education for children. 

Given the landscape of vastly disparate schools, a structure of 
wealth inequality is a powerful way in which opportunity for chil-
dren is unequally distributed. Wealth can enable a family to access 
resources and advantages for the next generation that they would not 
be able to provide otherwise. And family wealth is usually, at least 
to some extent, unearned. There are always exceptions—individu-
als who truly start from nothing and manage to create fortunes in a 
lifetime; people who win the lottery and are suddenly millionaires; 
families who save pennies and amass assets without any assistance 
whatsoever. Most of us know at least one such example. However, 
as we have seen, even in  the only two hundred families we interviewed, 
the patterns were very clear—most families do not amass wealth 
from nothing; most families do not strike it rich by sheer luck; and 
most families do not accumulate their wealth from savings alone. 
These interviews provide a rare glimpse into the inner workings 
of wealth within families, and into those families’ perspectives on 
wealth inequality—rare because wealth, like most aspects of money 
and social class, is not something we usually talk about, especially 
not in the United States.

We learn from an early age that it is inappropriate, improper, 
even rude to ask questions about other people’s money. We may talk 
around it, complain about it, or flaunt it, but social class and specifics 
of money wrapped up in it most often go ignored—at least overtly, at 
least publicly. Social class is, as bell hooks writes, “a taboo topic” in 
our society.3 Wealth is part of the taboo. The fact that wealth is not 
talked about is important because it means that how families acquire 
wealth, the intergenerational transmission of it, and the purposeful 
use of it are normally hidden from public view. In this way, wealth 
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remains a “taboo”—or, what Katherine Newman refers to as a “hid-
den dimension”—of our society.4

There is a code of secrecy that surrounds wealth in our society. 
We normally do not ask such things as how much someone has saved 
in the bank; what was inherited when a relative died; how much cash 
was received on a wedding day; what portion of a down payment was 
contributed by family; how much of children’s education is financed 
by grandparents; what value a family’s furniture or jewelry holds; or 
how much interest was accrued on this quarter’s investments. Family 
wealth might be discussed with financial advisors, but usually not 
with neighbors or coworkers, and often not even with close friends 
or family. The story of family wealth is almost never told, and when 
it is, the details are often vague. A family’s wealth portfolio, let alone 
how much of it originated from family sources and how it is used to 
propel advantage, can easily fly under the radar despite its power in 
shaping that family’s experiences and worldviews. But surely if the 
two hundred families interviewed here are any indicator at all, among 
middle- and upper-class families, and disproportionately white fami-
lies, intergenerational transfers are significant and occurring regu-
larly. In these families, wealth was being passed along, amassed, and 
used in a myriad of ways throughout the life course. The power of 
wealth is private. But it creates opportunities, provides experiences, 
and opens doors that very often are in the public domain. 

The private, public power of wealth has big implications, espe-
cially when the undercurrent of the American Dream runs so strong. 
Wealth can easily go unnoticed, and we are often left to assume that 
it is not an important variable in a life trajectory or that only a very 
small group of people benefit from family wealth in any significant 
way. Meanwhile, as we have seen, it was an important variable in a 
life trajectory, and many more families than we might have imagined 
were benefiting from it. Wealth privilege is like a buoy, helping to 
keep those who have it ahead and afloat, pushing them upward, and 
there to rely upon if the waters get choppy. 

Most of the white families interviewed had experienced—to 
some extent—the privileges, or the buoying effects, of family wealth. 
In comparison to black parents of all socioeconomic backgrounds, 
white parents much less often were supporting their own parents and 
extended families and had much more often reaped the benefits of 
the financial assistance and support associated with family wealth 
over time: intergenerational transfers and inheritances passed down 
to them in small or large amounts; the “push” and the “safety net” 
of their families’ relative class positioning; their college educations 
at least partially paid for by their own parents; help with first-home 
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down payments and other major purchases; gifts; loans; assistance in 
funding investments and business ventures; new or used furniture, 
appliances, cars, and the like passed along—a steady stream of “big” 
or “tiny” things that made a difference. These were sometimes passed 
along at major milestones during the life of a family, or they might 
have been given routinely, perhaps even daily. 

Others studying wealth have implicitly and explicitly argued that 
while income is received and used from day to day to support daily liv-
ing, wealth is received and used in families at important milestones in 
life to create opportunities and leverage advantages for the next gen-
eration.5 While wealth was certainly received at major milestones in 
the wealth-holding families interviewed here, its accumulated receipt 
in the more mundane experiences of these families was just as impor-
tant to its acquisition, development, use, and far-reaching impact. 
Not only did wealth appear to take on a “cumulative effect” as it was 
passed along at major milestones and continued to amass,6 but the 
interviews also brought to light the more day-to-day, commonplace 
receipt and privileges of family wealth—the accumulative advantage 
of family wealth over time, the relatively minor, “invisible,” taken-
for-granted privileges for people from wealthy backgrounds that 
together add up, that matter. The transfer of wealth within families 
can happen in momentous moments, but it can also be more fluid: 
buoying, securing, and orienting those individuals who have it in 
thousands of subtle ways. 

Others have discussed the accumulation of advantage and dis-
advantage as small differences in daily lives that amount to signifi-
cant disadvantage or advantage over time.7 In sociology, this idea 
is probably best established in work on gender. Virginia Valian, for 
example, draws attention to the ramifications of the accumulation of 
advantage and disadvantage in individuals’ occupational careers over 
time, pointing to how “the long-term consequences of small differ-
ences in the evaluation and treatment of men and women also hold 
up the glass ceiling.”8 What the interviews here point to is something 
similar—specifically, the trickle-down effect of how seemingly little 
things can add up to translate into big differences, both material and 
sociopsychological, for individuals who benefit from family wealth. 
Over time, accumulative advantages are, as one parent said, “paving 
the way” for individuals with family wealth, and allowing them “to 
live worry free,” as another said. Previous research on wealth has 
alluded to this—for instance, referring to the way that wealth “feeds 
heads,” or orients people’s future aspirations9—but much more work 
in this area is required to further our understanding. 

RT2395X.indb   125 6/19/06   9:08:35 AM



126	  The American Dream and the Power of Wealth

One way to conceptualize the use of wealth in wealth-holding 
families is as providing the next generation with foothold steps of 
advantage. Conceptualizing family wealth this way, in the families we 
interviewed, foothold steps of advantage were created both by small, 
subtle transfers of wealth (those more day-to-day) and by more mas-
sive, obvious transfers (at milestone events); but, over time, these all 
added up to enable a firmer grip on children’s future chances for suc-
cess, however defined. A good analogy for this legacy of foothold steps 
of advantage in wealth-holding families is the rock-climbing wall. On 
the rock-climbing wall, parents use their own family wealth to nail 
extra foothold steps for their children’s climbs. These may be mate-
rial or nonmaterial, but these footholds are advantageous because 
they are additional steps that are not provided for other climbers. We 
all want to secure footholds for our children; we all want to make 
the path less slippery, less steep, less difficult to climb. Wealth gives 
some families the ability to provide footholds for their children while 
other families cannot; this leads to very different climbs, very differ-
ent experiences, and very different mobility patterns.

Foothold steps of advantage materialized in how wealth-holding 
families were able to buy in and opt out more easily than the other 
families, but they also took shape in the tutoring, piano lessons, cul-
tural and social capital, higher-quality housing, better health care, 
financial guidance, home computers, and all sorts of other things 
that were more easily acquired—and in operation—within the fami-
lies with wealth to rely upon. As previously mentioned, in her books, 
Home Advantage and Unequal Childhoods, sociologist Annette 
Lareau discusses how these sorts of things contribute to what she 
refers to as a “concerted cultivation” of childhood in middle-class 
families.10 As she also found, the middle- and upper-middle-class 
families we interviewed were conscientiously “cultivating” their chil-
dren’s growth by providing family vacations, professional college-
admissions preparation, cultural activities, and a myriad of other 
activities, opportunities, and experiences to their children. Any of 
these things taken alone would not necessarily impact the life of a 
child. However, taken together they add up over the course of a child-
hood, and in the case of the families interviewed here, family wealth 
was often being relied upon to help facilitate such things. 

The families were forthcoming on the subject of wealth privilege; 
they understood and acknowledged a structure of wealth inequal-
ity and the ways that inequality plays out for the next generation in 
terms of educational trajectories and children’s life chances. Taken 
together and comparing those with and without backgrounds of 
family wealth, the parents’ perspectives, beliefs, and experiences 
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brought to light a sort of “glass floor” connected to wealth privilege. 
In conjunction with the concept of a “glass ceiling” invisibly keeping 
disadvantaged individuals from rising, a glass floor seemed to keep 
individuals with family wealth from falling very far. And people were 
aware of it. Essentially, in families who had access to wealth, parents 
consciously used it to access advantageous opportunities for their 
children in their attempts to ensure that the next generation would 
not only rise from the relatively privileged position in which they 
already stood, but also not fall very far either. Wealth privilege—the 
glass floor—was there to stand upon; it served as an invisible safety 
net, buoying up the families who had it and granting them a sense of 
security that felt to them like “peace of mind.” 

Given their acknowledgment of wealth privilege and a structure 
of wealth inequality, it might be hard to imagine that these same par-
ents truly believed that all Americans have an equal shot at whatever 
they aspire to, and that people who “make it” do so entirely on their 
own. The most provocative aspect of the interviews, however, was 
just that—the families discussed their beliefs in meritocracy with the 
same forthrightness with which they had discussed wealth privilege. 
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Inequality and Ideology

Interviewer: In your own opinion, how realistic is the American 
Dream in today’s society?

Jacob: I think it’s realistic! I think you have to have someone 
who has the drive to achieve and part of that is people who have 
a work ethic. I think that’s what is sort of lacking in a lot of 
people who don’t seem to want to work hard for a goal. They 
want something easy. And so I think it’s realistic. 

Interviewer: What role does a family’s wealth play in someone’s 
ability to attain their dreams in this country today?

Jacob: I think it gives them a couple of legs up. If you have 
money you can afford to go to a school that helps you in later 
life. It helps with the contacts. The higher your class and the 
amount of wealth, you are with people who can be influential 
in your behalf. No, it definitely plays a role. Makes it easier, I 
think, to achieve. 

—Jacob Mitchel, business owner, white, Washington, D.C.

As open as they were in discussing wealth and inequality, the parents’ 
belief in the ideology of the American Dream was the dominant theme 
of our interviews. This theme emerged throughout the first phase of 
interviewing, despite it not having even been an original focus of the 
research. In contrast with the subject of wealth inequality—which 
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was intended as the focus—families did not require any questions 
whatsoever to bring the American Dream of meritocracy to the fore-
front of their discussions; they often initiated the subject themselves 
and brought it up repeatedly. It seemed as though they knew at some 
level that by talking so openly about structured wealth inequality, 
they were somehow compromising the culturally sacred tenets of the 
American Dream that they believed in so strongly, and felt compelled 
to defend their beliefs. In the second set of interviews, families were 
directly asked about the American Dream, and they talked about 
their perspectives at length. They were also asked about how they 
reconcile the contradiction between structured wealth inequality 
and their belief in meritocracy, and while they spoke about it many 
of them claimed to have genuinely “never thought about it like this 
before.” Although it was clearly part of their lived experiences, it 
was apparent in both rounds of interviews that many of the families 
(if not all of them) had never previously considered the particular 
subject of this book: the contradiction between the American Dream 
and the power of wealth. 

Inherited family wealth contradicts the American Dream of meri-
tocracy because it creates unearned advantages for some that others 
do not have. Family wealth ascribes privileges to individuals that 
they have not earned—wealth privilege flies in the face of the Amer-
ican Dream. How did parents who had received intergenerational 
transfers of family wealth reconcile their awareness of the wealth 
gap with their belief in meritocracy? How did parents who were 
disadvantaged by histories of family wealth poverty make sense of 
such circumstances in light of their belief in meritocracy? While they 
openly acknowledged a structure of wealth inequality, these same 
families simultaneously insisted that Americans wind up where they 
do based on hard work or lack thereof. They emphasized the impor-
tance of family wealth to many people’s success; yet, at the same 
time, they rigorously defended individual merit as the determinant 
of any person’s social class positioning. Essentially, the recognition 
of structured wealth inequality went hand in hand with the dismissal 
of it—all at the same time.

Conviction in Meritocracy:  
Hard Work or Lack Thereof

Carter: The fact of the matter is because you get some assis-
tance from your parents doesn’t mean that you haven’t 
primarily achieved anything on your own. The fact of the 
matter is getting a down payment on a house means you were 
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able to get a house sooner, but you still have to make the pay-
ments on the house, you still have to do everything necessary 
to maintain that house. So yeah, it’s a help, but it’s not the 
overriding factor.

Interviewer: You think the overriding factor is your own—

Carter: Your own psyche.… At the end of the day, hard work 
is the most important ingredient—in anybody’s success.

Interviewer: Think so?

Carter: Yes. The determination to be successful is like the 
tide, you know? You can’t stop it.

—Carter Martin, attorney, white, Washington, D.C.

Tracei Diamond, a black single mother from St. Louis, spent much of 
her interview answering “no” to every question regarding any finan-
cial assistance she might have received and explaining the lack of any 
family financial resources available to her. As a full-time banquet wait-
ress at a private country club, Tracei’s annual income was $24,000, 
she had zero net financial assets, and held only a high school degree. 
Tracei talked about how she sees the members of the country club at 
functions and events and thinks about how they and their children 
had advantages that she and her three children simply did not have. 
She spoke at length, for example, about how the schools “out there” 
(where the country club was located) were “good schools,” how the 
teachers “really work with them” (the students), and how overall “the 
education is better.” In Tracei’s view, for as much as she would like to 
be able to give her kids those same kinds of opportunities, she simply 
could not afford the move to such an area. On top of supporting her 
three children on her own (she was receiving no child support), Tracei 
also was doing whatever she could to financially support her younger 
sister and their mother. 

Tracei’s interview was typical in that she articulated clear recog-
nition of a structured inequality among families that blatantly and 
categorically translates into unequal educational opportunities for 
children of different family wealth backgrounds. Yet also typical was 
Tracei’s outright rejection of this inequality and of unequal opportu-
nity. After Tracei had talked about how “wealthy families” get the 
“better schools,” she was asked about how a family’s wealth plays a 
factor in their children’s access to quality education. She replied, “It 
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really doesn’t have an impact on it. I guess pretty much it depends on 
you, as far as what kind of life you will have for your child.” When 
she was asked if wealth has any impact, she said, “I don’t really look 
at it like that. So, like I say, money definitely doesn’t have anything 
to do with it.” When asked to explain further, Tracei answered, “It’s 
basically what the parents want, or whatever, that’s the only thing I 
really can see. It just depends on how they raise them, really.” Despite 
their perspectives that class inequality structures life chances, Tracei 
and other families interviewed maintained their belief that merit—
not money—is what matters; they maintained with conviction their 
belief in meritocracy.

It was striking to hear disadvantaged parents talk so vehemently 
about meritocracy, to hear them assert repeatedly that positions in 
society are earned entirely through hard work and personal achieve-
ment, and to hear them deny family wealth inequality as a legitimate 
concern. But considering that many of these parents had no direct 
experience with wealth privilege, that they had no awareness of the 
extent to which wealthy families are using and extending intergener-
ational transfers of assets, that they did not know for sure how much 
others are advantaged by unearned resources, then it makes sense 
how they clung so resolutely to the dominant ideology. What was 
most remarkable, however, is that those parents with family wealth 
who had spoken openly of their unearned advantages, who had so 
plainly seen, felt, and known wealth privilege in motion in their own 
lives, were at the same time insistent that meritocracy is an accurate 
and realistic explanation for social stratification in America. 

In an interview in St. Louis, Briggette and Joe Barry spoke in 
detail of the financial help they had received from their parents. They 
openly declared that these resources had allowed for a lifestyle they 
would not otherwise have had. After listing extensive financial assis-
tance, the security of family wealth, and the many advantages they 
have had, the Barrys insisted that the way they had earned their assets 
was through hard work. 

Interviewer: How did you acquire the different assets that 
you own?

Briggette: Worked our butts off to pay for them.… Worked 
for it. All worked for!

The Barrys were not atypical of the white middle-class families 
interviewed; on the contrary, they portrayed the sentiments of families 
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like them in the sample. Their socioeconomic positions were due, in 
large part, to the inheritance and accumulative advantages of family 
wealth; yet, at the same time, they were adamant that they single-
handedly earned and deserved their places in society. These families’ 
insistence that they had “worked their butts off” for what they had 
was astonishing. They listed in detail the help they had received from 
their families: financial assistance with major purchases, down pay-
ments on houses, school tuition for children, “loans” that were later 
forgiven, and so on. They cataloged the gifts they had received from 
family members for birthdays, graduations, weddings, and births of 
children. They discussed the numerous ways their extended fami-
lies had been financially generous over the years by providing used 
cars, old furniture, flight tickets home for holidays, family vacations, 
meals out in restaurants, kids’ back-to-school clothes, and groceries, 
to name a few. They described the “push” and the “safety net” that 
come with family wealth: feeling that they have had “a head start” 
or “an edge” over others, knowing they would have something to fall 
back on in a financial pinch, and the expectation of future inheri-
tances. While they talked about, listed, and described these things 
when asked, they repeatedly emphasized how hard they had worked 
for all that they owned and how much they deserved their stations 
in life. 

Regardless of background, families used the American Dream of 
meritocracy to explain their assertion that anyone can be anything 
and do anything and get anywhere with hard work. They stressed that 
hard work or lack thereof was the determinant in each individual’s 
position in society. But for those with family wealth, what was most 
notable was how they implied, implicitly and explicitly, that their 
own advantages as well as the advantages they were passing along 
to their children were earned and deserved autonomously—through 
hard work, perseverance, and determination alone. 

Chris and Peter Ackerman, a white couple in their early thirties, 
lived in a white suburb of St. Louis. They had three kids, ages six, 
three, and two. They had been married for ten years and both worked 
in management positions on the staff of a local university. Their com-
bined annual income was $83,000, their net worth $210,000, and 
their net financial assets totaled $91,500. This couple possessed sav-
ings accounts, savings bonds, small trust funds for each child, and 
a boat worth $12,500. They had received significant financial assis-
tance from their families, including help with a down payment on 
their first home, which they bought when they married. The equity 
from that house was later used as a down payment for a larger home 
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when they had children. Chris and Peter’s parents had financed their 
college educations; they never had to take out student loans; their 
children regularly received cash gifts and savings bonds from their 
grandparents on holidays and birthdays; Chris’s parents had often 
paid for the family to vacation with them; Peter’s parents had bought 
many of their major household appliances for them, as well as their 
car; and so on. They talked about how appreciative they were of all 
this help, about how they would not be in the position that they are 
without it. Despite this acknowledgment, Chris and Peter continually 
insisted that their wealth had been achieved single-handedly.

Interviewer: How did you acquire the assets you own?

Chris: By working.

Peter: Saving, working.

Chris: Working and saving, working and saving, working 
and saving. That’s basically how we do it.

The Ackermans and many of their peers simultaneously acknowl-
edged the power of their wealth privilege and avowed that it does 
not really matter. They were resolute in their explanation that hard 
work and determination had gotten them where they were. For as 
much as they were up front about the structure of wealth, they also 
depicted social positioning as independently earned and deserved. 
As one young mother from just outside of New York City put it, 
“You know—and I’m not bragging, I’m not saying anything—but 
it just comes from setting your priorities straight, and taking care 
of business!” In discussing hard work and individual achievement, 
people often spoke louder, quicker, and sometimes at a higher 
pitch. People leaned forward or moved in toward the tape recorder’s 
microphone as if to be sure they were heard clearly on this. They spoke 
with fervor and conviction when crediting themselves with their own 
success. For example, throughout much of the interview with Lily 
and Jonathan Boothe, a white wealthy family from the New York 
City area, Jonathan had been quite serene. However, when we began 
talking about the Boothes’ perspectives on success and achievement, 
Jonathan became noticeably more vivacious.

Interviewer: From what you said about you and your family 
and where you guys are right now, you’re in a great situation 
relative to other people in the U.S. There are people obviously 
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that are worse off, have a hard time paying bills, doing things 
like that. How do you explain your own success?

Jonathan: Well, I did have my own business and I worked 
pretty hard at it! And we made some pretty good investments 
in real estate, too. So we’re pretty well off. 

Interviewer: Okay. How do you think some people make it in 
this country and other people don’t?

Jonathan: I don’t know. I guess really sticking to one’s ide-
als of what we want to do with ourselves. And sort of being 
focused on it. Now, the thing is, I think what we need to 
also come up with is the fact that [in] this country you don’t 
have to be born into richness. You can do it even if you’re 
relatively poor. You can be successful down the road. It’s not 
easily possible in some of the other countries.… I think here 
the ones that are successful are the ones who really stick with 
what their goals are and their dreams. And it does take an 
effort, but they manage.… I mean, I started my own business 
from scratch. And I’ve been pretty successful with it.

Interviewer: Okay, so what is the main factor?

Jonathan: Yeah. [Silent pause.] Just working hard. 

Jonathan himself had been “born into richness” and, for exam-
ple, his business and investments were originally funded by his own 
father. Although he had been forthright about this and about his 
awareness of family wealth’s value and his gratitude for it (in fact, 
earlier in the interview in regard to an individual’s chances at success 
he had said that “if you’re born into wealth it’s probably easier for 
you”), he also argued that his same position would be “easily possible” 
for any person born without the privileges that he had been. “Stick-
ing to one’s ideals,” “being focused” and “motivated,” and being 
“willing to work hard” were themes discussed repeatedly as affluent 
families explained their perspectives on their own success in com-
parison to others. Abigail Spence, for instance, discussed in detail the 
family wealth she’d received from her parents, including substantial 
help with house down payments, investments, and the funding of her 
children’s educations. Yet, just on the heels of this, she explained that 
her family’s social positioning was the result of her husband Connor’s 
willingness to work hard and his drive to succeed. 
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Interviewer: So what you said about your house, your family 
and your kids, and where you live—you guys are in a great 
situation as far as everything like that. How do you explain 
your own success?

Abigail: I think Connor has had a big impact on how suc-
cessful and stable and well off this family is. He works very 
hard and does whatever it takes to make sure that we’ve got 
what we need.

Interviewer: [Silent pause.] Why do you think some people 
make it and others don’t?

Abigail: I think it has to do with how hard you’re willing to 
work and how motivated, how driven you are.

Interviewer: So you think it’s all in the person and what he 
or she puts into it?

Abigail: Yeah.

Just as people with wealth credited themselves for their success, 
conversely, those who lacked family wealth blamed themselves. Con-
viction in meritocracy worked both ways, and meritocracy could jus-
tify both positions. The themes of “sticking to one’s ideals,” “being 
focused” and “motivated,” and being “willing to work hard” were 
as consistent in interviews with working-class and impoverished 
families as they were in affluent families. People blamed themselves 
for their inability to attain what they wished for and wanted for them-
selves and their children, even when they were starting from the most 
disadvantaged backgrounds. One parent from Boston explained that, 
compared to others, she comes up short because “I did a lot of fool-
ing around.” A mother from St. Louis said, “I would say that I am a 
little bit limited. But it’s nobody’s fault but my own. So I can’t com-
plain.” And still another parent lamented, “If I was to make more, 
better, wiser decisions along the way, I wouldn’t have the debt that I 
have now.”

Most people have regrets in life, and maybe if the families who 
were struggling to make ends meet had made “more, better, wiser 
decisions along the way” things would have turned out differently for 
them. Maybe not. But one of the things that stood out the most about 
this explanation was that many of these families had in fact done 
extraordinarily well for themselves.1 More often than not, however, 
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the fruits of unaided self-achievement simply paled in comparison 
to the results of self-achievement combined with the advantages of 
family wealth. Still, throughout the interviews, parents from poor 
and working-class family backgrounds compared themselves to more 
“well-off” others, blamed themselves, and legitimized their situations 
by saying they should have worked harder. While to some extent they 
understood that a structure of wealth inequality existed, and while 
they recognized the real advantages for those with family wealth, 
they simultaneously blamed themselves for not having worked harder 
and done better than they had. 

Just as families from across the socioeconomic spectrum blamed 
and credited themselves for their social class positioning, when they 
explained their perspectives on how other people end up where they 
do, they expressed the same conviction in meritocracy by blaming 
and crediting others. Families from every class bracket used this same 
basic logic.2 Here, Grace Conrad, a white mother from the New York 
City area with very wealthy family backgrounds on both her and her 
husband’s sides, conveys her logic: 

Interviewer: On a scale of one to one hundred, with one hun-
dred being the wealthiest Americans and one being the poor-
est, where do you think your family would rank on that?

Grace: Probably in the seventies.

Interviewer: So on the same scale, one to one hundred, why 
do you think that the people who are the ones, the fives and 
the tens—why do you think they’re so low on that scale? 
What are the reasons for that being so?

Grace: I don’t know. I would think it’s probably has to do 
with maybe not enough education. Or they possibly could 
be chronic underachievers, too … it does take quite a bit 
of effort to educate oneself. You have to be pretty—I don’t 
know what the word for it is—You have to have a stick-to-it-
iveness to get there.

Notions of meritocracy and ideas bound up with the American 
Dream were used to explain not just one’s own lot in life but also to 
justify stratification within society at large. And here the conversation 
inevitably turned to education; parents repeatedly insisted that edu-
cation makes the American Dream possible for every child—not just 
that every child has a chance, but that the playing field is level, that 
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education is the Great Equalizer, and that the competition is fair. A 
great example comes from our New York City area interview with 
Olivia and Nicholas Holden, a university administrator and a ven-
ture capitalist, both from wealthy family backgrounds:

Interviewer: Okay, what about, say, hypothetically two kids 
with the same intellectual ability? One coming from an elite 
private school in the city, one coming from a public school in 
the city in a poor neighborhood let’s say. If they both work 
hard in school and both get pretty good grades, do you think 
that they both have the same opportunity to make the same 
for themselves in the future?

Olivia: Yes.

Interviewer: You do?

Olivia: Yes, I do. Generally, I do.

Although these families had spoken genuinely of their under-
standing that some kids are unfairly advantaged and disadvantaged 
by the schools they attend, they also adamantly ignored this fact to 
argue that they all have equal opportunities. While they claimed that 
good schools bestow advantages, they also claimed that work ethic is 
what ultimately matters. 

The intensity of these beliefs created confusion and self-doubt for 
even the most high-achieving parents. An interview with the Johnsons 
in Los Angeles provides a poignant example: Elaine and Bradford 
Johnson were in their early forties, had been married eleven years, and 
had two daughters—Macy was ten and Maya was four. They lived 
in a predominantly black, middle-class neighborhood. Their condo-
minium development was a secure gated community that they chose 
because it fulfilled their two biggest priorities: they wanted to feel 
safe, and they wanted to raise their daughters in a “good neighbor-
hood” where they would not be the only black family. Bradford was 
a news reporter for a major television network and earned $117,000 
a year, while Elaine was home full-time with the girls. Although they 
had to take out significant student loans, both Elaine and Bradford 
had surpassed their own parents’ levels of education, and both were 
graduates of private colleges. The Johnsons could easily be held up as 
perfect examples of the American Dream. 

Beneath the poster image, however, they were worried about their 
situation. The family’s net financial assets were negative $14,000. 
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They had never received financial help from their families and did 
not suspect that they ever would. Elaine was sending a check to her 
mother every month to help her pay bills, and they regularly sent 
money to Bradford’s mother, as well. Over the years, the Johnsons 
had constantly felt pressure to financially assist their extended fami-
lies, and explained that it was “very difficult” for them to “say no 
to family.” Their biggest concern was that they had not been able to 
save for a down payment to buy a home, which they had been try-
ing to do for years. The Johnsons felt constantly stressed about these 
things, and spoke of how they felt no sense of financial security. 
Bradford said, “I mean, if I lost my job tomorrow, we would be three 
weeks from living on the street.”

Despite their educational and occupational success, the Johnsons 
had noticed that their white peers seemed much more financially well 
off. At the end of their interview, Bradford confided that he “just can’t 
figure out what we are doing wrong.” They wondered why they had 
not been able to “keep up”; many of their white friends from college 
were buying vacation homes while the Johnsons were still struggling 
to save for a first home; at work functions they had often heard Brad-
ford’s white colleagues talk about their investments and Bradford and 
Elaine wondered how those families had money to invest when they 
themselves could barely afford to keep up with their monthly bills. 
They worried about how they would pay for college for their girls 
and fantasized about taking a nice family vacation someday. They 
had guessed about the salaries of their friends and colleagues and 
determined that Bradford made at least as much money. Bradford 
and Elaine were left feeling baffled by it all. As Bradford explained, 
“I, you know, in the areas that I drive in or work in, I mean, when 
I’m driving from Orange County, Laguna, Newport, and I’m looking 
at these houses and saying, what are these people doing for a living, 
and how come I’m not doing it? What are all these people doing that 
I’m not doing? And I thought I was doing pretty well.… I mean, I feel 
like I should have a lot more, you know? Probably because it is just 
me—maybe I’m just too ambitious.”

Their confusion and self-doubt was so strong that it was almost 
palpable. Here is the American Dream in motion: Bradford wonders 
why he is “not doing” whatever it is that others are doing to get to 
where they are and to have what they have. He compares their uneven 
achievements with an underlying assumption that they are justifiably 
comparable. During the interview, it was hard not to stop everything 
and tell the Johnsons what so many of the interviews with white 
families had revealed—that they have had a “push,” a “safety net,” 
accumulative advantage, a buoy of wealth privilege that the Johnsons 
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just have not had. It was hard not to expose that which was largely 
invisible to them: that although their college friends and Bradford’s 
colleagues may never speak of it, and some may go out of their way 
to keep it hidden, the circumstances of many of them were undoubt-
edly fostered by intergenerational transfers of wealth. It was hard to 
not read Bradford and Elaine the transcripts from other interviews so 
that they could see the inside workings of family wealth, the power 
of wealth. 

Upholding the Contradiction: The American 
Dream and the Power of Wealth

Interviewer: So, this is the last question. It’s obvious from 
everything you’re saying that you can clearly see how fam-
ily wealth, family money, family savings enables children 
through generations to achieve things. You’re saying it helps 
them, it gives them advantages, right?

Suzanne: Yeah.

Drew: Absolutely.

Interviewer: In your own lives and in the lives of people that 
you know. And you’re also saying over and over and over that 
what matters the most is hard work, and drive and determi-
nation and you keep saying ‘aspirations.’ Do you see how 
those two things contradict each other?

Suzanne: Yes.

[Silent pause.]

Interviewer: Do you, Drew? Because on the one hand you’re 
saying that people make it in America based on how hard 
they work. But you’re also saying that you can see that people 
make it in America sometimes even if they don’t work very 
hard.

Drew: Yeah.

Interviewer: So you two can clearly see that your kids and 
you and the people that you know who come from families 
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who have wealth, or some money at the very least, have 
advantages?

Suzanne: Yes.

Interviewer: You also believe in the American Dream, that 
people get ahead based entirely on how hard they work. Am 
I right?

[Silent pause.]

Suzanne: Well—[silent pause]—it’s not an absolute. Not 
everybody is where they are because of how hard they work. 
Money.

Drew: But for the most part, yeah.

Suzanne: I don’t know. I guess I hope that people are where 
they are because of hard work. But in reality, I don’t know. I 
don’t know. 

Interviewer: But in your reality of what you do know—

Suzanne [interrupting]: We absolutely have had certain 
advantages. Our education, and that in itself gives us our 
opportunities. It’s complicated. I think it’s a really interesting 
study because you’re right—you say all these things but then 
you do end up contradicting the two statements. But I think 
for me it’s more like I just hope that people would be that way 
because that’s how I want to instill in my kids.

—Suzanne and Drew Wright, high-tech business owner  
and high-tech recruiter, white, New York City

A structure of family wealth inequality contradicts the Ameri-
can Dream of meritocracy because while meritocracy explains social 
position as the result of individual achievement, inherited wealth 
grants advantages through ascription. In the case of the contempo-
rary United States, historic legacies continue to play out in the pres-
ent day as white families—especially middle- and upper-middle-class 
white families—have more wealth to pass along to the next generation 
than do other families. One particularly interesting arena in which 
this unfolds is parental decision making regarding children’s schools. 
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The education system is not commonly seen as further rewarding 
those with wealth privilege and disadvantaging those without. Yet 
in a system of unequal schooling, wealth can be used (and in the 
families interviewed who had it, was used) as a means to an end: 
to confer advantageous opportunities to children. All of the parents 
interviewed believed in the American Dream and saw education as 
the key to ensuring their dreams for their children, but the decisions 
they were making about their children’s educations were in large part 
determined by each family’s wealth holdings. 

Wealth privilege clashes as a material contender to the spirit of the 
American Dream. And the American Dream clashes as an ideological 
contender to the power of wealth. Yet the families interviewed upheld 
both their beliefs in the American Dream and the power of wealth. 

Interviewer: Do you think that the types of schools that you 
are able to send your kids to puts them at an advantage to 
others who maybe live in less affluent areas and go to less 
prosperous schools?

Cameron: I think that can make a difference, yeah.… I did 
read recently the results of a survey that indicated that the 
better school you go to or have a degree from, the more 
money you’re likely to make over the life of your career. So I 
guess it does make a difference. I think it does. Well, I think 
it can be overcome but it certainly does give you a bit of an 
edge to go to a good high school.

Interviewer: Does where a person goes to school matter for 
their life chances?

Cameron: Well, not really. No, I don’t think so. If they’re 
willing to work at it.

The interview discussions went to and fro, literally moment by 
moment, between a deep belief in meritocracy and the defense of its 
legitimacy on one hand, and an understanding of the reality of struc-
tured wealth inequality and its ramifications on the other. 

Interviewer: What makes some people successful in this 
country and others not?
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Sharon: I really think it comes down to how much a person is 
willing to make sacrifices, work and get trained, get educated, 
do whatever it takes to make something of themselves.

Interviewer: And what about family wealth? What do 
you think is the place of that in someone’s attainment of 
success?

Sharon: It can give people an advantage to having access to 
better schools, better neighborhoods, better class of people. 

Interviewer: Can the financial help, in terms of wealth, that 
some people receive from their families give them certain 
advantages in achieving the American Dream?

Sharon: I tend to think it isn’t all much of an advantage in 
many ways.

Interviewer: Has everyone with economic privilege worked 
hard to achieve that position?

Sharon: I think so [pause]. There’s those that are wealthy 
that have inherited it, but I would still say that they have 
achieved it.

Interviewer: Do you think those people that inherit family 
wealth—do you think that’s an achievement? Do you think 
they can say, “We achieved it”?

Sharon: I would think not.

Sharon and the families interviewed as a whole expressed their 
perspectives as a simultaneous back-and-forth between the American 
Dream and the power of wealth. In addition to discussing each sepa-
rate topic at length, the subjects of structured wealth inequality and 
meritocracy were tangled together as families attempted to make sense 
of it all. Rather than “choosing” an allegiance to one side or another 
of this complicated paradox, parents generally insisted on both—they 
tried to hold it all in one hand—despite the contradiction. 

In their interview, Pamela and James Gordon, one of the fami-
lies interviewed from the Washington, D.C. area, articulated what 
was the prevailing stance of the two hundred families interviewed; 
in looking at long portions of their discussion we can see them 
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upholding the contradiction between the American Dream and the 
power of wealth.

James: Wealth somehow opens the road for you and smooths 
it very, very easy. And I think you can achieve and this coun-
try gives you a chance to do everything you want if you are 
capable and wealthy and able to pay for it. I mean, I started 
with nothing. Although my father was wealthy, yes. I start-
ed with nothing. And I believe this is what the American 
Dream is! They give you a chance to be what you want to 
be, to become what you want to be. So I feel, no, I think this 
land gives you the opportunity, not what is passed on from 
your parents.

Interviewer: Just to go back to this wealth question one more 
time: Do you see the ways in which a family that does have 
wealth can pass down certain advantages to their children 
that others who are not as wealthy can’t?

Pamela: Definitely. No question about it.

James: Definitely. Because you are giving him a tool to 
smooth his way. And to open up things much easier than the 
underprivileged.

Pamela: Exactly, yeah. Definitely.

Interviewer: Do you two believe that those without stable 
economic situations have a harder time achieving success? 

Pamela: Not if they are persistent and they have dreams. 
No. Because you hear stories and you see people that come 
from really very harsh backgrounds, but like I said if they 
have goals and they have dreams, nothing can’t be achieved. 
You have to have these dreams in your head. And then you 
hear of these public schools in D.C. that are really bad and 
they are in very poor neighborhoods and there’s that kid that 
just graduated from high school this year and he got three 
different offers from Ivy League schools because he was so 
intelligent! And he tried to do the best he can. And he got 
a full scholarship from Georgetown, from UNC, and from 
other different schools.
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James: That proves the viability of the American Dream right 
there!

Pamela: Hard work! You have to have motivation and give 
it your all. Some people are willing to take the extra mile, 
others are not. 

James: Hard work somehow secures for you success. And 
provides you an edge on others who do not. And this is why 
you will excel.

Interviewer: Does the financial help in terms of wealth that 
some people receive from their families give them a great deal 
of advantage in achieving the American dream?

James: Obviously.

Pamela: Yeah, definitely. 

Interviewer: Do you think that everyone with economic priv-
ilege worked hard for it?

James: Not necessarily.

The Gordons wanted to be clear that they were big believers in 
the American Dream, in the belief in “hard work” and “motivation” 
as the “true ingredients” for “why you will excel.” And, like so many 
families interviewed, James pointed to himself as proof—in this case, 
proof of his success (although in interviews with disadvantaged fami-
lies it was not uncommon to find them pointing to themselves as 
proof of failure). James claimed he had “started with nothing.” Of 
course, he continued, “Although my father was wealthy, yes.” But 
again, in upholding the contradiction, he repeated, “I started with 
nothing.” James clearly denied the power of wealth in his adamancy 
about meritocracy. At the same time, James and Pamela were clear 
in their view that there is “no question about it”—that family wealth 
can “open up things much easier” in order to “smooth [the] way.” 

And Pamela and James, like many families, relied upon token 
examples—stories they had heard of individual people “that come 
from really very harsh backgrounds,” who, unaided, had managed to 
achieve great things through hard work. These token stories are called 
upon to deflect from the many more that contradict them, and thus, 
as James said, serve to prove “the viability of the American Dream.” 
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These stories are iconic in our culture so that, although they are few 
relative to the massive patterns that defy them, they are easy to come 
up with. And they easily gave Pamela, and James, and all who used 
them in this way, the “proof” they were looking for to substantiate 
their arguments. But rarely do we deconstruct such stories to con-
sider what they actually bear out, nor compare them objectively with 
the patterns to which they dull in comparison. While Pamela and 
James fluctuate back and forth between their belief in the American 
Dream and their acknowledgment of structured wealth inequality, 
they use these stories and their own life experiences (despite that the 
two often directly contradict each other) to seemingly thread it all 
together. Ultimately, no reconciliation is usually made, and Pamela 
and James—and the other families interviewed—completed their dis-
cussions without any resolution.

In upholding the contradiction, the families interviewed explained 
their positions and opportunities as being the result of hard work 
or lack thereof, and yet, at the same time, they acknowledged their 
understanding of the power of family wealth—and often some inter-
connection between race and class as well—in shaping life chances.

Daniel: Whether we like it or not, I mean there is this race 
problem, it is there, it’s just not in the open anymore. And 
most definitely what I’m talking about is not just being black 
or white. I mean just not being that so-called white American 
has a role to play in your success. Although the thing about 
it in this country is that with all these problems, there is just 
so much available that I guess everyone has a chance. But 
not necessarily everybody will get a chance.… For sure, the 
one which has got the better-to-do parents will have better 
chance. 

Interviewer: Do you think there are some ethnicities, races, 
groups in this country that are more disadvantaged than 
others?

Daniel: Yeah.

Interviewer: So you think there are certain groups as a whole, 
not just individuals, but groups as a whole that have a harder 
time making it today in this country and in achieving success 
to whatever level they want?

Daniel: Sure. Definitely.
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Interviewer: Okay, now, what about the American Dream? 
The idea that with hard work and desire, individual poten-
tial is unconstrained, that everyone regardless of background 
gets equal chance to get ahead based on their own individual 
achievement. What do you think of that?

Daniel: That’s a very good definition.

Interviewer: [Silent pause.] Do you believe that the American 
Dream is true for all people and that everybody does have an 
equal chance?

Daniel: Yes. Everybody has an equal chance, no matter who 
he or she is.

Parents upheld their belief in meritocracy, despite that their own 
experiences often directly contradicted it. For them, it was more than 
just rhetoric; they genuinely believed in its legitimacy. At the same 
time, they upheld their belief in the power of wealth, despite their 
ideological understanding of a contradicting social reality. Unless it 
was pointed out to them, the families interviewed never seemed to 
notice either this paradox or the disjointed logic of their perspectives. 
The “taboo” of wealth and the invisibility of intergenerational fam-
ily wealth help to explain how it is that families with backgrounds of 
poverty did not “see” the contradiction. However, the insistence upon 
upholding the contradiction seems especially perplexing in regard to 
the wealth-holding families, since they were so transparently and 
directly benefiting from wealth privilege in their own lives. What 
happens when these families are confronted with the contradiction? 

In the second phase of interviewing, twenty relatively wealthy 
families were asked to reflect on their own contradictory reasoning. 
They were directly faced with the contradiction between structured 
wealth inequality and the notion of meritocracy and were asked 
explicitly about how they made sense of this paradox. This challenge 
caused some people to become slightly frazzled, but they always recov-
ered—most, quite gracefully—and continued to insist on their belief 
in both. Even when directly confronted with the intrinsic incongruity 
of this contradictory belief system, the families interviewed uphold 
both simultaneously; the American Dream and the power of wealth 
were not presented as dichotomous, but rather were woven together 
complexly in parents’ worldviews and perspectives, in the way they 
explained and described their experiences, and—I do believe—in 
their actual belief systems. And these belief systems were the basis 
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for their decision making—at least where schools for their children 
were concerned. These families upheld the contradiction between 
the American Dream and the power of wealth, even when they were 
confronted with the suggestion that their beliefs were inherently 
contradictory.

Interviewer: In other interviews we found that in terms of 
private family wealth, some people received a lot of help from 
families in getting what they have. Yet these same people 
believe that they’ve earned their position through hard work. 
Do you see how the two are contradictory?

Emily: I see that they are contradictory. I can also see how 
you can rationalize them. Because, clearly, if your parents 
give you the opportunity to get an education and but for that 
opportunity you wouldn’t have achieved what you achieved. 
But then you got the education and then you got this great job 
and you really did what you did and were successful in terms 
of reaching whatever your goals were in life. So then I don’t 
think they’re so exclusive or inconsistent. Because they gave 
you the underpinnings, but you didn’t rest there, you went 
on with it. So I think we still think that we achieve.… In my 
case, my parents gave me the money for the down payment 
on a home in Washington. I paid them back. And when I sold 
that house, I turned it over to buy this house. So I had that 
help. I couldn’t have bought that first house without it. And 
yet they were paid back and I had a really lovely old house. 
But I didn’t stop with just that. So I can see where you can 
compare the two and still feel like you did this yourself, even 
though you got that boost.

Emily Mitchel explained how both ideas, although contradic-
tory, fit together in her mind so that they worked in concert. Emily’s 
perspective was unusually articulate, but her’s was just one of many 
similar perspectives. When directly challenged, rather than try to 
reconcile the two in their minds, people upheld the contradiction by 
saying that they understood it and still believed in both the American 
Dream and the power of wealth. 

 A Persistent Paradox
Interviewer: In prior interviews we see that in terms of pri-
vate family wealth, some people received a lot of help from 
families in getting what they have and getting to where they 
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are. Yet these same people believe that they’ve earned their 
positions entirely through hard work. Do you see how the 
two ideas are contradictory?

Molly: Well, class is a concept I just can’t get my mind around. 
I just saw examples of it in Britain [on vacation]. But, hmm. 
But I’ve never felt like I had to parade my wealth and wear 
designer clothes or anything. No. I don’t think that’s a big 
deal. It hasn’t been for me.… But, I do feel that when we die, 
our wealth will be passed down to our children and hope-
fully grandchildren. And I think that they will use it wisely 
and pass it on, too.

Interviewer: Do you believe that your position in society has 
or will provide some underlying advantages for your children 
or grandchildren? 

Molly: Hope so!

Interviewer: On a scale of one to one hundred, with one hun-
dred being the wealthiest Americans, where would you say 
your family ranks?

Molly: Gosh! Ninety-two! [Laughs.] Plucked out of the air!

Interviewer: So looking at the same one to one hundred, for 
the people that are at the five, ten, twenty, why do you think 
they’re there?

Molly: Bad luck. Bad genes. Poor habits. Poor choices. Lack 
of initiative.

—Molly Stone, homemaker, white, New York City

More than anything else, the interviews revealed a complex rela-
tionship between the ideology of meritocracy and structured wealth 
inequality in the contemporary United States. They disclosed com-
plexities not only in terms of the logic of our system, but in how 
fluid and contradictory the act of sense making can be. The parents 
understood that within interlocking structures of wealth inequal-
ity and school inequality, educational opportunity is not evenly dis-
tributed. Yet, at the same time, they genuinely saw the system as a 
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meritocracy, in which hard work is rewarded and equal chances are 
ensured through the Great Equalizer of education. 

Previous research has yielded very different results from those 
here. Most of the scholarship that exists on Americans’ perspectives 
on inequality generally asserts that people either believe one thing 
or another.3 It is normally assumed that individual attitudes are 
more or less clear-cut, with their views conceived of as dichotomous 
oppositions. A prevalent example of this comes from the literature 
on stratification beliefs, which suggests that people either hold indi-
viduals or society responsible for one’s position in the hierarchical 
social world. This research has focused almost entirely on people’s 
beliefs about, and attitudes toward, poverty. Sociologist Joe Feagin, 
for example, argues that there are three basic types of beliefs about 
poverty: individualistic beliefs, which assert that poverty is the result 
of deficiencies and characteristics of poor individuals themselves; 
structuralist beliefs, which assert that poverty is the result of politico
socioeconomic systems that subordinate the poor; and fatalistic 
beliefs, which assert that the poor suffer from disabilities or from 
bad luck or happenstance.4 Feagin’s studies, as well as those of other 
sociologists and social psychologists, show that Americans predomi-
nantly use the individualistic framework to explain why some people 
are poor.5 These individualistic explanations center on the belief that 
poverty results from lack of proper work ethics, laziness, socially 
deviant behaviors, or other such personal problems. 

Americans’ individualistic explanations are thought to stem 
from the nation’s “dominant ideology” of the American Dream.6 
The dominant ideology of American society, or the “achievement 
ideology,” emphasizes notions of individualism, equal opportunity, 
and personal achievement. Joan Huber and William Form define the 
dominant ideology: “American culture contains a stable, widely held 
set of beliefs involving the availability of opportunity, individualistic 
explanations for achievement, and acceptance of unequal distribu-
tions of rewards.”7 It is, in effect the American Dream of meritoc-
racy. James Kluegel and Eliot Smith outline the basic tenets of this 
dominant ideology: “First, that opportunity for economic advance-
ment is widespread in America today; second, that individuals are 
personally responsible for their positions; and third, that the overall 
system of inequality is, therefore, equitable and fair.”8 As with other 
ideologies, the American dominant ideology is understood as serving 
to justify and legitimize inequality as an important social process 
in the reproduction of stratification. Kluegel and Smith, as well as 
most others, argue that the dominant ideology is prevalent and stable 
within the population, but that a person’s individual position within 

RT2395X.indb   150 6/19/06   9:08:42 AM



	 Inequality and Ideology	 151

the stratification system shapes his or her attitude toward inequal-
ity. Most of this work reflects that people of higher status subscribe 
more strongly and with more fervor to individualistic explanations, 
the argument being that these groups have a vested self-interest in 
maintaining their advantageous social standing.

Recent studies have started to show more nuanced results, and 
these go far to validate the findings presented in this book. Two 
important things are happening in the recent work on stratification 
beliefs: research has begun to document that Americans in fact buy 
into both individualistic and structuralist explanations for poverty; 
and new research is beginning to incorporate perspectives on wealth 
into the analysis, examining not just how people make sense of pov-
erty but how they make sense of wealth as well.

Regarding research findings that Americans believe in both indi-
vidualistic and structuralist explanations for inequality, a few recent 
studies are important to highlight here. Based on a study of workers in 
Indiana, Brian Starks argues that Americans’ individualistic explana-
tions for inequality are declining. In contrast to much of the previous 
literature on the subject, he found that those most disadvantaged are 
the least likely to subscribe to the dominant ideology. He also notes, 
significantly, that people’s views are shaped not only by their own 
experiences, but by their observations of the experiences of friends 
and family as well. He concludes that “many workers are currently 
disillusioned with the American Dream.”9 Starks’s study is impor-
tant in showing that Americans aren’t wholly “under the spell,”10 
nor 100 percent transfixed with the American Dream, but that they 
waver in their beliefs. Lawrence Bobo and others have shown that 
disadvantaged groups, specifically racial minorities, do not subscribe 
entirely to the dominant ideology, but instead to a combination of 
both individualistic and structural explanations for poverty; these 
findings suggest that beliefs and attitudes are much more inconsis-
tent than scholars previously had thought.11 Other researchers have 
documented that all Americans (not just disadvantaged groups) hold 
ambivalent and contradictory beliefs simultaneously. In a study of 
North Carolinians, Katherine Ann Hyde argues that “[a]ll the partic-
ipants have a complex relationship to the dream ideology, given that 
their lives both support and challenge the ideology.” She goes on to 
say, “It’s possible that the participants clearly understand the nature 
of the concrete struggles in their lives, which conflict with the dream’s 
premises, while also buying into the dream.”12 Matthew Hunt’s 1996 
study of Southern Californians reported a “complex set of results,” 
documenting that blacks and Latinos are more likely than whites to 
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believe in both individualistic and structuralist explanations for pov-
erty, and that most all people endorse these beliefs simultaneously.13 

These studies are important new developments as they suggest 
that Americans are aware of the inconsistencies between ideol-
ogy and reality, not wholly buying into the American Dream nor 
fully critiquing structural inequality. They show that there is not 
nearly the consensus on individualistic explanations as was previ-
ously believed. These studies suggest that, while people may still 
believe more strongly in individualistic explanations, they can—and 
do—subscribe simultaneously to both individualistic/ideological 
and sociostructural explanations for inequality. Based on this evi-
dence, a handful of scholars are now arguing that “inconsistency 
of the belief systems” or a “dual consciousness” exists in regard to 
Americans’ stratification beliefs.14 This research confirms what the 
family interviews show here: that neither consensus nor consistency 
exists between individualistic/ideological and structural beliefs, and 
that—more often than not—these perspectives are combined. Beliefs 
about inequality are not either/or; on the contrary, people often hold 
multiple perspectives simultaneously. 

Last, and most important, some research on stratification beliefs 
has begun to explore Americans’ perspectives on wealth (whereas tra-
ditionally studies have focused on perspectives on poverty). Although 
I am only aware of three such studies, these are most important in 
validating the findings of the family interviews presented here. First, 
Kleugel and Smith’s 1986 study, while emphasizing beliefs about 
poverty, did include beliefs about wealth. Their findings regarding 
wealth were similar to their findings regarding poverty: based on data 
from over two thousand phone interviews, they argued that people 
subscribe to both individualist (hard work, drive for achievement) 
and structuralist (inherited money) explanations for wealth, but that 
individualistic beliefs are much more popular. Kevin Smith’s stud-
ies from the late 1980s document findings consistent with Kluegel 
and Smith’s.15 In phone and mail surveys with two hundred adults in 
Texas, he and Lorene Stone found that individualistic beliefs about 
both wealth and poverty were predominant. Smith and Stone argued, 
however (as others noted above have), that there is much more over-
lap between the two perspectives than most of the literature accounts 
for. “Today,” they write, “few people believe that wealth and poverty 
are caused by a single factor or even a couple of factors … overlap 
exists.”16 They contend that “personality traits as well as the social 
structures and situations that mark the wealthy and poor” are part of 
a “cultural metatheory” that blends individualistic explanations with 
structuralist ones.17
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The most recent study of beliefs about wealth comes from sociolo-
gist Matthew Hunt, who noted the “curious” lack of research on beliefs 
about wealth and asserted the importance of such studies. Using sur-
vey data from over a thousand residents of Los Angeles County, Hunt 
attempted to uncover “lay explanations” for wealth as well as poverty. 
His findings were similar to those of Kluegel and Smith in that respon-
dents favored individualistic beliefs to explain wealth but also viewed 
structural beliefs as important. It is interesting to note that Hunt’s 
respondents blamed the structure less for wealth than for poverty, 
and minorities were more likely than whites to blame the poor for 
their own plight. Hunt argued that a “dual consciousness” exists that 
allows Americans to hold conflicting beliefs simultaneously.18

This recent research yielded results similar to those described here: 
they reveal that Americans do indeed believe in both individualistic/
ideological explanations (i.e. the American Dream) and structural 
explanations (i.e. the power of wealth) about inequality, and they 
hold these views about wealth as well as poverty. These studies, how-
ever, have been based almost exclusively on quantitative research 
methodologies. Until now, no one had spoken with people in person 
and at length about their perspectives on wealth and the American 
Dream. The results of this study, while to some degree validated by 
other research, are the first to show in any depth the extent to which 
individuals both acknowledge the power of wealth and believe in the 
legitimacy of meritocracy. The interviews suggest that in their sense 
making, American families are upholding the contradiction.

The interviews herein bring to light two important points in 
regard to how families hold such contradictory perspectives at once. 
First, they reflect the power of ideology. Ideology is “the public’s 
best effort—at any given time—to make sense of, comprehend, and 
explain the problematic world of everyday life.”19 But ideology is 
more than just a set of ideas about how our social world works; it 
is a set of ideas that is used to legitimate and justify social inequali-
ties. Belief systems become ideological when we use them to justify 
and mask structural inequality.20 To be successful, though, ideologies 
must be more than simply illusions; they must put forth a vision of 
social reality that is recognizable and believable—and, as we know, 
each of us could tell a story of someone who pulled themselves up 
from their bootstraps and became the quintessential American self-
made man (or woman, as in the case most often cited to me—that 
of Oprah Winfrey). These token stories and the ideological notions 
themselves bombard us daily and seem to be present everywhere we 
look. On the surface an ideology may appear to be nothing more 
than a set of beliefs. But ideologies are deceptive in their force.21 And 
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in the United States, ideologies about the meritocracy of the social 
system are particularly strong, and particularly deceptive. 

These interviews reveal the power of the ideology of the Ameri-
can Dream, for even when it flew in the face of lived reality, even 
when it contradicted actual experiences, the parents interviewed still 
believed in it, guided their actions by it, and used it to explain the 
situations of themselves, their children, and others. It is not that we 
are all duped, in denial, or so anti-intellectual that we do not, or 
cannot, see the flaws of the ideology, but rather that the ideology is 
so strong and so ingrained that we unself-consciously succumb to it. 
Especially now, in the Post–Civil Rights Era, the ideology of meritoc-
racy is predominant in our mainstream culture; it has been presented 
to us from every angle as a legitimate belief system since some of the 
earliest points in our lives that we can remember. The families inter-
viewed were not unaware of structural inequality, and they did not 
think that this structure was fair. But this awareness and acknowl-
edgment did not dilute their insistence in the authenticity of meritoc-
racy, despite the contradiction to it that wealth privilege presented. 
And it did not temper their use of meritocracy to explain, justify, 
and legitimize social standing—no matter how “high” or “low” they 
found themselves in relative social class rank. In making sense of lives 
and the world around us, the power of ideology is strong: when the 
ideology seeps in from every facet, when it becomes the easy explana-
tion to fall back on, when it appears to be perhaps the only explanation, 
it becomes difficult to not surrender to it. The families interviewed did not 
seem to fully surrender; however, they did not attempt in any real way to 
reconcile the American Dream and the power of wealth.

Second, the interviews herein show the power of hope. For these 
families the American Dream was hope. It held out hope that what 
is wanted will happen, and that what is wanted can be expected.22 
It held out hope that children’s life chances were all equally uncon-
strained. It held out hope that the world is just. To think otherwise 
(to think that the world is not just) would be heartbreaking to any 
parent. And, I believe, many parents fear that to think otherwise 
could potentially—if conveyed to children—break the spirit of any 
child. So they hold on to the American Dream, they hold on to their 
hope. This hope was reflected in the parents’ perspectives regarding 
themselves, the social system they are acting on and within, and—
most importantly—their children. 

An illustration of this deep-seated hopefulness comes from one of 
the most memorable interviews I conducted, with Thomas Saucier, a 
white father who had lived in Boston his whole life. He lived in 
a rented apartment with his fiancée Tammy and their young son in a 
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working-class, blue-collar neighborhood. Sitting on the small porch 
overlooking an alleyway, Thomas told me about his work as a line 
cook in a diner and Tammy’s two jobs—waiting tables at night and 
cleaning houses during the day. Over the years, they had received 
little financial help from their families, and they were barely getting 
by on minimum wage. Yet Thomas had lots of ideas and hopefulness 
about his family’s future—particularly when it came to his son:

I guess the more money you have, the more things you can 
do, right?… There are some things I’d like to do. I’d like to 
set up a U-plan for my son. You know, one of them college 
savings things? Where it’s, you know, lock in today’s rate for 
tomorrow type of thing? You know, I see the ad and I’m like, 
that’s something I’d like to do! But it’s not in the cards right 
now. But something like that, like, that’s something I’d like to 
do.… I’d like a nicer car, and a nicer apartment, maybe buy a 
house.… Yeah, I would just hope that, you know, that I make 
more money in the future, so that he can go to a school that’s, 
that I want him to go to. That he would go to a private school 
as opposed to a public school. And I’d try to buy a house at 
the same time. You know, that’s a big increase in money, but 
it could be done. It happens all the time. So, that’s all. That’s 
all I’d like to have happen.

While they were aware of a structure of wealth inequality, and 
of the resulting advantages or disadvantages that their kids were 
faced with, parents—Thomas being just one example—wanted noth-
ing more than to ensure the best possible futures for their children. 
Despite their differences in possibilities and social positioning, privi-
leged and underprivileged families alike were holding out hope. As 
a young black mother from Los Angeles said, “You do the best you 
can, and you try to be optimistic, and you just keep going.” 

The power of ideology keeps us from challenging privilege, even 
when we acknowledge inequality; the power of hope keeps all parents 
“wanting and wishing,” “wanting and expecting” the best for their 
children’s futures. Ultimately, this has created a context in which dis-
advantaged families are wholly blamed for their own plight, and—
perhaps even more important—families of privilege continue their 
legacies without being questioned.

As Jonathan Boothe, the wealthy white businessman whose father 
funded the lucrative enterprise that Jonathan started from scratch, 
summed up at the conclusion of his interview: “The American Dream 
is possible for everybody. It’s unfortunate some people do have to 
start right at the bottom, but they can do it!”
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An Unresolved Conflict

After more than two hours of discussion, the interview with Steve and 
Jan Hadley in St. Louis was ending. Beyond the windows of their family 
room it was dusk outside. Their white suburban neighborhood was qui-
eting down as families regrouped for dinner in their houses. The Hadley 
children were anxious for dinner themselves and anxious for their par-
ents’ attention, and Steve and Jan had told seemingly everything there 
was to tell about their family’s wealth and their school decisions. The 
tape recorder was about to be turned off. Suddenly, Steve asked if he 
could add something. Sitting forward in his chair with a focused look 
on his face, his entire demeanor had shifted. Throughout the interview 
he had taken a laid back, jovial tone, but Steve abruptly had become 
intensely serious. 

Steve: Um, uh, I don’t know—all of a sudden, going through, 
walking through this, I’ve gotten, uh, to feel like I’m one of the 
little, not an individual, but kind of a mainstream middle class. 
You know?… You have a house in the suburbs, you, you, in 
our case, live in a white neighborhood and go to a white school 
system. Um, uh, I didn’t really look at it like that before. But I, I 
guess it just kind of fits, I want to say—mainstream—of what’s 
um, we, we fit right into a very large class of people. 

Interviewer: That’s probably very true.
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Steve: But it didn’t start out to be that way. I mean, we didn’t 
consciously think of it that way. But we certainly did fit the 
mold.

Jan: Well, it’s the background that we grew up in too. I mean, 
it’s very similar to that.

Steve: Yeah [silent pause]. So, um, I don’t know.

Jan [turning to Steve]: It shouldn’t be a shock to you, dear.

Steve: Well, no, it’s not a shock. It’s just, uh, I hadn’t really 
thought of that, that before. 

The way wealth is passed along and utilized in families is a 
patterned, dynamic process that is structured along race and class 
lines, and because of its intergenerational dimension, the black-white 
wealth gap is persistent and enduring over time. In the previous pages, 
we have looked at how this plays out in one institutional arena—
education, specifically school choice making—and we have seen how 
an historic legacy of family wealth inequality enabled most white 
parents to provide educational advantages to their children that most 
black parents simply could not. In particular, parents whose own 
families of origin were wealth-holding families were able to draw on 
their own privilege to perpetuate the advantages and opportunities 
that wealth fosters and purchases. These families were dispropor-
tionately white, and wealth for them was a means to an end—a way 
to pass privilege along to the next generation, a way to do as much as 
they possibly could to help their children get ahead. 

While parents’ school decisions were indeed individualized, they 
were also highly patterned within a context of structured inequal-
ity. Different families had different sets of choices. Families who had 
“bought in” or “opted out” had the wealth resources to act on those 
decisions, they tended to be white, and they generally chose whiter, 
wealthier schools. The families who were “making do” and “feel-
ing stuck” were constrained from making the decisions they wanted 
to make because they had comparatively fewer assets to rely upon 
and comparatively less wealth privilege to maximize. These fami-
lies were disproportionately black and most often found their school 
options limited to relatively underfunded educational systems serving 
relatively underprivileged populations. These findings do not suggest 
that merit and achievement do not matter—they do, of course, matter 
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greatly. Rather, the interview data reveals how nonmerit factors also 
matter—greatly. 

Within a structure of unequal education, family histories of 
wealth and poverty had very real consequences for the educa-
tions and life trajectories of children. This poses a challenge to the 
American Dream of meritocracy. Even if every individual is indeed 
given a chance at success, the pattern is that some groups have better 
chances, and this—this pattern—is the problem; the playing field is 
not level. While they did not necessarily notice how their “choices” 
fit together into a bigger picture, the parents we spoke with, in their 
attempts to achieve the best schooling for their children, ended up 
reproducing the same inequality that they lamented. In this study, 
we saw these patterns surface from interviews with just two hundred 
families. But in a country of millions, the ramifications of these pat-
terns are massive: while we do not necessarily intend it, our collective 
action (or collective inaction, as the case may be) further perpetuates 
the race and class inequalities that we have inherited.

Social Reproduction: Intentioned or Not
Wealth creates options, opportunities, and advantages, and lack of 
wealth constrains these. Wealth might trickle down in small amounts 
over time, but ultimately it is a powerful enabling force for families 
and children: it enables them to choose what they believe is in the 
best interest of their children’s futures, it enables them to act on 
their decisions, and, notably, in a competitive environment it enables 
them to do these things more easily than other families who do not 
have wealth on which to rely. Using wealth to propel advantages 
for one’s own children over other people’s children, no matter how 
well intended, further perpetuates cycles of inequality. When fami-
lies pass along wealth to the next generation—whether in small or 
large amounts, whether from day to day or at milestone events—they 
pass along privilege. Social reproduction takes place as the power of 
wealth is passed down from parents to children to grandchildren. 
Concurrently, families without wealth to transfer are comparatively 
limited in the opportunities and advantages they can provide. Regard-
less of how much they may want to choose the best for their children, 
regardless of how badly they wish they could give them advantageous 
opportunities, they are not as easily able to act on those choices. In 
the particular context of school decision making, although perhaps 
entirely unintentional, families’ “choices” (or lack thereof) contribute 
to the maintenance of social stratification.

The 260 parents we spoke with were not blinded to the struc-
tural inequality of family wealth. While they did not necessarily 
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know the depth or breadth of how it was playing out in families 
beyond their own, they recognized that it existed, acknowledged it, 
and many even expressed that they “felt bad” about it because it was 
“so unfair.” However, they simultaneously denied that it mattered 
by vehemently arguing that individuals’ social positions are the just 
results of a meritocratic system. Notably, they did not claim that the 
logic of the system was logic of luck,1 and none of them made an 
argument that the wealth they had inherited was somehow deserved 
since their ancestors had earned it.2 Instead, they genuinely claimed 
that each person’s success is determined by individual hard work 
and achievement. Parents from across the race and class spectrum 
saw the American Dream as more than just rhetoric, an ideal, or even 
a creed; they understood meritocracy as a legitimate explanation for 
how our current system works. They had conviction in their belief 
that people’s social positions are justified by meritocracy, despite that 
their own experiences and the experiences of others most often con-
tradicted this. Rather than trying to reconcile their ideological beliefs 
with their lived experiences, they upheld the contradiction. They rec-
ognized that family wealth privileges some individuals over others 
and they considered individuals’ relative social positions to be earned 
and deserved. While the American Dream and the power of wealth 
lie in contradiction, they were woven together in families’ perspec-
tives, beliefs, decisions, and experiences. 

As contradictory as the American Dream and the power of 
wealth are, their confluence is immeasurably potent. They were fused 
together in parents’ thoughts, words, and deeds as they individually 
made sense of inequality and contributed to the large-scale social 
reproduction of it, intended or not. Here we have examined just one 
site where this plays out; yet, in even that one arena, we can see how 
the families were (knowingly or not) participating in a process of per-
petuating inequality: through their collective action regarding school 
decisions made for their children, their individual actions both were 
shaped by structural inequality and contributed to it. Ironically, their 
school decisions—while guided by love and intended to better their 
own children’s chances—ultimately resulted in further cement-
ing unequal opportunities for different groups of children. School 
decisions in individual families contributed to the intergenerational 
transmission of structural inequality by disproportionately ensuring 
better education (and thus, presumably, better chances at success) for 
white and wealthy children.

Family wealth and lack of it heavily shaped parents’ decision 
making, but school decisions were also influenced in ways that 
extended well beyond family economics. Motivations for educational 
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choices were often racially charged or heavily encumbered by class 
prejudice. White families purposefully used their wealth to place 
their children in not just what they perceived to be better schools, but 
what were conscientiously whiter schools, located in more affluent 
neighborhoods. Black families, too, were cognizant of the racialized 
dynamics in schools and in neighborhoods and were often unwilling 
to place their kids in all-white environments for fear of isolation, 
prejudice, or racism. Race here was not only about traditional rac-
ism per se (although it surely played a part for many families). As 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva reminds us, “Although ‘racism’ has a definite 
ideological component, reducing racial phenomena to ideas limits 
the possibility of understanding how it shapes a race’s life chances.”3 
Families were making decisions within highly racialized and classed 
structures—structures that reward families for acting to perpetuate 
race and class inequality. 

This marks a paradigm shift from past literature that has focused 
on people’s ideas. While I do not intend to downplay the power of 
ideas (in fact, not at all; the power of ideology is central to this work), 
I do however want to move the focus away from “old fashioned” 
racism or classism as the assumed motivators of behavior. Although 
racism and classism were disturbingly prevalent in the interviews,4 in 
my view the racialized and classed structural dynamics at play were 
more powerful in perpetuating macro-level patterns of inequality. 

To refer to a “racialized” or “classed” structure implies a system. 
This shifts the focus from individual or attitudinal phenomena and 
toward social structures, systems of power, and patterns of ascribed 
inequality. Rather than pointing to individuals’ racist or classist atti-
tudes or beliefs as the roots of the problem, the interview data here 
suggests that a structure of race and class inequality that advantages 
some for their race and class positions and disadvantages others is 
at the core. A structure of patterns, systems, and institutions privi-
leges some families and disadvantages others categorically and sys-
tematically. For example, a structure of unequal schooling rewards 
historically privileged families for the school decisions they tend to 
make within it by conferring to their children better educational 
opportunities and chances for success. Individuals make decisions in 
a highly structured context that provides incentives for people to—as 
the father quoted at the opening of this chapter said—“fit the mold” 
of “the mainstream,” even when they do not “consciously think of it 
that way”; the structure rewards microlevel actions that perpetuate 
the macrolevel inequalities. 

Meanwhile, the American Dream of meritocracy presents the 
social structure as an open and egalitarian system—an inclusivist, 
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egalitarian, open society; it veils the social forces that impact our indi-
vidual circumstances. We incorporate the ideology into our thinking, 
use it to make sense of our lives and pat ourselves on the back or blame 
ourselves; we rely on it to explain the situations of others, depend on 
it to justify and legitimize the structure of society, and utilize it in 
our decision making. This has been historically successful in helping 
to imply that the United States is a “color-blind,” “classless” society, 
and in offering up hope for people to cling to. But it has been rela-
tively less successful in diminishing race and class stratification. 

If some groups’ socioeconomic positions continue to be even 
partially based on ascribed factors, then stratification is perpetuated 
and meritocracy does not exist. If the American Dream allows us to 
deny this reality, then both the inequality and the ideology are left 
to go unchallenged. Paradoxically, something that we all believe in 
so strongly, something that unites us as a common thread, some-
thing that inspires great achievement and gives us tremendous hope 
also contributes to maintaining exactly that which it claims does not 
exist: the inherited, intergenerational transmission of inequality. 

The American Dream and the power of wealth collide in deci-
sions regarding children’s education. These decisions serve as one 
mechanism through which stratification is reproduced, whether 
intentionally or not. Within a competitive system rife with race and 
class inequality, intention is not always necessary to perpetuate social 
patterns. Many white and wealthy parents did not intend to be rac-
ist, classist, discriminating, or exclusive, and would feel awful if they 
understood their actions as contributing to social inequality. In fact, 
most of these parents did not even consider the larger-scale implica-
tions of their decisions, as they were instead consumed with trying 
to be good parents, focused on their own children, and concerned 
with their individual family situations. Similarly, families limited by 
a lack of wealth did not devalue education, nor did they intend to 
disadvantage their own children. They expressed no desire to take 
away opportunities from well-off families, and they never blamed 
wealthy parents for providing their children with advantageous 
schooling—they simply wanted the same kinds of opportunities for 
their own children. Clearly, the problem is not about people’s efforts 
at being good parents. Rather, the problem is about how wealth situ-
ates different groups differently, what kinds of schools are available 
to families of different groups, and how we justify and legitimize a 
system of intergenerational inequality. While there is nothing wrong 
with trying to provide the best for one’s family, this heartfelt desire 
ultimately ends up contributing to a structure of inequality that is 
much larger than any one particular parent or child. 
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If we want to confront these social problems head on and make 
progress toward ameliorating them, we must understand that millions 
of personal decisions, when taken together and looked at analytically, 
become a very public issue.

Unequal education, the wealth gap, and the ideology of the 
American Dream are complex social problems, complex public issues. 
While they certainly do not tell the whole story, together they com-
pose an important piece of the story of intergenerational inequality 
in the contemporary American society.5 What, if anything, can we as 
individuals, families, communities, and as a society do about them? 
My own goal here has been not to solve these problems, but to iden-
tify and clarify them so that we can better wrap our minds around 
them, better understand them. The family interviews indicated (and 
it seems to me to be true) that most of us in our day-to-day lives do 
not normally stop to think about how what we say, what we believe, 
and what we do fit into the larger social world of which we are a part. 
But not only are our perspectives and experiences influenced by the 
social world, they contribute to the maintenance of it as well. While 
my hope is that any reader will come away from this book with more 
questions than answers, it is important to elucidate some of the key 
avenues for social change to which this study points. The first, and 
disconcertingly the most simple, is the challenge to our social system 
that unequal education presents. 

The Predicament of Unequal Education
We believe education is the key to the American Dream and the hope 
for our children’s future, but a structure of unequal schooling creates 
a predicament for us all. Our predicament is this: the core values of 
egalitarianism, inclusiveness, equal opportunity and individualism 
central to the American Dream rely on equal education to mediate 
the effects of uneven family backgrounds; yet we have a system of 
unequal education. We look to education as the Great Equalizer in our 
society, as the institution that levels the playing field for all children 
regardless of their family of origin, but we also recognize that schools 
are not equal. While we are proud of the American Dream and hold 
our beliefs in it with conviction, within a system of unequal educa-
tion, meritocracy is merely an out-of-reach ideal. As long as schools 
are unequal in quality, resources, curriculum, facilities, staffing, and 
so on, and as long as children have categorically unequal access to 
them, we will inevitably have categorically unequal outcomes. 

While surely, as many scholars argue, parenting, family structure, 
culture, community effects, and a host of other dynamics play roles in 
children’s varying educational, occupational, and life outcomes, the 
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basic concept of disparate schooling undoubtedly contributes. The 
fact that certain families are faced with inexcusably poor schooling 
while others can access highly enriching educational environments 
creates systemic inequalities for children that continue to affect 
them throughout their adult lives. Some might argue that a plausible 
solution would be school choice policies, or voucher programs, that 
would supplement parents’ financial resources so that more fami-
lies would have more choices in regard to school decisions for their 
children. While at first glance this may appear to be a simple solu-
tion, as we have seen, many families with wealth resources in place 
are already choosing schools, and when they do they tend to choose 
schools that intensify rather than abate core problems of segregation, 
exclusion, and inequality. As Thomas Shapiro and I have argued else-
where, our data show that in voucher programs white and affluent 
families will only continue to use their resources to “further exacer-
bate class and race inequalities in a more systematic and government-
subsidized fashion.” In regard to asset-poor parents, the addition of 
the small vouchers they would receive would “do virtually nothing 
to help these families move to the schools they most desire for their 
children.”6 Vouchers in existing and proposed programs are generally 
so small that they would not even cover one-third of the cost of per-
pupil funding at the best public or private schools, and they would 
definitely neither cover the down payment on a home to “buy in” nor 
the finances required to “opt out.” 

As it stands, disadvantaged families have seriously limited options, 
and privileged families—as their choices directly benefit themselves 
and their children—have no real incentive to alter their patterns. In 
fact, they are offered irresistible incentives not to alter them. Excel-
lent schools in affluent neighborhoods act like magnets pulling in 
wealthy families and perpetuating cycles of segregation, exclusion, 
and inequality. As one white middle-class parent said, “I would like 
to be part of the solution … but I’m not going to put my family at 
risk to be part of the solution.” Another said, “I think that all kids 
should have a good elementary school and high school to go to, but 
I’m not sure that I’m able to fight the system that much.” Given the 
incentives and rewards in place for them, privileged families would 
be, as a third parent said, “swimming upstream” to not be choosing 
whiter, wealthier schools. Few would blame these parents for doing 
the best they can for their children, but the scenario here is truly a 
predicament for us all. It is not that wealthy families should be kept 
from accessing excellent educational opportunities, but rather that 
everyone should have equal access to these opportunities. 
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Equal education would not take family wealth and its privileges 
entirely out of the equation—wealthier families still would be able to 
supplement schooling with additional opportunities and advantage 
their children in other ways. But it would at least help to mitigate 
the power of wealth a bit. Making schools less profoundly different 
would not ultimately fix the problem of perpetuating social inequali-
ties, but at least we would know that we were providing all children 
with what we as a country claim to value: high quality education 
for every child regardless of family background. A system of equal 
educational opportunity would mean that no matter how wealthy or 
asset-poor a child’s family is, his or her school’s quality would not 
hinge on that. If excellent schools were equally accessible to every-
one, then much of the frenzy surrounding school decisions would be 
eliminated, and the ramifications of race and class inequality might 
at least be diminished. 

To make steps toward more equitable education, the power of 
family wealth in school decisions must be recognized and tempered. 
Equitable education for all children would ultimately have to include 
equality of opportunity, some degree of integration, and fair distribu-
tion of resources among states, districts, and schools, not to mention 
a whole host of other changes. It would have to dismantle what 
Jennifer Hochschild refers to as the “nested” character of inequality 
and separation.7 It is truly overwhelming. But while integration and 
the redistribution of educational finances, facilities, and resources 
would not single-handedly transform structured inequality, they 
would certainly help and they would certainly be steps on the road 
toward actualizing what we claim. 

However, rather than embracing the goal of equitable education, 
our country continues to lean farther and farther away from efforts 
toward that goal.8 It takes only a glance at a current newspaper or a 
sound bite from the evening news to see how instead of committing 
our education agenda to equal educational opportunity, individual 
parents are being blamed for not being involved enough in their chil-
dren’s schooling and for not making good enough choices on behalf 
of their kids. Even the families we spoke with purported this in their 
comments, such as one mother from the New York City area who 
commented that “anyone who really values education wouldn’t allow 
their kids to go to weak schools, and would make sure their children 
are well educated … so the parents are to blame.” The data presented 
here, though, shows that parents—asset-rich and asset-poor alike—
do value education, have equally high hopes for their children, and 
want the best for them.9 Parents’ educational values, and their love 
for and commitment to their children cannot be measured by the 
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material objects and schooling opportunities that they can or cannot 
provide.

To create legitimate structures of equal opportunity, we must 
either operationalize equitable education or find some other insti-
tutional arena to act as a leveler. Until we do, it is not realistic, fair, 
or just to claim that every child has equal opportunity for success, 
equal life chances, and that each individual autonomously earns and 
deserves their relative social position. We can choose to face the pre-
dicament of unequal education head on, acknowledge it, question it, 
and grapple with it. Or we can choose not to.

In discussing with people the subject of this book, I have often 
been asked about the policy implications of my research. When I sug-
gest that a solution to the problem of contemporary race and class 
inequality must include a transformation of our educational struc-
ture so that all children have equal access to high-quality education, 
many people tend to respond that I am being impractical, naive, or 
idealistic. I find this ironic, since a system of equal education is some-
thing the majority of Americans claim to believe in so fervently. Equal 
educational opportunity is indeed one of the foundational principles 
of our social system, so it is curious to me how few people take equal 
education—as a policy goal—seriously. Structural problems require 
structural solutions, and anything less will not drive positive social 
change in the long run. I do not underestimate how complicated this 
goal would be to achieve, nor how much would be involved; however, 
I advocate, as political scientist John Roemer does, “the view that 
one must know what the ethically desirable policy is before compro-
mising for the sake of political reality.”10 We should, at a minimum, 
consider equal education as a solution for the predicament of unequal 
education. If we believe so fully in the tenets of the American Dream 
(or, at the very least, the ideals of it) then constructing a system of 
equal education should not be such an unrealistic notion. 

The Dilemma of Family Wealth
As complicated as the predicament of unequal education is, the 
dilemma of wealth—the way it is acquired and passed along in fami-
lies, and the way it is used by them to create advantageous opportuni-
ties—is arguably even more complex. And, unlike education, which we 
at least have some national discourse about, the dilemma of wealth is 
further exacerbated by the fact that we do not talk about it, the fact 
that we live “in a class society committed to the denial of class.”11

For as much as we may wish it were not true, the fact is that 
family wealth allows some families to, as one parent said, “smooth 
the way” and “open up doors” for their children much more easily 
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than others. This sets up an unfair competition that is particularly 
evident in the arena of education. Given the importance of education 
in today’s society and the condition of segregated, unequal schooling, 
the consequences of the widening wealth gap are severe. Since this is 
not only a wealth gap but a stark racial gap as well, the advantages 
and disadvantages for children are largely divided along class and 
race lines, categorically placing different groups of kids behind dif-
ferent starting lines. And today, rather than decreasing, the wealth 
gap—a powerful distributor of race and class inequality—is grow-
ing. This book is written in the context of the most massive transfer 
of wealth the world has ever seen: certain segments of the baby boom 
generation are currently in the process of receiving the greatest col-
lective wealth inheritance in our nation’s history.12 

The intergenerational transfer of wealth is a major key (some 
would argue the major key) to the intergenerational reproduction of 
race and class inequality in the contemporary United States. Ironi-
cally, through wealth transfers in families—which are often given 
out of love, loyalty, commitment to family, and hopefulness for the 
future—we also transfer the troubles, ills, and hopelessness of race 
and class inequality to the next generation. As long as a family’s level 
of wealth has a determining impact (even a partially determining 
impact) on the life trajectory of a child, then we will continue to wit-
ness discrepancies between social groups that are based on ascription 
rather than achievement or merit.

Our dilemma is this: while we believe in the idea of an egalitarian 
system where individuals self-reliantly earn and deserve their relative 
places in the social order, we also like the idea of being able to pass 
our wealth along to our own children. As opposed to the predica-
ment of unequal education, where the vast majority of Americans 
seem committed to at least the ideal of equitable education, we do not 
at all seem to agree on ideals regarding the intergenerational trans-
mission of wealth. While we value the notion that race, class, or fam-
ily background should not help or hinder one’s life chances, we also 
value doing the best we can for our own children. We are left facing 
competing and unpleasant alternatives: Do we take intergenerational 
transfers of wealth out of the equation, thereby restraining ourselves 
from giving all we can to our own children, but moving closer to 
ensuring a truly democratic system for all? Or, do we take the notion 
of meritocracy out of the equation, thereby allowing families to give 
all they can to their own children, but abandoning the possibilities 
for egalitarianism and true equality of opportunity? Neither choice 
seems one that many of us would make easily. But to sincerely confront 
the dilemma of wealth, we will need to confront the contradiction 
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that the power of wealth presents to the American Dream. Any true 
equity or justice in this realm would require an extreme redistribu-
tion of wealth. While this is indeed a radical suggestion, it must be 
considered if we are to take the goal of fundamental social change 
seriously. 

Wealth inequalities, the mechanisms contributing to them, and 
potential policies to ameliorate them have been the focus of signifi-
cant research, debate, and policy projects over the past decade, but 
rarely are radical possibilities taken seriously in the mainstream. The 
reparations movement, for example, is a case in point. While propo-
nents present a judicious case for a reparations effort to ameliorate 
systemic, structured wealth disadvantage for African Americans, 
implementation of such policy is seldom considered in earnest.13 
Asset‑based policy, generally much less extreme in its goals for wealth 
redistribution, is currently the solution most advocated by scholars 
and policy analysts.14 This policy direction aims to attack social 
problems related to unequal distributions of resources from a wealth 
perspective rather than from an income orientation. Much of this 
work has concentrated on understanding how to alleviate poverty 
and has centered on helping poor families develop assets, attempt-
ing to foster wealth accumulation among disadvantaged populations, 
and documenting that when given a chance poor families can—and 
do—save to build assets.15 But for as much as the persistence of the 
wealth gap is surely to some extent the result of poor families’ rela-
tive inability to save, it is equally (and, if the interviews conducted for 
this book are any indication, perhaps more so) the result of wealthy 
families’ relative ability to bestow financial advantages to the next 
generation. While surely the asset policy approach is a vital shift from 
prior paradigms, we have much to learn about how best to design and 
implement programs that aim to decrease the effects of the wealth 
gap overall.

Wealth-based policy needs to look carefully not just at how to 
help poor families develop assets, but at how to deal with the privi-
leges that asset ownership confers to wealthy families. Encouraging 
asset-poor families to save does nothing to diminish the accumula-
tive advantage of wealth privilege. Furthermore, wealth-based policy 
has not yet squarely confronted one of the biggest dilemmas of all: 
the intergenerational transfers in reverse that are prevalent in many 
poor communities, and as we saw, in many of the black families with 
whom we spoke. Asset-based policy will need to seriously consider 
the dynamic here; if poor families are pressured to save for themselves 
alone, then the community and kin networks that have historically 
been so resourceful would be pragmatically discouraged rather than 
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celebrated.16 Put bluntly, in my view, our wealth policy goals should 
not be so much about trying to get poor families to be pragmatically 
more like wealthy families (more determined about saving money in 
order to place the next generation in advantageous positions), but 
should be about trying to get wealthy families to be philosophically 
more like poor families (more committed to sharing resources for the 
betterment of others beyond themselves and their own children).

In addition to asset building policy, inheritance tax policy is an 
important consideration in regard to approaching the dilemma of wealth. 
Tax law has been suggested as a means for regulating bequests and 
asset transfers. Proponents suggest creating wealth-transfer taxes 
that would lessen the effects of inheritance.17 One such proposal, 
for example, calls for tax reform to treat bequests, inheritances, and 
other major transfers of wealth as taxable income. This would involve 
taxation through recipients’ annual income tax returns.18 Thomas 
Shapiro, for instance, suggests an “Opportunity Act” that would dis-
tinguish between earned and inherited wealth and create a flat tax for 
all that is inherited.19 Such efforts would be crucial steps if we were to 
genuinely attempt to begin shrinking the wealth gap.

If we are truly going to succeed or fail based on our own indi-
vidual hard work, achievement, or lack thereof, we need to eliminate 
wealth privilege from the equation. This is explosively controversial. 
The dilemma of wealth has serious implications, in part because no 
one wants to be told they cannot pass their wealth along to their chil-
dren—no one wants to be told they cannot better their children’s life 
chances. And few people support the idea of a radical redistribution 
of wealth. However, if we continue to hold on to our inherited wealth 
and pass it along to our children we continue to structure an unfair 
set of opportunities and life trajectories for kids of different back-
grounds. As sociologist Jenny Wahl notes, “If people spent all their 
wealth on themselves and neither nature nor nurture mattered, then 
only your own characteristics and luck would determine how you 
fared. But if parents pass something on, the story changes.”20 How 
will we reconcile the power of wealth with the American Dream?

The Quandary of the American Dream
The American Dream can inspire us in our own lives, but perhaps 
an even stronger inspiration comes from the hope it cultivates for the 
next generation. We all want to see kids succeed; we all want to see 
young people achieve great things. But when that generation includes 
our own children, we are even more enchanted with the dream. Per-
haps the most profound quandary this book presents is the basic 
question of what to teach our children. Do we continue to encourage 
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belief in the American Dream, or do we acknowledge those structural 
inequalities that contradict it? Does the American Dream represent 
a realistic hope, or a false hope for the next generation? Is it fair to 
teach our children that each individual makes it on his or her own in 
America, and then systematically give some of them privileges that 
others do not have? 

On the one hand, we know that whole social groups are cat-
egorically and systematically privileged over others. On the other 
hand, the American Dream inspires us to believe in the boundless 
possibilities of the future. There is a sense, I think, that we almost 
have to carry on the American Dream. Not only is it what makes the 
United States so special in the minds of people here and throughout 
the world, but it inspires so many of our individual aspirations. Laura 
Cannon states it well: “The story of the American Dream lurks as a 
backdrop to many lives. Whether the Dream is bitterly rejected or 
wholeheartedly accepted, it is ever present.”21 But peeling away the 
various layers of inheritance and intergenerational dynamics tells us 
something about how inequality operates and what we think of as 
legitimate or illegitimate. 

In the contemporary United States, the American Dream is a 
belief that unifies us all at some level. The quandary is that it also 
helps to divide us by acting as a mechanism for our collective denial 
that structured inequality exists. The American Dream allows privi-
leged families to maintain a sense of entitlement regarding that which 
they neither wholly personally achieve nor wholly merit: the wealth 
they receive from the generation before them. The ideology legiti-
mizes structural inequality so that it goes unchallenged, allowing 
for invisible, often even unintended, social reproduction. It is in this 
context that we see the central role of ideology in the perpetuation of 
inequality; for even a system constructed on social inequalities must 
appear justified, at least to some extent, in order to be maintained. 
People of privileged positions, people in positions of power, are able 
to use the American Dream to justify and legitimize their positions 
and pass along a sense of entitlement to these positions to their own 
children. In so doing, they neglect the power of wealth in shaping the 
life trajectories of themselves, their own children, other people, and 
other peoples’ children. This, in effect, allows them to assuage any 
sense of guilt, compassion, or empathy they might otherwise feel 
about their own experiences and the experiences of others. And it 
allows them to assuage any sense of social responsibility or moral 
obligation they might otherwise feel toward using their power in 
altruistic, generous ways in the interest of progressive social change 
for the greater good.
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Some will say that what makes this society so noble and so unique 
is not that everyone makes it, but that despite inequality in family 
backgrounds all citizens at least have a chance. Perhaps simply hav-
ing a chance, however it is defined, is enough for us to be satisfied 
with our social system. Nevertheless, the idea that everyone has a 
chance simply does not compare to the idea that everyone has an 
equal chance, that no group is unfairly privileged or disadvantaged 
over another. An equal chance would mean that people truly would 
advance based on their own doing; that we would not be encumbered 
by our parents’ positioning nor enhanced by it; and that some fami-
lies would not be able to propel their privilege on to their children 
while others are left on their own. If we find ourselves committed to 
the ideal of meritocracy, then a chance is not good enough.

Ultimately we need to ask if we believe in the American Dream 
enough to make it real, or if instead we are ready to let go of it. Is 
meritocracy ultimately a straw man, or is it actually possible? If it is 
possible, would it even be desirable for such a system to exist? 

I personally believe that to challenge the social reproduction of 
race and class inequalities, we must directly confront the structures 
themselves—we must recognize them and acknowledge them. To do 
so would be to discredit the American Dream. I myself am com-
fortable with that and am comfortable in teaching my children that. 
I believe that meritocracy is an ideological myth that could never 
be attained, and that it would not be desirable even if it could be 
achieved.22 But my beliefs alone are negligible in the face of a domi-
nant cultural ideology. We are sorely missing a major piece of the 
puzzle if we underestimate the power of this ideology. Race and class 
inequality is perpetuated in contemporary American society in part 
because the ideology of meritocracy is woven so heavily into our 
mind-sets so that we do not have to confront it nor the structures it 
masks. The American Dream is firmly rooted, central, and pervasive, 
and it acts as a mechanism through which stratification is perpetu-
ated. Most likely Americans are probably not willing to give up on 
one of the things that unite them the most.23 The American Dream is 
much more strongly ingrained than might generally be recognized.24 
So I agree with what Jennifer Hochschild and Peter Scovronick have 
recently argued—that we must work with the American Dream rather 
than against it if we have any hope for positive social change where 
equalizing children’s life chances are concerned.25 When juxtaposed 
to the power of wealth, the American Dream presents a real quan-
dary for us: are we inspired enough by the ideals of the ideology to 
realize them for our communities, our families, our children?
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At an Impasse
While most of us are morally committed to a society wherein all 
people have equal life chances and success is determined by indi-
vidual achievement, our conviction in the ideology of meritocracy 
ironically allows us to disregard the hurdles we need to overcome 
in order to truly achieve those principles. Those hurdles are hard to 
grapple with because they are unavoidably structural in nature. They 
demand structural transformations in order to see real, lasting, posi-
tive social change. Further, since many of us who are in positions of 
power to implement social change are directly benefiting from the 
existence of the very structures that require alteration, it is hard to 
imagine the dissolution of them. 

The American Dream and the power of wealth are so much part 
of the fabric of our society that we do not often consider them, let 
alone the ways they interrelate with our social institutions or our own 
roles in perpetuating them. Our beliefs and experiences are patterned 
in ways that are not always obvious, especially to us ourselves. Yet, 
by not wrestling with this paradox, by not gravely struggling to over-
come it, we are—whether it is purposely or inadvertently—helping to 
maintain it. In our collective action and inaction; in our choices and 
in our standing back and letting it all happen; in our frenzy to do the 
best we can for our own families and in our presumption that we have 
no way to alter the status quo; in our indifference to the paradox—as 
if it were our shared fate, we are helping to maintain it. But the words 
of the classic American sociologist C. Wright Mills continue to haunt 
us: “The sociological meaning of ‘fate’ is simply this: that, when the 
decisions are innumerable and each one is of small consequence, all 
of them add up in a way no man [sic] intended—to history as fate.”26 
What will our own history be? Can we change the course of it?

School decisions are just one arena in which the American Dream 
and the power of wealth play themselves out, but it is an important 
one because schools are where routes of access—to success, to mobil-
ity, to fulfillment of individual promise—are supposed to be equalized 
and actualized for all children. Instead, sets of opportunities for chil-
dren of different race and class backgrounds, structurally unequal 
from the start, further perpetuate structured inequality. The ideol-
ogy of the American Dream, perhaps strongest around the arena of 
education, legitimizes race and class inequality by presenting these 
not as structures but as the inconsequential ramifications of meri-
tocracy. In a context in which education is seen as the key to success 
and schools are persistently segregated and unequal, school decisions 
become pivotal for the life chances of a child. The ideology of meri-
tocracy and the reality of the wealth gap operate together, and in the 
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simple act of sending children to school, we contribute to perpetuat-
ing inequality.

The interviews at the heart of this book give us a glimpse into how 
people make sense of their social world and come to make decisions 
in the context of it. Interviews, especially long interviews that encour-
age multifaceted discussion, allow people to express perspectives that 
are complex, multidimensional, and even contradictory. The biggest 
contribution of the families who gave us their perspectives and shared 
their experiences is that for the first time we have seen in depth how 
parents make sense of the contradiction between the wealth gap and 
meritocracy. For these parents, this was a potent contradiction: inher-
ited family wealth ensured that white and wealthy children would 
disproportionately receive educational advantages, and yet the domi-
nant ideology assured that all children would grow up in a merito-
cratic society. Here we have a firsthand account of how two hundred 
families made sense of this contradiction, the contradiction between 
the American Dream and the power of wealth.27 

The families here do not, of course, represent all families living in 
the United States, but they do offer a new level of insight to the inter-
generational transmission of race and class inequality. And, while 
the interviews cannot be generalized to capture the stories of us all, 
they are a lens through which to examine ourselves, our perspectives, 
and our own experiences. Although not intended as a representa-
tive sample, I think that the interviews presented here resonate for a 
lot of us. I have spoken about this work to many diverse audiences, 
and I always receive similar reactions: this material seems familiar 
to people, it resonates with them personally, and they relate to it in 
some profound way—often people tell me so. The interviews seem 
to unearth and articulate what we somehow already knew or sus-
pected: that the American Dream and the power of wealth interre-
late, contradict, and complement each other, that they collide as we 
pass along all that we can to the next generation. 

It is easy to get entrenched in that which divides us, so we tend not 
to focus on those things that unify us. This is true for even the most 
analytical person or scholar; as Dalton Conley has noted, “rarely do 
social scientists ask how the rich and poor are similar,”28 and sociolo-
gists seem especially prone to this tendency. But, despite how much 
separated them, the families in this study had much in common. Par-
ents shared their bedrock beliefs in the values of the American Dream, 
and they shared their yearning to give their children the best chances 
they possibly could. Yet, by defending so staunchly the legitimacy 
of meritocracy and by focusing so intently on their own children, 
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these parents were continually disregarding the patterns they were 
perpetuating for a whole new generation. 

Prospects for altering legacies of ideology and inequality are tre-
mendously challenging. But if we claim a meritocracy exists while 
we know it does not, if we acknowledge the structure is unjust and 
unfair, if we know all this and still do nothing, we are then taking a 
profoundly immoral stance. When we can claim to be uninformed, 
then perhaps our apathy toward injustice is justified. But once we are 
informed of the consequences of our actions, and still we make the 
same decisions, then we have no honorable defense to evade respon-
sibility. Our collective inaction is then a force. What will we do? We 
have inherited powerful legacies and, intended or not, we will leave 
legacies ourselves. What do we want to pass along?

We are holding out hope, but we are at an impasse. As we look 
in the eyes of the next generation, we must ask what legacies we our-
selves will leave. And we must answer this honestly—with strength 
and conviction—for not just our own, but for all of our children.
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From 1998 to 2001, while a doctoral student in sociology at Northeast-
ern University, I worked as a research assistant managing the qualitative 
data portion of the Assets and Inequality Project, a research project gen-
erously funded by two grants from the Ford Foundation (Thomas Sha-
piro, principal investigator). The project was constructed as a follow-up 
study to Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro’s 1995 book Black Wealth/
White Wealth and was designed to further empirical understanding of 
how American families acquire and use assets. Thomas Shapiro’s 2004 
book The Hidden Cost of Being African American and several research 
papers that he and I coauthored resulted from this project. In addition, 
my 2001 doctoral dissertation relied entirely on the qualitative data 
that we collected. While I have tried to minimize overlap between inter-
view quotations incorporated into The Hidden Cost of Being African 
American and this book, some of the data so typify or represent specific 
concepts that they are ultimately used in both texts.

As a sociologist, my major interest lies in what is happening in real 
life with real people when it comes to the reproduction of race and class 
inequalities in contemporary American society. I have always believed 
that dominant cultural ideologies play a major role in the perpetuation 
of inequality in that they foster people’s legitimation of social structures 
that advantage and disadvantage them, thus allowing those structures 
to go more unquestioned and unchallenged than they might otherwise 
if the ideologies were not acting to support them. From the beginning of 
my work on the Assets and Inequality Project, it was striking to me the 
extent to which the black and white families we interviewed of differ-
ent class backgrounds seemed to cling to the American Dream not just 
as rhetoric, but as a legitimate explanation for social inequality. What I 
was always most interested in was how privileged families justify advan-
tage and teach their children about inequality. Even after completing the 
research, I continue to be surprised with how the families we spoke with 
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during both phases of interviews actually believed that in post–civil 
rights America the playing field is truly level. In writing this book, 
my intent was never to convey the percentages of black and white 
families who do or do not have financial assets capable of propel-
ling significant educational opportunities for their children (those 
statistics can be found elsewhere), nor to document the number of 
people who hold deep conviction in meritocracy (those numbers too 
can be found elsewhere). Rather, it was to better understand parents’ 
assessments of their own opportunities and constraints, how families 
make decisions regarding schools for their children, how they act (or 
feel constrained from acting) on those decisions, and how they make 
sense of their experiences and the experiences of others.

Previous literature documents the gaps and quantifiable patterns 
of race and class/wealth stratification. But we do not know much 
about how these patterns are reproduced. How is inequality sus-
tained and perpetuated? How do these patterns work themselves out 
in living, breathing, complicatedly real life? Qualitative research can 
get to the how in these questions. And qualitative research can help 
us understand questions of why. We know, for example, that white 
families often flee urban areas for suburbs when their children reach 
school age, but how and why do they do it, and on what terms? We 
know that schools are racially segregated based on de facto segre-
gation, but how does this happen, and why? Quantitative research 
tells us about the extent of assets that different groups of American 
families own but it does not tell us the story of how these families 
acquired them, or how they decide to use them, or why they use 
them as they do. And, while public opinion polls are important to 
understanding the basic contours of people’s conviction in ideologi-
cal beliefs, they do not help to explain these belief systems from the 
perspective of people who actually hold them, are inspired by them, 
and act on them. Thus, while survey analysis is crucial for document-
ing and understanding much about wealth inequality and ideology, 
it fails to capture the grounded social processes at the interactional 
level that I am interested in understanding. 

During two phases of interviewing, 260 individuals were inter-
viewed from five major U.S. metropolitan areas. Chapter 1 discusses 
the research process. Below, the demographic characteristics of the 
families interviewed—the parents whose quotations appear through-
out this book—are noted. 

Qualitative Solutions and Research’s Non-Numerical Unstruc-
tured Data-Indexing, Searching, and Theorizing program, version 
4 (“NUD*IST”), distributed by Scolari Sage Publications Software, 
was used to manage the interview transcriptions, code the data, and 
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to create interview and coding memos. NUD*IST and other software 
programs like it are valuable resources to help analyze large volumes 
of qualitative data, reveal patterns, and manage multiple streams of 
information and ideas that result from interviews on complex subjects. 
NUD*IST was used to ask questions and build and test hypotheses 
and theories about the data flexibly, and to check and cross-check data 
themes for theory validity as ideas evolved. Of the interviews yielded 
from the first phase of interviewing, 175 of them were coded using 
NUD*IST (seven interviews were not included due to technical prob-
lems with the recordings that made transcribing them impossible). 
All of the second-phase interviews were entered into the NUD*IST 
database. While NUD*IST served as an invaluable tool, as Renata 
Tesch notes, “The thinking, judging, deciding, interpreting, etc., are 
still done by the researcher. The computer does not make conceptual 
decisions, such as which words or themes are important to focus on, 
or which analytical step to take next. These analytical tasks are still 
left entirely to the researcher.”1 Ultimately, the strengths and weak-
nesses of the analysis are mine and mine alone.

Wealth, including savings, investments, and assets of all kinds, 
was self-reported, as was family income. Income here refers to the 
combined annual income of a household unit. Wealth is reported 
throughout the book as net financial assets. While there is no con-
sistent measure of wealth used in the literature, Oliver and Shapiro 
have argued that net financial assets is a more reliable measure of a 
family’s well-being: 

The first, net worth (NW) conveys the straightforward value 
of all assets less any debts. The second, net financial assets 
(NFA), excludes equity accrued in a home or vehicle from the 
calculation of a household’s available resources. Net worth 
gives a comprehensive picture of all assets and debts, yet 
it may not be a reliable measure of command over future 
resources for one’s self and family.… Net financial assets, 
by contrast, are those financial assets normally available for 
present or future conversion into ready cash.… In contrast 
to net worth, net financial assets consists of more readily 
liquid sources of income and wealth that can be used for a 
family’s immediate well-being.… Net financial assets seem 
to be the best indicator of the current generation’s command 
over future resources, while net worth provides a more accu-
rate estimate of the wealth likely to be inherited by the next 
generation.2
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Interviews included in-depth discussions about family wealth and 
intergenerational transfers. Despite the extensive financial informa-
tion interview participants provided, a challenge remains in regard to 
analyzing family wealth: a sound formula has yet to be created that 
would accurately depict how much of a family’s wealth was originally 
unearned. In wealth-holding families, major milestones in life such as 
an eighteenth birthday, a college graduation, a wedding, or the birth 
of a grandchild are often marked by substantial gifts or transfers of 
assets. These intergenerational transfers are sometimes remembered 
years later as significant in the growth of a family’s wealth port-
folio, and sometimes not remembered (or considered significant) at 
all. Also quite common for members of wealth-holding families is to 
receive financial assistance, gifts, loans, and the like that happen so 
frequently, or are such a normalized part of their lives, that they are 
not necessarily conceptualized by them as “help” nor believed to be 
of significance. In such instances, families probably did not think to 
mention all of the intergenerational transfers they have received—
despite how much we probed them to do so—when explaining how 
they acquired the wealth that they have. 

Even more complicated for research on wealth is that when 
wealth gets passed along in families—in either small or large 
amounts—it accumulates over time and is often invested and built 
upon. As I argue in the book, down payments; paying for college, 
gifts, furniture, meals out, new clothes; help here and there; and so 
forth take on an accumulative effect over time. Wealth received at 
major milestones and the accumulated advantage of family wealth 
are two different yet potentially equally important dimensions of 
wealth privilege. How do we measure what percentage of a family’s 
wealth originated from their extended families? How could we cal-
culate how much of a family’s wealth portfolio is rooted in unearned 
assets over time? How can we determine the extent to which families 
have relied upon family wealth in material and nonmaterial ways 
throughout the course of their experiences? We have yet to determine 
such formulas. For these reasons, while I do not believe the wealth 
data presented in this study are misleading, they are probably very 
conservative estimates of intergenerational transfers of money, family 
wealth, and unearned assets. Essentially, realities of family wealth in 
America, and the extent to which the wealth gap is playing itself out, 
are probably much more extreme than this study portrays. 
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General Demographic Characteristics 
of Families Interviewed

Phase One: January 1998 through June 1999
Interviews

	182:	Total number of interviews (232 individuals)
	175:	Total number of interviews in NUD*IST qualitative database

Note:	All numbers below refer to totals of the interviews 
within the database.

City/Metropolitan Area
	 49:	Boston area
	 62:	Los Angeles area
	 64:	St. Louis area

Family’s Race
	 85:	Black
	 75:	White
	 5:	Biracial (at least one respondent self-identified as “African 

American and white”)
	 10:	Hispanic

Family’s Social Class
	 72:	Working class and poor
	103:	Middle class and upper middle class

Household Structure
	 79:	Total single-parent families
	 46:	 Single parent, never married
	 33:	 Divorced or separated
	 92:	Total two-parent families
	 83:	 Two parents, married
	 9:	 Two parents, living together unmarried, coparenting
	 22:	Total shared or extended families, kin living in home

Occupation of Respondent 1 (Single Parent, or Woman/Mother in 
Household, If a Couple)

	 35:	Upper-income white collar or professional
	 60:	Lower-income white collar
	 23:	Upper-income blue collar
	 12:	Lower-income blue collar
	 16:	 In home/homemaker/no work outside home
	 27:	Unemployed
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Occupation of Respondent 2 (Spouse of Respondent 1)
	 53:	Upper-income white collar or professional
	 18:	Lower-income white collar
	 5:	Upper-income blue collar
	 10:	Lower-income blue collar
	 0:	 In home/homemaker/no work outside home
	 4:	Unemployed

Level of Education (Highest Degree Earned by Respondents  
in Household)

	 14:	Less than high school
	 17:	High school
	 57:	Some college
	 44:	College 
	 26:	 Public college
	 18:	 Private college
	 40:	Graduate or professional school

Precollege Education of Respondent 1
	101:	Public: attended public elementary and high school
	 18:	Public and private: attended some public and some private 

elementary and high school
	 10:	Private: attended private elementary and high school

Precollege Education of Respondent 2
	 59:	Public: attended public elementary and high school
	 8:	Public and private: attended some public and some private 

elementary and high school
	 6:	Private: attended private elementary and high school

Basic Family Background—Class Background of Respondent 1
	 14:	Poor
	 73:	Working class
	 86:	Middle class or upper middle class

Basic Family Background—Class Background of Respondent 2
	 3:	Poor
	 26:	Working class
	 49:	Middle class or upper middle class

Home Ownership
	 88:	Rent
	 84:	Own
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Children’s Schooling
	105:	Public school
	 32:	Private school
	 2:	Public and private: combination of schooling 
	 38:	Not yet attending school

Phase II: June through August 2003
Interviews

	 20:	Total number of interviews (28 individuals)
	 20:	Total number of interviews in NUD*IST qualitative 

database

City/Metropolitan Area
	 9:	Washington, D.C.
	 11:	New York City

Family’s Race
	 17:	White
	 1:	Biracial (at least one respondent self-identified as “African 

American and white”)
	 2:	Other (at least one respondent self-identified as “Middle 

Eastern”)

Family’s Social Class
	 20:	Middle and upper middle class 

Household Structure
	 20:	Total two-parent families, married

Occupation of Respondent 1 (Single Parent, or Woman/Mother in 
Household If a Couple)

	 7:	Upper-income white collar or professional
	 13:	 In home/homemaker/no work outside home

Occupation of Respondent 2 (Spouse of Respondent 1)
	 20:	Upper-level white collar or professional

Level of Education (Highest Degree Earned by Respondents  
in Household)

	 12:	College 
	 2:	 Public college
	 10:	 Private college
	 8:	Graduate or professional school

RT2395X.indb   181 6/19/06   9:08:51 AM



182	 The American Dream and the Power of Wealth

Precollege Education of Respondent 1
	 16:	Public: attended public elementary and high school
	 4:	Private: attended private elementary and high school

Pre‑College Education of Respondent 2
	 18:	Public: attended public elementary and high school
	 1:	Public and private: attended some public and some private 

elementary and high school
	 1:	Private, attended private elementary and high school

Basic Family Background—Class Background of Respondent 1
	 2:	Working class
	 18:	Middle class or upper middle class

Basic Family Background—Class Background of Respondent 2
	 3:	Working class
	 17:	Middle class or upper middle class

Home Ownership
	 20:	Own 

Children’s Schooling
	 8:	Public school
	 12:	Private school
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Notes

Chapter 1
	 1.	 Proctor and Dalaker 2003.
	2.	 See Berrick 1995; Edin and Lein 1997; Ellwood 1988; Kozol 1988.
	 3.	 Proctor and Dalaker 2003.
	 4.	 See Ehrenreich 2001; Johnson 2002; Levitan and Shapiro 1987; New-

man 1999; Rank 2004; Shipler 2004. 
	 5.	 Marx 1867.
	 6.	 I use the term family wealth throughout the book to refer to the wealth 

within a family, including immediate family and extended family that 
has been used, is being used, and/or has the potential to be used to pass 
along intergenerational transfers over time. This conceptualization 
helps give a sense of family background where wealth is concerned. 
This is a different concept than the terms “family money” or “old 
money” often used to describe those families who have lots of money, 
or money that (as one participant said) “goes way back.” Only a hand-
ful of such “old money” families were interviewed for this book, but 
many of the parents interviewed had backgrounds of family wealth. As 
we will see, even small amounts of family wealth make big differences 
for the life chances of a family’s next generation.

	 7.	 Class is more than simply a materialist phenomenon, it is a struc-
tural, hierarchical phenomenon involving distinctions between strati-
fied groups or individuals. While social class status and identification 
involves ownership of property and valued resources, and while it 
involves control over property and valued resources, it must also be 
understood in a fuller context to include such dimensions as economic 
status (income, wealth portfolios); socioeconomic status (education, 
occupations, prestige); power and control (social and political power); 
social and cultural capital (values, tastes and preferences, social 
networks); life chances (expectations, life trajectories of families and 
children); etc. 

	 8.	 Devine 1998, 2004.
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184	  Notes

	 9.	 Sherraden 1991. Also see Sen 1999 for a discussion of his conceptu-
alization of similar ideas.

	10.	 Sociologists generally define something as “structural” if it is an 
enduring pattern of social life rooted in more-or-less recurrent sets 
of social arrangements within society.

	11.	 Bradshaw and Wallace 1996; Wolff 1995.
	12.	Keister 2000, p. 3.
	13.	 Scharf 2004; Wolff 2001.
	14.	 McNamee and Miller 1998.
	15.	 Keister 2000.
	16.	 Shapiro 2004.
	17.	 Shapiro 2004; Wolff 2001. 
	18.	 Keister 2000, p. 220.
	19.	 In the pages that follow, race is discussed by addressing the dynam-

ics between only black and white Americans. The terms black and 
white are used conscientiously on my part as descriptors for the 
two racial groups. I choose to use this language in part because it 
seems most reasonable to me, but mostly because these are the terms 
that the interview participants in this study used to describe them-
selves. For consistency purposes, black and white are used both in 
the interview data and throughout the text to describe individuals 
and groups of the two different racial and ethnic backgrounds. Of 
course, the United States is a multiracial and multiethnic society. 
So why examine the topic here with attention paid only to blacks 
and whites? First, there are practical reasons to justify it: by focus-
ing the analysis to black and white the project is simplified so that 
a study such as the one presented here—an in-depth examination 
of race and class in the contemporary United States—is pragmati-
cally possible. But this alone is not good enough reason to warrant 
the oversimplified analysis. More important, in the contemporary 
United States, blacks and whites demonstrate the greatest dispari-
ties between racial groups. Most social scientists agree that the 
black-white racial divide is a special case, in that it is more extreme 
than most disparities among other racial and ethnic groups; as one 
example, blacks have been shown to be “hypersegregated”—more 
residentially segregated and isolated than any other racial group 
(Massey and Denton 1993). As Sam Roberts concludes, “For all the 
pretense of egalitarianism in the United States, gaps have always 
developed and, to one degree or another, persisted: between rich 
and poor, between North and South, between older groups of immi-
grants and greenhorns, between Americans of European stock and 
everyone else. None have been more enduring and insidious than the 
gap between blacks and whites” (2004, p. 165). The history of black 
slave owning by white slave owners has made the black-white racial 
divide unique in our society and particularly intense socially, eco-
nomically, and politically. The legacy of slavery has carried through 
to the present day, especially in regards to the racial wealth gap 
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(Oliver and Shapiro 1995). Despite efforts to curtail it, a huge chasm 
remains between blacks and whites in this country. The wealth gap 
is perhaps one of the most significant aspects of this chasm.

	20.	Oliver and Shapiro 1995.
	21.	 Others, too, have made important contributions to our understand-

ing of the relationship between race and class by documenting the 
patterned gaps in wealth ownership between white and black fami-
lies. See, especially, Conley 1999.

	22.	U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract 2003.
	23.	Conley 1999; Oliver and Shapiro 1995.
	24.	 Shapiro finds similar results when analyzing net financial assets as 

opposed to net worth: the typical black family owns $3,000 net 
financial assets, compared to the $33,500 owned by the typical 
white family. See Shapiro 2004 for more results. Also, note that 
throughout this book wealth is reported as net financial assets (see 
Appendix).

	25.	 Shapiro 2004.
	26.	Conley 1999; Keister 2000; Neckerman 2004; Oliver and Shapiro 

1995; Shapiro 2004; Wolff 1995; Wolff 2001.
	27.	 See Conley 1999; Keister 2000; Oliver and Shapiro 1995; Shapiro 

2004.
	28.	Blinder 1988; Cox and Rank 1992; Gale and Scholz 1994; Keis-

ter 2000; Kotlikoff and Summers 1981; Kotlikoff and Summers 
1988; Wilhelm 2001. Note: An exception is Modigliani (1988a; 
1988b), who estimates such transfers as accounting for less than 20 
percent.

	29.	 Schoeni 1997.
	30.	Conley 1999, p. 47.
	31.	 See Smith 1995.
	32.	Shapiro 2004.
	33.	 Cox and Raines 1985; Gale and Scholz 1994.
	34.	Poor families (as measured by income or by asset poverty)—includ-

ing white families—have been the focus of much analysis and litera-
ture both in and outside of academe. Much less often are wealthy 
black families at the center of examination, although of course there 
are and always have been wealthy black families in the United States. 
For an illustrative exception to this, see Graham 2000.

	35.	 For discussions on what wealth can provide for children, see Con-
ley 1999; Haveman and Wolfe 1994; Lareau 2003; Miller-Adams 
2002; Oliver and Shapiro 1995; Shapiro 2004; Shapiro and Wolff 
2001; Sherraden 1991. 

	36.	Many scholars have noted this point (see, for example, Conley 
1999; Cooksen and Persell 1985; Lareau 2003; Miller-Adams 2002; 
Oliver and Shapiro 1995; Shapiro 2004; Shapiro and Wolff 2001; 
Sherraden 1991), although no conclusive empirical evidence on this 
subject has been documented thus far in the research literature.
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186	  Notes

	37.	 See Bowman and Ladd 1998; Hochschild 1995; Kluegel and Smith 
1986; Ladd 1994.

	38.	Davis and Smith 1999, as cited in McNamee and Miller 2004.
	39.	 Throughout the book, I use the word ideology to refer to the domi-

nant scheme for the general public’s understanding of, and expla-
nations for, the operation of the social order. The concept is used 
analytically rather than judgmentally. My goal here is not to imply 
that the belief systems I am scrutinizing are false, nor to imply 
that any particular group is responsible for the existence of them. 
For more on this sort of conceptuatlization of ideology, see Prager 
1982. For more on ideology generally, see McLellan 1995; Therborn 
1980.

	40.	Wealth practically ensures, for example, better schools, safer neigh-
borhoods, more experiential opportunities, access to higher-quality 
healthcare, exposure to more well-connected professional networks, 
etc.

	41.	 See Feagin 1975; Huber and Form 1973; Kluegel and Smith 1986.
	42.	See Della Fave 1980; 1986.
	43.	 Grusky 1994, p. 3.
	44.	See Centers 1949; Jackman and Jackman 1983; Vanneman and 

Cannon 1987.
	45.	 Cullen 2003; Delbanco 1999; Hochschild 1995; Hochschild and 

Scovronick 2003; Schwarz 1997.
	46.	American public schools today are not only heavily segregated by 

race and class, but are increasingly so. See Orfield, Eaton, and the 
Harvard Project on School Desegregation 1996; Orfield and Yun 
1999.

	47.	 With relatively few exceptions, sociology has historically and con-
temporarily been negligent in studying the privileged. One of the 
most major exceptions in classical sociology is Mills 1956. Examples 
of recent work on privileged populations include Brantlinger 2003; 
Cookson and Persell 1985; Kendall 2002; Lamont 1992; Sherwood 
2004. 

	48.	Conley 2003, p.2.
	49.	 Quote cited is from MacLeod 1987, p. 6. Others who have recently 

noted the paucity of studies of class advantaged populations and 
have focused studies on privilege include Brantlinger 2003; Kendall 
2002; Ostrander 1984; Sherwood 2004. Studies of race advantage 
have recently become more common, as a sizable body of research 
on white privilege has taken shape. See, for example, Doane and 
Bonilla-Silva 2003; Fine, Weis, Powell, and Wong 1997; Kincheloe, 
Steinberg, Rodriguez, and Chennault 1991; Lipsitz 1998; Rothen-
berg 2002. 

	50.	 MacLeod 1987, p. 248.
	51.	 For some of the most noteworthy examples, see Wilson 1978; 1987; 

1996; and Willie 1977; 1979; 1985; 1989.
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	52.	For further discussion, see Collins 1993. Collins argues that rank-
ing and quantifying inequality only obscures the multidimensional 
connectedness of it.

	53.	 This is paraphrased from Thomas and Thomas 1928. Race and 
class are socially constructed realities that have great significance 
in social life both in terms of perceptions (how we perceive our-
selves and others and how others perceive us), and actions (how we 
act in the world and in relation to others). Furthermore, as sociolo-
gist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva has argued, race and racism (and I would 
add class and classism as well) are structural phenomena: “Racial-
ized social systems are societies that allocate differential economic, 
political, social, and even psychological rewards to groups along 
racial lines; lines that are socially constructed” and the “aggregate” 
of “racialized social systems” is “the racial structure of society” 
wherein “Blacks’ life chances are significantly lower than those of 
whites.… Ultimately a racialized social order is distinguished by this 
difference in life chances” (1997, pp. 474, 470).

	54.	 See Mills 1959.
	55.	 As Paul Willis has written, “The difficult thing to explain about how 

middle class kids get middle class jobs is why others let them. The 
difficult thing to explain about how working class kids get working 
class jobs is why they let themselves. It is much too facile simply to 
say that they have no choice” (1981, p. 1).

	56.	 In a recent paper, Barbara Reskin discusses this line of sociological 
questioning in depth and calls for future research that will push 
our thinking forward by asking “how” questions. She argues, “We 
have failed to progress because most of our research has focused 
on why ascriptively-defined groups vary on their access to societ-
ies’ rewards, rather than on how variation is produced in ascriptive 
groups’ access to opportunities.… I appeal, in the interests of sci-
ence and justice, for research on how people come to be stratified 
on the basis of their ascribed characteristics.… Explanation requires 
including mechanisms in our models—the specific processes that 
link groups’ ascribed characteristics to variable outcomes” (2003, 
pp. 1–2).

	57.	 See Appendix for further information, including the general demo-
graphic characteristics of the families interviewed. 

	58.	 Since I could find no similar studies in the research literature, it was 
not at all clear how upper-class families would react to in-depth inter-
viewing directly on the topic of the ideology of meritocracy and the 
structure of wealth inequality. Before the interviewing began, when 
I would tell people what I planned to do (to ask affluent families out-
right about this paradox), I was usually met with nervous laughter. 
Many friends and colleagues, in fact, told me that their prediction 
was that I would be “thrown out of these families’ houses.” I was 
very curious as to how it would unfold. As it turned out, the inter-
viewed families were extraordinarily forthcoming and surprisingly 
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frank during our conversations. They seemed genuinely open to the 
interview, and—as I’ve found in all of my experiences with in-depth 
interviewing—they seemed to sincerely enjoy the experience.

	59.	 Throughout the book, quotations from interviews appear with short 
descriptors of the people interviewed (usually including names, 
occupations, self-reported racial identity, and metropolitan area). 
All names have been changed. Otherwise, I have tried to keep the 
quotations as authentic to the interview voices as possible. Italics 
are used to mark parts of interview quotations that the interviewees 
themselves emphasized. For example, “I believe in it” is different 
than “I believe in it!” I have tried to stay true to the interviews by 
using italics and certain punctuation only where appropriate. When 
an ellipsis (…) appears, this indicates a break in the natural flow of 
the interview where I cut a section of a quotation to shorten it in 
the interest of readability. Other than these deviations, all quota-
tions appear as they do in the original transcripts from the recorded 
interviews. 

Chapter 2
	 1.	 Cullen 2003; Delbanco 1999. 
	2.	 In the past ten years, groundbreaking contributions have been made 

to our understanding of the history and origins of the American 
Dream. Hochschild 1995 includes an analysis of the roots and his-
torical significance of the notion. Andrew Delbanco 1999 traces 
the tenet of hope so central to the dream itself. Cullen 2003 is the 
first book to explicitly take on the challenge of tracing in depth the 
origins of the American Dream and its significant role in and on 
American history. Jillson 2004 explores the origins, evolutions, 
and implications of the American Dream through the present day. 
McNamee and Miller 2004 provides an overview of the literature 
on the American Dream and focuses specifically on the principle of 
meritocracy central to it. 

	 3.	 Cullen 2003.
	 4.	 Cullen 2003; Hochschild 1995; Hochschild and Scovronick 2003.
	 5.	 Schwarz 1997, p. 10.
	 6.	 Cullen 2003; Hochschild 1995; Schwarz 1997. Cullen is explicit 

about the role of agency in the notion of the American Dream. He 
notes, for example, that agency “lies at the very core of the American 
Dream, the bedrock premise upon which all else depends” (p. 10).

	 7.	 Cullen 2003, p. 66.
	 8.	 Hochschild 1995; see especially part 1 for an in-depth analysis of 

the American Dream and its tenets. 
	 9.	 There are, of course, significant exceptions to this, including indi-

viduals who do not subscribe to mainstream or dominant political 
frameworks. It is also important to recognize that whole social groups 
have been discriminated against and/or excluded from sharing in 
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the nationalist ideology of the American Dream in the same ways 
other individuals and groups have historically. Native Americans, 
for example, are a case in point.

	10.	 Although not the focus here, the question of how we learn the Amer-
ican Dream and pass it along to the next generation is important 
for future research. The American Dream is entrenched in daily life 
and culture. We are socialized to it throughout our lives. Further 
research is sorely needed to expand our understanding of how these 
things happen. How are dominant ideologies shaped, maintained, 
and perpetuated by us as part of our collective consciousness? How 
is it that we all know what the American Dream is? How do children 
learn the American Dream and carry it through their adulthoods? 
The answers to these questions are crucial to understanding how the 
American Dream is reproduced from one generation to the next.

	11.	 Cullen 2003, p. 10.
	12.	Sennett and Cobb 1972, pp. 267, 271.
	13.	 Sources are discussed and their citations appear throughout the 

remainder of the book. See especially Bowman and Ladd 1998; 
Huber and Form 1973; Kluegel and Smith 1986.

	14.	 Ladd 1994.
	15.	 See for example Gallagher 2003; 2005.
	16.	 See DiTomaso, forthcoming; Hyde 2002; Sherwood 2004. 
	17.	 See the Washington Post study, cited in Hochschild and Scovronick 

2003.
	18.	 Farkas and Johnson 1998.
	19.	 Shuman and Krysan 1999, p. 847.
	20.	Phi Delta Kappa 2003.
	21.	 Hochschild 1995, p. 259. Hochschild’s data regarding people’s 

beliefs in the American Dream is an important comparison point for 
my own. However, I am limited in how much I can engage with the 
results she discussed because while her respondents were explicitly 
focused on comparisons between racial groups, mine were not. In 
fact, race—as a specific and explicit subject—was barely discussed 
in the interviews I conducted. While race was a major focal point of 
her work, class (wealth) has been more the focus of mine—especially 
as a central focus of the interviews. Furthermore, much of Hoch-
schild’s data is from social surveys and public opinion polls. This 
makes contrasting Hochschild’s data with my own—purely qualita-
tive data from in-depth interviews—challenging and problematic. 

	22.	Sennett and Cobb 1972.
	23.	MacLeod 1987.
	24.	Nightingale 1993.
	25.	 See the research literature on contemporary white privilege and 

“color-blind” racism; for example, Bonilla-Silva 2001; Bonilla-Silva 
2003; DiTomaso 2000; Feagin and O’Brien 2003; Gallagher 2003; 
Gallagher 2005; Krysan and Lewis 2004; Lewis 2004.
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	26.	These findings provide empirical data for a phenomenon that oth-
ers, too, have observed. Cullen 2003 notes that the American Dream 
and the belief in equality of opportunity tend to obscure even our 
own lived reality. He writes, “That the circumstances of everyday 
life routinely belie this belief is hardly a problem as long as the prin-
ciple of equality is affirmed” (p. 108).

	27.	 See Delbanco 1999.
	28.	Kluegel and Smith 1986, p. 42; See also, for example, Brantlinger 

2003; Lareau 2000 and 2003.
	29.	 Hochshild and Scovronick 2003 discusses this in depth.
	30.	The degree to which the parents were consciously aware of the dis-

crepancies between what they said and what they did was not clear 
and would require further research to explore. For discussion and 
analysis regarding the relationship between what people way and 
what people do, see Deutscher, Pestello, and Pestello 1993. 

	31.	 Holme 2002, for example, observes similar findings in her study of 
high-status families in California. 

	32	 For interview data and analytic discussion on this particular aspect 
of the interviews, see Johnson and Shapiro 2003; Shapiro and John-
son 2005b. 

	33.	 See Johnson and Shapiro 2003 and Shapiro and Johnson 2005b for 
further elaboration on these points. See especially Johnson and Sha-
piro 2003 for discussion of the overt racism expressed by many of 
the white families interviewed.

	34.	See Bonilla-Silva 1997; Bonilla-Silva 2001; Bonilla-Silva 2003.
	35.	 See Bonilla-Silva 1997.
	36.	For discussion of how class frames parents’ perspectives on schools 

see Holme 2002. Even though Holme’s study only included upper 
middle-class white parents, the interviews conducted for this book 
yielded similar findings overall.

	37.	 U.S. Department of Education 2004.
	38.	For a review of the cross-disciplinary literature see Meyer 2000.
	39.	 Farley and Frey 1994.
	40.	Yinger 1995; Orfield and Eaton 1997.
	41.	 Massey and Denton 1993.
	42.	 Iceland, Weinberg and Steinmetz 2002.
	43.	 See Oliver and Shapiro 1995; Shapiro 2004.
	44.	Massey and Denton 1993, p. iii.
	45.	 Hacker 1992.
	46.	Shipler 1997.
	47.	 Jackman 1994, p. 136.
	48.	Hoffman and Llagas 2003.
	49.	 Orfield and Yun 1999.
	50.	 U.S. Department of Education 2004.
	51.	 Hochschild and Scovroncick 2003; Orfield 1999; Orfield and Eaton 

1996.
	52.	Orfield 1999; Orfield and Eaton 1996.
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	53.	 Steinhorn and Diggs-Brown 1999; Orfield 1999; Orfield and Eaton 
1996.

	54.	Hochschild 2003, pp. 825–26.
	55.	 Children’s Defense Fund 1998.
	56.	 Children’s Defense Fund 1998.
	57.	 Pagani, Boulerice, and Tremblay 1997.
	58.	 Poor children are, for example, twice as likely as middle-class 

children to drop out of school, and eleven times more likely than 
wealthy children to do so. See Children’s Defense Fund 1998, p. xiv. 
See also Duncan and Gunn 1997; Fine 1991; Haveman and Wolfe 
1994; Haveman, Wolfe, and Spaulding 1991. 

	59.	 See Anyon 1997; Fine 1991; Hochschild 2003; Orfield and Eaton 
1996; Wells 1995.

	60.	 See Johnson and Shapiro 2003; Shapiro and Johnson 2005b.
	61.	 See Holme 2002 for a thorough account of parents’ social construc-

tion of school quality. See also Ball 2003 and Brantlinger 2003 on 
how middle-class families choose schools.

	62.	See for example, Mayer 1997.
	63.	 See Hochschild and Scovronick 2003 for a thorough literature 

review on this subject. Quote here is from Hochschild and Scov-
ronick 2003, p. 26.

	64.	 In 1966, sociologist James Coleman and his team of researchers 
published a highly influential report (now known as the “Coleman 
Report”) on school inequality. In it, the authors argued that family 
background, rather than schools themselves, was the major variable 
in determining differences in student achievement. The Coleman 
Report ignited much controversy and scholarly debate. Since then, 
numerous studies have shown mixed and varied results regarding 
the impact of family background on student outcomes, as well as 
which variables matter, how much they matter, and why they mat-
ter to student achievement. See Coleman 1966. See also the work of 
Jencks 1979.

	65.	 See, for example Thernstrom and Thernstrom 2003.
	66.	For a recent collection of studies examining family background 

and factors outside of the educational sphere impacting educational 
attainment, see Conley and Albright 2004.

	67.	 Rank 2004, p. 207.
	68.	Rank 2004, p. 210.
	69.	 Mayer, Mullens, and Moore, 2001.
	70.	 Oakes and Saunders 2004.
	71.	 Darling-Hammond and Post 2000.
	72.	Others have reported similar findings. Warren and Tyagi 2003, for 

example, found that parents believed so strongly that there were real 
differences in school quality, and they believed so strongly that school 
quality translated into children’s life chances, that they were willing 
to do whatever they could (including going into significant financial 
debt) to gain access for their children to the best schools possible.
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Chapter 3
	 1.	 Social survey research shows that racist attitudes on the part of 

whites are prevalent, persistent, and at the center of much of their 
perspectives and decisions. See Bobo, Kleugel, and Smith 1997; 
Feagin and Vera 1995; Tuch and Martin 1997.

	2.	 See Bobo and Zubrinsky 1996; Massey and Denton 1989; Schuman, 
Steeh, Bobo, and Krysan 1997.

	 3.	 While not the topic of this book per se, dynamics of race and class 
bias, prejudice, and discrimination were palpable in these interviews. 
Chapter 3 mentions some of the ways that racism and classism were 
incorporated into people’s decisions about where they would like 
to live and send their children to school. The interviews made clear 
that other aspects of race and class were at play as well. For exam-
ple, race identity, class identity, racial and class group formation, 
children’s socialization, and the cultural aspects/cultural and social 
capital were involved with much of parents’ decisions about neigh-
borhoods and schools. While outside the scope of this book, these 
are all important areas for analysis in future research.

	 4.	 See Shapiro 2004. The white, middle-class families interviewed had 
often received help with down payments from their parents. This 
help had eased their entries into homeownership and helped them to 
access well-resourced neighborhoods. This pattern, as well policies 
and practices that support it, are well-documented by Shapiro.

	 5.	 Shapiro 2004, p. 167.
	 6.	 Shapiro 2004, p. 167.
	 7.	 Bielick and Chapman 2003.
	 8.	 Bielick and Chapman 2003.
	 9.	 McNamee and Miller 1998, p. 196.
	10.	 See Blinder 1988; Cox and Rank 1992; Gale and Scholz 1994; 

Keister 2000; Kotlikoff and Summers 1981; Schoeni 1997; Shapiro 
2004; Wilhelm 2001.

	11.	 See Avery and Rendall 1997; Havens and Schervish 1999.
	12.	Keister 2000, p. 252.
	13.	 Boshara, Scanlon, Page-Adams 1998; Page-Adams and Sherraden 

1997; Sherraden 1991.
	14.	 Havemand and Wolfe 1994
	15.	 Axinn, Duncan, and Thornton 1997.
	16.	 Orr 2003.
	17.	 Forum on Child and Family Statistics 1999.
	18.	 See Oakes and Lipton 1998; Orfield, Eaton, and Harvard Project 

1996; Reimers 2001; Rothstein 2004; Wells 1995.
	19.	 Mayer 1999, p. 3.
	20.	As Kenty-Drane 2004 notes, “The dearth of empirical work docu-

menting disparities in educational conditions is also a significant 
problem for researchers because we have public figures in educa-
tional policy asserting that disparities in conditions are minimal or 
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do not exist, and furthermore that even if they do exist, they do not 
matter” (p. 21).

	21.	 Haycock 1998.
	22.	Darling-Hammond 2004.
	23.	See Bourdieu 1977, 1986; Bowles and Gintis 1976. 
	24.	 See Lareau 2000; Lareau 2003.
	25.	Cookson and Persell 1985, p. 16.

Chapter 4
	 1.	 Keister 2000, p. 215.
	2.	 Conley 1999, p. 26.
	 3.	 Axinn, Duncan, and Thornton 1997, p. 538.
	 4.	 Duncan and Brooks-Gunn 1997, p. 602.
	 5.	 Conley 1999.
	 6.	 Smith, Brooks-Gunn, and Klebanov 1997.
	 7.	 Children’s Defense Fund 1998, p. xiii.
	 8.	 Teachman, Paasch, and Carver 1997, p. 416.
	 9.	 Children’s Defense Fund 1998, p. xiii.
	10.	 Orfield and Eaton 1996, p. 360
	11.	 See, for example, Conley 1999; Keister 2003; Oliver and Shapiro 

1995; Shapiro 2004.
	12.	Oliver and Shapiro 1995, p. 168. See also Conley 1999; Shapiro 

2004.
	13.	 See Blinder 1988; Cox and Rank 1992; Gale and Scholz 1994; 

Keister 2000; Kotlikoff and Summers 1981; Schoeni 1997; Shapiro 
2004; Wilhelm 2001.

	14.	 Survey research shows that approximately 25 percent of families 
who save say they are doing so for their retirement (Kennickell and 
Starr-McCluer 1994). More often, families save for short-term pur-
poses; approximately 42 percent report they are saving so that they 
will be able to liquidate assets if needed for major purchases or in 
a financial crisis (Kennickell and Starr-McCluer 1994). The savings 
goals of the families interviewed for this book were consistent with 
this. In families without backgrounds of family wealth savings were 
being conceived of as a safety net to be used in case earned income 
were to become insufficient to pull a family through some situation 
in the future. These families were also found to be saving specifi-
cally for planned purchases, such as buying a house or paying for 
childrens’ college education. In contrast, wealth-holding families 
reported their primary reason for saving was investing. This is con-
sistent with research reported in Keister 2000 and Kennickell and 
Starr-McCluer 1994. 

	15.	 Stack 1974, p. 105. See especially chapter 5.
	16.	 Chiteji and Hamilton 2002. For other discussion of what I am refer-

ring to as “intergenerational transfers in reverse” operating in black 
families, see Billingsley 1992; Chiteji and Hamilton 2005; Heflin 
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and Pattillo 2003; McAdoo 2002; Taylor, Chatters, and Mays 1988; 
Wilkerson 1990. 

	17.	 Chiteji and Hamilton 2005, p. 107.
	18.	 See Hill 1972; Hill 1999; Stack 1974.

Chapter 5
	 1.	 Furthermore, as opposed to race or gender status, which are gener-

ally hard to hide, wealth privilege is almost impossible to see. It is 
important to analytically distinguish wealth and class as separate 
conceptual frameworks here: while class may perhaps at times be 
quite observable (in regard to such cues as attire, mannerisms, tastes 
and preferences), family wealth (in regard to how much assistance is 
being granted through intergenerational transfers, a sense of finan-
cial security, etc.) is not normally visible at all.

	 2.	 In chapter 6, the ideological conflict between meritocracy and struc-
tured inequality expressed by the families is discussed in depth.

	 3.	 For an in-depth analysis of the subject of social class as taboo in the 
contemporary United States, see hooks 2000.

	 4.	 Newman 1988.
	 5.	 For some of the most important work related to this see Conley 

1999; Oliver and Shapiro 1995; Shapiro 2004; Sherraden 1990. 
See also policy work, such as Friedman 2003a and 2003b; Miller-
Adams 2002. 

	 6.	 See Oliver and Shapiro 1995, pp. 5 and 51, for examples regarding 
their use of the notion of wealth’s “cumulative effect.”

	 7.	 Sociologist Robert Merton coined this sort of phenomenon the 
“Matthew effect.” See Merton 1968.

	 8.	 Valian 1998, p. 3.
	 9.	 See, for example, Sherraden 1990.
	10.	 See Lareau 2000; 2003.

Chapter 6
	 1.	 Another thing that stood out the most here was the fact that many 

people (not just in families who were struggling) had regrets in life 
and felt that they probably should have made “more,” “better,” or 
“wiser” decisions along the way. However, one of the major benefits 
of the safety net provided by family wealth was its capacity to miti-
gate the less, worse, unwise decisions along the way. 

	2.	 As noted in chapter 2, this research finding contrasts with Jennifer 
Hochschild’s findings. See that chapter for discussion.

	 3.	 Even in the cognitive dissonance literature from psychology and 
social psychology, the prevailing idea is that when faced with the 
tension that results from two inconsistent attitudes or beliefs, or 
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when faced with attitudes or beliefs that conflict with behaviors or 
realities, then people will attempt to resolve the cognitive dissonance 
they experience by adjusting or abandoning their attitudes, beliefs, 
or behaviors. If attitudes or beliefs conflict with reality, then peo-
ple will change their attitudes, beliefs, and/or behaviors to adjust 
accordingly; they will come up with a way to either reconcile the 
two in their own minds, or adapt their attitudes to correspond and 
fit with the reality with which they are faced.

	 4.	 Feagin 1975.
	 5.	 Feagin 1975; Huber and Form 1973; Hunt 1996; Hunt 2004; Kleu-

gel and Smith 1986; Smith and Stone 1989. Kluegel and Smith did 
note that sometimes individuals may hold inconsistent beliefs: “The 
ambivalent orientation to inequality … within the same person, 
does not necessarily require resolution toward consistency” (1986, 
p. 7). However, Kluegel and Smith’s work, as well as most of the 
work on this subject, did not focus on ambivalence but on how 
strongly Americans subscribe to the dominant ideology of individu-
alistic beliefs. This is in line with the traditional scholarship that 
generally assumes an either/or situation regarding belief structures. 
Only very recently has this assumption begun to be challenged in a 
concrete way.

	 6.	 See Huber and Form 1973 and Kluegel and Smith 1986. Most studies 
of stratification beliefs since these have followed in their tradition. 

	 7.	 Huber and Form 1973, p. 3
	 8.	 Kluegel and Smith 1986, p. 23.
	 9.	 Starks 2003, p. 220.
	10.	 Hochschild 1995.
	11.	 Bobo 1991; Hughes and Tuch 1999; Hyde 2002; Miller and Clark 

1997.
	12.	Hyde 2002, pp. 69, 163.
	13.	 Hunt 1996, p. 312.
	14.	 Bobo 1991; Hunt 1996; Hunt 2004; Hyde 2002; Mann 1991.
	15.	 Smith 1985; Smith and Stone 1989.
	16.	 Smith and Stone 1989, pp. 103, 104.
	17.	 Smith and Stone 1989, p. 94.
	18.	 Hunt 2004.
	19.	 Prager 1982, p. 102.
	20.	Eagleton 1991, p. 5.
	21.	 Eagleton 1991.
	22.	Hope, according to Webster’s New World Dictionary of the Amer-

ican Language, is “a feeling that what is wanted will happen … 
to want and expect.” Delbanco 1999 discusses hope as the abil-
ity to transcend boundaries of current reality and/or self; to under-
stand future with unconstrained possibility; as in the opposite of 
melancholy.
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Chapter 7
	 1.	 One interview stood out as an exception in that the family (inter-

viewed in the second phase of interviews) insisted throughout the 
interview that all good fortune, advantage, and privilege is due in 
large part to pure luck. This interview was striking because it was 
the only one of the two hundred wherein the interviewee took this 
stance. “Being in the right place at the right time,” “jumping at an 
opportunity when it is presented to you,” and “just plain luck of 
the draw,” were all themes that this couple revisited repeatedly in 
their interview. And indeed, in the case of that family luck did seem 
to have played some sort of role in their success. They considered 
themselves lucky on many counts. According to them, however, 
their most major lucky happenstance involved their having inher-
ited a piece of land from a relative that “wound up” being rich soil 
for citrus production. In their own view, the family had “lucked 
out” because “who would have thought that a deserted piece of land 
would produce such a ripe crop?” At the time of their interview, they 
were continuing to receive quarterly checks for their profits and had 
put all three of their daughters through college and graduate school 
with this money. It is important to note, however, that while this 
is definitely “lucky” (and they clearly perceived it as so) there are 
other—quite different—ways of looking at this same story through 
the lens of inherited family wealth.

	2.	 Many people tell me that they expected families to respond in 
this way. Even if they had claimed that their inherited wealth was 
deserved because the relative they received it from had earned it 
(which, notably, none of them did), this would still negate the fun-
damental values of individualism and equal opportunity at the core 
of the American Dream.

	 3.	 Bonilla-Silva 1997, p. 467. See also Bonilla Silva 2001; 2003.
	 4.	 See Johnson and Shapiro 2003.
	 5.	 In an edited book on the subject of “unequal chances” and social 

reproduction, Samuel Bowles, Herbert Gintis, and Melissa Osbourne 
Groves present a collection of scholarly research focused on fam-
ily background and children’s economic success. The consensus is 
that “intergenerational inequality in the United States is far greater 
than was previously thought,” and the editors argue that, “while the 
inheritance of wealth and the better schooling typically enjoyed by 
the children of the well-to-do contribute to this process, these two 
standard explanations fail to explain the extent of intergenerational 
status transmission.” The book covers a wide range of scholarly 
work on other factors contributing to the perpetuation of intergen-
erational inequality. See Bowles, Gintis, and Groves 2005; quota-
tion here is from summary on book flap.

	 6.	 See Shapiro and Johnson 2005b, p. 259.
	 7.	 See Hochschild 2003. I have found Hochschild’s concept of “nested 

inequalities” useful in thinking through the debacle of unequal edu-
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cation. She is particularly focused on disadvantages, negative con-
sequences, and weak outcomes for underprivileged populations in 
regard to urban education. Similarly, I would argue, conceptualizing 
the opposite—nested privileges—can be useful in thinking through 
the advantages conferred to many students from relatively privi-
leged backgrounds who have opportunities to attend higher-quality, 
whiter, wealthier, generally more suburban schools. 

	 8.	 For a collection of work focused on the shift in education reform away 
from equity goals and reasons why we must make efforts to “bring 
equity back” as a central policy aim, see Petrovich and Wells 2005.

	 9.	 The presumption that white and/or upper-class families care more 
about their children’s schools or that black and/or poor families 
devalue education is at the root of much of the research literature 
in the social sciences and was also an often-recurring theme in our 
interviews with middle- and upper-class white parents who fre-
quently claimed that poor families (and often implied that black 
families) simply do not care about schooling and do not value their 
children’s education as much as they do. For other data affirming 
this finding see Brantlinger 2003; Brantlinger, Majd-Jabbari, and 
Guskin 1996. Contrary to popular belief, however, studies in addi-
tion to this one have shown that poor families do indeed highly value 
education, show “reverence” for it, and have “high hopes for their 
offsprings’ school success” (Branlinger, Majd-Jabbari, and Guskin 
1996, p. 572). See also Rosier and Corsaro 1993.

	10.	 Roemer 2000, p. 32.
	11.	 MacLeod 1987, p. 266.
	12.	See Avery and Rendall 1997; Havens and Schervish 1999.
	13.	 For work on reparations as a critical policy strategy, see for exam-

ple, Feagin 2001.
	14.	 For a collection of work by scholars and policy analysts focused on 

asset-based reform and the importance of asset building policy, see 
Sherraden 2005.

	15.	 See, for example, Friedman 2003a; Friedman 2003b; Miller-Adams 
2002; Shapiro and Wolff 2001; Sherraden 1990.

	16.	 For work on kin networks, asset accumulation among poor black 
populations, and policy implications see Chiteji and Hamilton 2005; 
Chiteji and Hamilton 2002.

	17.	 See Spilerman 2000.
	18.	 See Muller 1988.
	19.	 See Shapiro 2004.
	20.	Wahl 2003, p. 279.
	21.	 Cannon 2003, p. 552.
	22.	Young 1961 portrays a fictional vision of what meritocracy might 

actually look like. Thought experiments such as Young’s help us 
to imagine how a true meritocracy might play out and to consider 
the potentially destructive and demoralizing results, including for 
example ruthlessness, rigid testing, elitism, etc.
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	23.	Bowman and Ladd’s examination of survey data and public opinion 
polls concludes that Americans are not ready to give up on the Amer-
ican Dream, its ideals, or the hopes imbedded in it. Their examina-
tion also concludes that Americans do not think of the American 
Dream as any less practical now than they have in the past. See 
Bowman and Ladd 1998.

	24.	Ladd 1994.
	25.	 For a thorough discussion, see Hochschild and Scovronick 2003.
	26.	Mills 1956, p. 21.
	27.	 As Lareau 2000 has argued, “the strength of qualitative data is that 

it can illuminate the meaning of events” (p. 223). 
	28.	Conley 2003, p. 2.

Appendix
	 1.	 Tesch 1991, pp. 25–26.
	2.	 Oliver and Shapiro 1995, pp. 58–60. For extensive discussion of net 

worth versus net financial assets as indicators of wealth, see Conley 
1995; Keister 2000; Oliver and Shapiro 1995; Sherraden 1991.
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