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Federal Housing Assistance, Residential Relocation, and
Educational Opportunities: Evidence from Baltimore

By HeLEN F. LADD AND JENS LUDWIG *

A central objective of the Clinton Admin-
istration’s housing policy is to provide resi-
dents in public housing with greater choices
for moving to private-market housing, partic-
ularly outside of poor urban areas (John
Goering et al., 1996). Through its primary
rental-assistance program (Section 8), the De-
partment of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) now assists more households to live in
private housing with vouchers or certificates
than currently live in public housing (Jason De
Parle, 1996).

HUD and others hope that moving families
out of public housing projects will, among
other things, improve the educational oppor-
tunities and outcomes for children, an impor-
tant outcome if these children are to escape
from poverty as adults. Unlike school choice
or voucher programs for education, residential
relocation could potentially change all of the
factors that influence children’s educational
outcomes: schools, household environments,
and neighborhoods (Charles Clotfelter, 1993).
However, improved outcomes are most likely
to occur if low-income families move to
neighborhoods characterized by low poverty
- and good schools.

Although programs to move disadvantaged
families into the private housing market gen-
erally receive support from both conservatives
and liberals, more controversial are programs
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that move such families to racially or econom-
ically diverse neighborhoods. Evaluations of
the Gautreaux program in Chicago, a court-
ordered remedy that relocated families from
public housing projects in Chicago’s south and
west sides to other parts of Chicago and its
suburbs, indicated that moving families to
more racially diverse suburban communities
enhanced not only the employment opportu-
nities of parents, but also the educational op-
portunities and outcomes of participating
children (James Rosenbaum, 1995). The ap-
parently positive results for the Gautreaux pro-
gram, combined with some limitations of the
Gautreaux evaluations, induced HUD to pro-
pose a more extensive experiment to explore
some of the same issues. Its ‘“‘Moving to Op-
portunity’’ (MTO) demonstration currently is
operating in five U.S. cities.'

The MTO program randomly assigns fami-
lies living in public or Section 8 project-based
housing in targeted, high-poverty urban census
tracts into three groups: experimental-group
families who receive Section 8 vouchers or
certificates that require them to move to census
tracts with poverty rates less than 10 percent;
comparison-group families who receive Sec-
tion 8 housing assistance with no constraints
on the new location; and control-group fami-
lies who receive no rental assistance. The ex-
perimental families also receive assistance
with their housing search and additional coun-
seling services from a local nonprofit agency.

The MTO program will improve educa-
tional outcomes for the children in the exper-
imental and comparison groups provided
families successfully relocate, children accom-
pany their parents to the new neighborhoods,
the educational opportunities experienced by
children are higher in their new environments,

" The five cities are Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los
Angeles, and New York.
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and MTO parents and children react to these
changes in ways that translate into improved
educational outcomes. Because none of these
steps is assured, the effects of MTO on the
educational outcomes of children are difficult
to predict. The experimental design of the
MTO demonstration provides an excellent
opportunity to examine the potential effects of
residential-relocation programs, and neighbor-
hood effects more generally, on the educa-
tional outcomes of children.

This paper reports our preliminary analysis
of these effects in Baltimore, MD. In particu-
lar, we focus on the relationship between the
accessibility of affordable rental housing in the
Baltimore area and changes in the educational
opportunities of MTO children, as measured
here by school characteristics.’

I. The Role of Market and Program Constraints

The data used in this paper include popu-
lation and housing-stock characteristics for all
census tracts within Maryland, taken from the
1990 census, together with school-level data
from the Maryland Department of Education
on student pass rates on statewide standardized
reading and math tests, socioeconomic and ra-
cial composition of the student body, and stu-
dent mobility. The MTO program objective
for Baltimore is to relocate 143 families in the
experimental group and 143 in the comparison
group; the control group is likely to be some-
what smaller. For this paper, we have the new
addresses for 90 percent of experimental-
group relocators and 46 percent of relocators
in the comparison group, and the names of the
new schools attended by 35 experimental-
group children and 28 control-group children.’

For the comparison group, the main con-
straint is the Section 8 standards. We estimate
that about 30 percent of the housing units in
the city of Baltimore are renter-occupied and
affordable under Section 8 standards, versus

2 In future work we will explore the classroom expe-
riences of MTO children using the results of follow-up
survey data.

* Because of the MTO design, these should be random
samples of all experimental- and comparison-group fam-
ilies (Ladd and Ludwig, 1996).
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15 percent of units in the suburban parts of the
Baltimore area.* Given the transportation ad-
vantages and access to friends and family ob-
tained by relocating within the city, together
with the possibility of racial discrimination in
the suburbs, we are not surprised to observe
that 97 percent of comparison-group families
chose to move to other parts of the city. This
movement keeps these families in the lowest-
income, predominantly African-American
parts of the Baltimore area. Almost nine out
of ten comparison-group families relocated to
census tracts with poverty rates of 10 percent
or more, and two out of five moved to tracts
with rates of 30 percent or more.

The MTO requirement that experimental
families live in areas of low poverty clearly
increases the relative attractiveness of the sub-
urbs relative to the city. We estimate that only
5.8 percent of the housing units in the city are
renter-occupied, affordable under Section 8§,
and located in low-poverty areas, which is
about half the rate of 11.8 percent in the sub-
urbs. Moreover, almost four-fifths of all the
affordable rental units in low-poverty tracts in
the Baltimore area are located outside the city.
Consistent with this information, our prelimi-
nary data show that, in contrast to 3 percent of
the comparison group, 38 percent of the fam-
ilies in the experimental group who success-
fully relocated moved out of the city.

II. Quality of the Accessible Schools

Of primary interest is how the constraints
imposed both by the rental-housing market
and the program requirement of low-poverty
census tracts affect the educational opportu-
nities available to MTO children. Table 1 pro-
vides a first look at the characteristics of
Baltimore-area public schools by four cate-
gories that are relevant for the MTO program.
The categories include the 65 MTO baseline
schools, attended by the children of MTO en-
rollees at the time they signed up; the 114
other public schools in the city of Baltimore,

4 The Baltimore suburbs are defined here as Anne
Arundel, Baltimore, and Howard counties. For details on
how we estimated affordability of rental housing, see Ladd
and Ludwig (1996).
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TABLE 1—STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS AND OUTCOMES
IN MARYLAND PuBLIC SCHOOLS, 1995

MTO Rest

Characteristic baseline of city Suburbs  State

Percentage of

students:
Subsidized
lunch 66.8 70.6 17.8 304
Absent >20
days 403 21.4 8.9 13.6
Drop-out rate 13.1 9.5 2.8 4.1
Percentage
satisfactory:
Reading 8.4 9.7 35.7 29.8
Math 162 = 172 54.8 452

Notes: Baltimore suburbs are defined as Anne Arundel,
Baltimore, and Howard counties. Data from the Maryland
Department of Education for 1995.

which represent the set available to most of the
comparison-group children; the 328 schools in
the Baltimore suburbs, some of which are
available to the children in the experimental
group; and for purposes of comparison, the
1,256 other Maryland public schools.

The first three rows show that the challenges
facing city schools, whether MTO baseline or
other schools, are much greater than those fac-
ing suburban schools. The city schools have
much higher proportions of poor children (as
proxied by participation in subsidized lunch
- programs) and children who are absent more
than 20 days per year. MTO baseline and
other Baltimore city public schools do not dif-
fer much with respect to drop-out rates and the
percentage of students with ‘‘satisfactory’’
scores on the Maryland state reading and math
assessment (henceforth ‘‘pass rates’’). Not
surprisingly, the largest differences occur be-
tween the city and suburban schools. The
clearest conclusion to emerge from this table
is that families who use the standard Section
8 program to move out of public housing to
other parts of the city may experience only
modest changes in the characteristics of their
children’s schools.

Schools with higher average student out-
comes are preferable to those with lower
student outcomes to the extent that high-
performing peers generate positive spillover

MAY 1997

effects, an outcome that is plausible but not
convincingly documented ( Christopher Jencks
and Susan Mayer, 1990; William Evans et al.,
1992). Importantly, high average outcomes
may largely reflect the socioeconomic back-
grounds of a school’s students rather than the
effeetiveness of the school itself. For the pur-
poses of measuring school effectiveness, we
prefer to focus on each school’s value-added,
that is, the contribution of the school to the
learning of its students after adjusting for the
effects of student characteristics and prior
performance.

In the absence of longitudinal data at the
student level, we rely on pseudo cohorts of
students to estimate our value-added models.
The dependent variable in each equation is the
log of the odds of each school’s Sth-grade pass
rate on the state reading or math test. Explan-
atory variables include several measures of a
school’s student population, including socio-
economic characteristics and withdrawal rates.
As a proxy for prior performance, we include
pass rates for 3rd-graders in the same school
in 1993; the groups of students will differ
somewhat because of student mobility, which
is particularly high in city schools (where
withdrawal rates exceed 20 percent).’

By adding to this model dichotomous indi-
cator variables for the affordability of the
housing stock, we can examine the relative ef-
fectiveness of the public schools that are lo-
cated in the census tracts that are most
accessible to MTO comparison-group fami-
lies. (In the absence of information about
school catchment areas, we must assume that
each school serves students in the census tract
within which the school is located). To con-
struct the accessibility measures we first rank
the schools in the Baltimore area by the per-
centage of the housing units in the school’s
census tract that are affordable and accessible
under the Section 8 standards and then divide
them into quartiles, which allows for a nonlin-
ear relationship between rental housing and
school quality. Schools in the lowest quartile

% Alternative models produced results similar to those
presented here. For further details on the value-added
model and additional results, see Ladd and Ludwig
(1996).
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TABLE 2—SELECTED COEFFICIENT ESTIMATES FROM
VALUE-ADDED REGRESSIONS FOR STH-GRADE
READING AND MATH PASS RATES IN 1993 IN MARYLAND
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TABLE 3—SELECTED COEFFICIENT ESTIMATES FROM
'VALUE-ADDED REGRESSIONS FOR STH-GRADE
READING AND MATH PAss RATES IN 1995

Coefficients Coefficients
Independent variable Reading Math Independent variable Reading Math
Quartile 1 base base Poverty >10 percent —0.55* —0.48*
4.56 33
Quartile 2 -0.11 -0.01 (4.56) 333
(1.39) (0.12) Remaining schools:
. Quartile 1 base base
Quartile 3 —0.06 —0.08 Quartile 2 ~0.18* -0.08
(0.66) .11 (1.96) 0.67)
Quartile 4 —0.38* —0.36> Quartile 3 ~0.06 0.03
(3.50) (2.89) (0.67) 0.24)
Rest of Maryland 0.75* 0.67 Quartile 4 0.00 —0.09
(2.66) (1.89) (0.03) (0.75)
Notes: Numbers in parentheses are ¢ statistics. Quartiles Rest of Maryland 0.08 0.004
are defined by percentage of affordable and accessible (1.21) (0.05)

rental housing in the census tract in which the school is
located. Quartile 1 is the lowest quartile. Cells contain
coefficients estimated from a value-added model that in-
cludes student socioeconomic and mobility variables,
along with each school’s 3rd-grade pass rate in 1993.

* Statistically significant at the 5-percent level.

are those with the lowest proportion of hous-
ing units affordable to MTO families; these
serve as our base category. A separate variable
is included to indicate those schools in Mary-
land that are outside of the Baltimore area.
The results are presented in Table 2. The
schools that are likely to be most accessible to
families with Section 8 vouchers (i.e., are lo-
cated within census tracts with the highest pro-
portion of housing units that are rental and
affordable) appear to be significantly less ef-
fective than the schools that are located in cen-
sus tracts with less-affordable rental housing.
The quartile-4 coefficients of —0.38 for read-
ing and —0.36 for math translate into differ-
ences of 22 percent and 15 percent in pass
rates in the most-accessible areas compared to
the least-accessible areas.
Experimental-group families will be simi-
larly constrained to apartments with rents
below the Section 8 payment standards. How-
ever, the MTO requirement that such families
move to census tracts with low poverty rates
eliminates from consideration much of the
housing in the Baltimore area. The questions
of interest are whether housing-market con-

Notes: Numbers in parentheses are ¢ statistics. Quartiles
are defined by the availability (percentage) of affordable
housing for rent within low-poverty census tracts. Quartile
1 is the lowest quartile. Cells contain coefficients esti-
mated from value-added models that include student so-
cioeconomic and mobility variables, as well as each
school’s 3rd-grade pass rate in 1993.
* Statistically significant at the 5-percent level.

straints push experimental families into the
least effective schools within the low-poverty
areas of Baltimore, and whether these schools
are in fact better than those found in areas with
more poverty. In Table 3 we have constructed
a separate category for all the schools located
in census tracts in the Baltimore area with pov-
erty rates of 10 percent or more and then have
classified the remaining schools by quartiles
based on the availability of affordable hous-
ing. Schools in low-poverty areas with the
smallest proportions of affordable rental hous-
ing serve as the comparison group, and a sep-
arate indicator variable is included for
Maryland schools outside of the Baltimore
area.

The table shows that schools located in cen-
sus tracts with poverty rates of at least 10 per-
cent are on average among the least effective
in the Baltimore area and the state of Maryland
as a whole. Hence, constraining families to
move to areas of low poverty clearly benefits
children. The coefficients of —0.55 for reading
and —0.48 for math translate into differences
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of 46 percent and 22 percent in pass rates for
students in high-poverty areas compared to
low-poverty areas. However, within the set of
low-poverty census tracts in the Baltimore
area, we observe little relationship between the
availability of affordable rental housing and
school effectiveness.

Our preliminary analysis of the actual schools
attended by 35 students in the experimental
group and 28 students in the control group cor-
roborates these conclusions. Based on the resid-
uals from the value-added model, we conclude
that the new schools for the experimental chil-
dren are better than those attended by the control
group. Specifically, the difference between the
average residuals (transformed from the log-
odds specification back to pass rates) for chil-
dren in the experimental group are 3.82
percentage points above those for the control
group in reading and 3.23 percentage points
higher in math.® By way of comparison, the av-
erage reading and math pass rates in the MTO
baseline schools are equal to 8.4 percent and
16.2 percent, respectively.

III. Conclusions

The concept of using housing assistance to
help public-housing residents move to private-
market apartments appears to enjoy bipartisan
support in Congress. One hope for such a pro-
gram is that it will improve the educational
opportunities of children currently living in
areas of concentrated urban poverty and will
thereby break the transmission of poverty from
one generation to another.

Our analysis suggests that providing public-
housing residents with Section 8 housing
vouchers will not necessarily improve the ed-
ucational opportunities of children in these
families. The main reason is that most of the
families who participate are likely to move to
other parts of the city, where the schools are
not much better than in the areas serving pub-
lic housing projects.

® These comparisons include information only for
experimental-group families who successfully relocated.
When we include the schools attended by children in
experimental-group families who did not relocate, the
experimental-school advantage decreases, but only
slightly.
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In contrast, when families are given Section
8 vouchers that can be used only in census
tracts with low poverty rates, the educational
opportunities for their children are likely to
improve. This conclusion holds both when
such opportunities are assessed in terms of av-
erage student outcomes and when they are as-
sessed in terms of our value-added measure of
school effectiveness. The program restriction
that families live in low-poverty areas encour-
ages many families to move to the suburbs
and, for moves within the city, apparently
helps them avoid the less-effective schools.

While a program requirement that actively
promotes the economic desegregation of
public-housing residents appears to be suffi-
cient, and perhaps necessary, for improving
the educational opportunities of children, it
may pose several difficulties. Requiring fam-
ilies to relocate to low-poverty areas may re-
duce the attractiveness of the program to some
participants, or may make successful reloca-
tion more difficult. Despite the guidance and
support of a local nonprofit agency during the
housing search, more families in the experi-
mental group than in the comparison group ei-
ther dropped out of MTO or were unable to
locate housing within the maximum search pe-
riod allowed under the program (40 percent
vs. 29 percent) (Goering et al., 1996).” More-
over, such a constraint raises the budgetary
costs for counseling and other housing-search
services and may also increase political costs
as voters in low-poverty areas fear the influx
of new, low-income residents. On a more op-
timistic note, while political opposition to
MTO in the Baltimore suburbs served to limit
the scope of HUD’s demonstration at the be-
ginning, political opposition at all five MTO
sites has recently been fairly muted.
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