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The attached memos cover the following topics:  
 

• How Best to Determine Whether Social and Education Programs Work — or Don’t Work 
 
Education and Youth 

• A Necessary Precondition to Improving Preschool Education: Addressing Young 
Children’s Social and Emotional Development 

• Improving the Reading First Program and Related Professional Development 
Efforts for Teachers 

• Building Better After-School Programs 
• High Schools Can Prepare Students for the World of Work 
• Building Better Programs for Disconnected Youth 
• Improving U.S. Global Competitiveness and Combating Poverty by Growing the 

Proportion of Adults with College Degrees 
• Reforming Financial Aid for College Students 

 
Workforce Development and Low-Wage Workers and Families 

• Combating Persistent Poverty and Stagnant Wages with Earnings Supplements 
Like the EITC  

• Strengthening Low-Income Families: A Research Agenda for Parenting, Relationship, 
and Fatherhood Programs 

• What Is Known About Mainstream Workforce Development Programs for Adults? 
• Increasing Employment and Earnings Among Recipients of Federal  

Rental Housing Assistance 
• Building Knowledge About Successful Prisoner Reentry Strategies 
• Increasing Employment Among People with Disabilities and Containing the Growth of 

the Federal Disability Assistance Programs  
• The Post-Welfare Reform World: Helping Low-Wage Workers, the Hard-to-Employ, and 

Those Left Behind 
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How Best to Determine Whether  
Social and Education Programs Work — or Don’t Work 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: At a time when limited government resources demand that the nation make the most of 
investments in social and education programs, policymakers need credible information identifying 
effective strategies for addressing serious national problems, such as poor elementary school reading and 
math performance, low skill levels of displaced workers, and high recidivism rates among released 
prisoners. To understand which policies actually work, a scientific approach to evaluating programs has 
gained greater — but still too limited — currency. By comparing individuals who receive a program’s 
services to others who are similar in every way except that they do not receive the services, researchers 
can determine the real difference a program makes — over and above what otherwise would have 
happened.  
 
Increasingly, to establish two identical groups of people, researchers have used a rigorous process similar 
to that used in medical trials: random assignment. In addition to their credibility, results from random 
assignment studies have a major advantage over other approaches: they are easy to understand and far less 
susceptible to statistical or ideological manipulation. Other rigorous methods that create credible 
comparison groups can also be used when the circumstances are right. In brief, while rigorous research is 
being used in some policy areas, the nation can do much better in building a reliable evidence base about 
what does and does not work.   
 
What Do We Know? 
• There is an increasingly strong consensus in the research community, supported by the National 

Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences and the Council for Excellence in 
Government, that scientifically rigorous methods — especially random assignment — should be used 
to gather credible information about whether a program strategy works or not. This approach also:  

 Quantifies the value of a program — for example, whether it increased high school graduation by 
3 percent or 20 percent, or raised employment by 5 percent or 25 percent.  

 Enables researchers to identify the population subgroups for whom the program works best.  
 Provides the basis for accurate benefit-cost estimates. 
 Partners with strong “implementation” research to help answer how and why programs work, 

information that is key to future replication.  
• Scientifically reliable methods can be used to answer two very different questions related to social 

program effectiveness. Given tight research budgets, policymakers have to make a choice between 
these two types of studies and the value of the information that each produces: 

 Type A “Demonstration” Studies:  What program strategies succeed in addressing a social 
problem? Sometimes policymakers want to identify which responses to a social problem should 
be replicated because they are effective and which should be dropped because they are 
ineffective. For example, this approach can learn whether guaranteed transitional jobs for recently 
released prisoners help reintegrate them into society.  

 Type B “National Average” Studies: Does a national social program work “overall”? At other 
times, policymakers may want to know whether an existing national program, on average, is 
effective in addressing a problem. Type B studies do not aim to identify effective strategies or 
approaches but rather to give an overall “grade” to the entire program. The national studies of 
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Head Start and Jobs Corps are two good examples: they did not aim to identify the best ways to 
operate either program; they showed whether, on average, the programs made a difference. 

• The use of rigorous evaluations enables policymakers to build knowledge over time. For example, in 
the 1980s and 1990s, a series of studies on welfare programs built on the lessons of previous studies 
to create a body of knowledge about how to effectively move welfare recipients into jobs. 

• In additional to random assignment, other methods can be use to create credible comparison groups. 
For example, when firm rules determine who is eligible for program services, those just above and 
just below the eligibility threshold should be similar except that one is eligible for program services (a 
method referred to as a regression discontinuity design). In natural experiments, a comparison group 
is created for reasons unrelated to research, such as when school systems use lotteries to assign 
children to different public schools.  

• Random assignment is not always appropriate and feasible, particularly when the program is an 
entitlement (such as unemployment insurance) or is meant to change entire communities or cities.  
 

How Widely are Rigorous Research Methods Used at the Federal Level? 
A rigorous body of evidence is being built in some agencies but not others. The Department of Health and 
Human Services has an impressive group of studies underway and a rich history of supporting rigorous 
research on welfare policy, but not on medical insurance programs; the Department of Education’s 
Institute of Educational Sciences has begun an ambitious effort to build knowledge in the K-12 reform 
area, albeit with some growing pains. Other agencies are also beginning to support or are exploring 
support for systematic knowledge-building. In addition, many pieces of federal legislation require or 
strongly recommend the use of random assignment to evaluate programs (e.g., federal welfare reform, 
Second Chance Act, Higher Education Act). Importantly, the Office of Management and Budget, has 
shown an increasingly strong commitment to random assignment studies, particularly Type A 
Demonstration studies. More is needed, however, especially among the nation’s highest-cost programs, 
where maximizing program effectiveness is most critical.  
  
What’s Next? 
• Those federal agencies that have a strong commitment to rigorous evaluations should be encouraged 

to continue in their commitment and provided the resources to do so. 
• In other social program areas where rigorous methods have not been as widely used — particularly 

those that have serious long-term budget implications for the federal government, such as Medicaid, 
broader health care reform, and prison and prisoner reentry reform — rigorous studies could provide 
critical and credible information to enable policymakers to make informed decisions.  

• Policymakers could review the research plans of federal agencies to ensure that they are addressing 
the questions of greatest importance and that they are likely to provide answers that are reliable and 
credible.  

 
Key References 
Bloom, Howard (Ed.). 2005. Learning More From Social Experiments: Evolving Analytic Approaches. 
New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
 
Committee to Evaluate the Research Plan of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. 
2008. Rebuilding the Research Capacity at HUD. Washington, DC: National Research Council, National 
Academy of Sciences. 
 
The White House Task Force for Disadvantaged Youth. October 2003. Final Report. Washington, DC. 
 
For more information, contact John Wallace at MDRC, 510-844-2230.   November 2008 
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A Necessary Precondition to Improving Preschool Education:  
Addressing Young Children’s Social and Emotional Development 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through 
our research and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of 
social and education policies and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing 
policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: Improving the school readiness of disadvantaged young children is a promising 
strategy for ameliorating some of the nation’s most persistent social problems. But disquieting 
evidence that preschoolers are experiencing disturbingly high rates of behavior problems — and are 
being expelled from school at higher rates than their elementary-age peers — raises concerns about 
the ability of preschool programs to deliver on that promise. Expansions in access to preschool 
programs will only succeed in benefitting low-income children if accompanied by clear information 
about how to ensure program quality. An important — but too-often neglected — aspect of 
maintaining quality is addressing children’s social-emotional development. Yet we know that social 
and emotional development is an important contributor to children’s early academic success. A 
research agenda focused on supporting children’s social and emotional development in preschool 
settings could provide the information needed to strengthen Head Start and state pre-k approaches.   

 
What Do We Know?  

 
1. Children’s behavioral challenges are a source of concern and stress for teachers. 

Researchers and policymakers have begun to recognize that preschool teachers face high rates of 
emotional and behavioral difficulties among young, low-income children in their classrooms. As 
many as 20 percent of preschool-enrolled children have severe behavioral problems — meaning 
that teachers may have to work with four children who have serious symptoms of sadness, 
withdrawal, aggression, and disruptiveness in a typical preschool classroom of 20 students. In 
fact, one study found that preschool expulsion rates were three times those of K-12 classes, with 
10 percent of preschool teachers reporting that they had expelled at least one student in the past 
year, probably as a result of such behavioral challenges. In survey after survey, teachers report 
that managing children with problem behaviors is one of the most stressful parts of their day.  
 

2. Children’s behavioral challenges disrupt the learning environment for all children in 
preschool classrooms. Classroom instructional time is significantly reduced when teachers are 
unable to control acting-out behaviors among preschoolers. A study in Chicago found that, in the 
lowest performing quartile of preschool classes, fewer than 31 minutes in a four-hour period were 
devoted to instructional time. Faced with even a small number of challenging children, teachers 
often respond with criticism, lowering young children’s motivation and interest in classroom 
activities. Research finds that child engagement is higher in classrooms where teachers are able 
to manage children’s behavior challenges.  

 
3. Early behavioral issues create challenges for children throughout their school careers. 

Academic achievement in the elementary years is thought to be built on a foundation of strong 
early emotional and social skills. The way teachers manage problem behaviors matter: children 
with behavioral difficulties do better in school when enrolled in classrooms that are positive and 
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well-managed. Left unaddressed — and compounded by attendance in lower-quality schools — 
early academic disparities among disadvantaged children grow into the persistent achievement 
gaps that the education community is now attempting to close.  

 
What Do We Need to Know?  
 
Total government expenditures on all preschool programs targeting children from birth to age 5 
added up to $22 billion in 2002. The potential for a real payoff on this investment is large: high-
quality model preschool programs have been found to return $4 to $10 in future benefits per dollar 
spent. As Nobel laureate economist James Heckman has argued, preschool may be the best time to 
intervene with children, as future gains build off of prior skills. However, not all preschool programs 
yield positive benefits, particularly when such programs are delivered at scale. Research should focus 
on two related goals: 
 
• Understanding how to strengthen Head Start and state pre-k programs. The key question is 

how to deliver on the promise of preschool education in large-scale programs, such as Head Start 
and state pre-k. The Head Start Impact study demonstrated that existing Head Start programs 
have considerable potential to foster school readiness but that they can also be strengthened, 
particularly by providing more support for the development of language and emergent literacy 
skills, as well as by addressing children’s behavioral challenges.  
 
Current studies are now testing a new generation of preschool curricula and teacher training 
strategies that are specifically designed to facilitate children’s social-emotional competencies by 
(1) providing preschool classrooms with very specific hands-on activities and lessons for children 
to help them increase their knowledge about emotions and peer behavior, (2) providing training 
for teachers and parents in specific behavior strategies that support the social-emotional 
development of preschool children, and (3) providing children with opportunities to practice 
social roles, while emphasizing critical skills of planning, memory and attention. In fact, 
MDRC’s Foundations of Learning Project provides early evidence that training teachers in 
behavior management strategies improves the emotional and learning environment of the 
preschool classroom. Results from this and other studies — both small-scale efficacy trials as 
well as the Department of Health and Human Services’ Head Start CARES national trial 
(managed by MDRC) — will provide critical information about how to strengthen preschool 
programs to best meet the needs of low-income children.   

 
• Integrating a focus on language and literacy with social-emotional development. Supporting 

children’s social-emotional development is only one part of strengthening preschool education. 
While behavior management forms the foundation upon which a high-quality preschool 
experience develops, surprisingly little time in preschool classrooms is spent on literacy and 
numeracy instruction. In classrooms where teachers have learned how to manage children’s 
behavioral issues, the next step is to focus on critical pre-academic skills. The home 
environments of low-income children often lack the kinds of learning experiences to best prepare 
them for kindergarten — they hear fewer words, learn less vocabulary, and struggle with basic 
knowledge of numbers and colors in comparison to their higher-income peers. Future research 
could provide critical evidence about whether an integrated literacy/social-emotional program 
could ensure that children get the academic skills they need to prepare for elementary school.  

 
For more information, contact Pamela Morris at MDRC, 212-340-8880.   November 2008 
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Improving the Reading First Program and  
Related Professional Development Efforts for Teachers 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: The Reading First program, a central part of No Child Left Behind, has been the largest 
recent federal effort to improve elementary school reading instruction through support for effective 
curricula, diagnosis and assistance for struggling readers, and training for teachers. Although funding for 
Reading First has been cut dramatically and the future of the program remains in doubt, policymakers still 
face key choices about what to do to improve early reading. Recent research finds that federal support for 
teacher professional development can improve two potentially critical precursors to improved reading by 
students: (1) teacher knowledge of scientifically-based reading instruction and (2) teacher instruction and 
practice in the classroom. But it also suggests that impacts on student reading achievement are more 
difficult to realize.       
 
What Do We Know? 
 
Much recent federal support — within Reading First and other special initiatives — has focused on 
training for the existing teachers in low-performing schools that serve significant numbers of low-
income students. Much research has shown that the preparation, knowledge base, and experience of 
teachers in low-performing schools is on average weaker than in more successful schools and/or in 
schools serving higher-income communities. Though there are many initiatives — funded by government 
and foundations — to improve “preservice training” in universities and to change the allocation of 
teachers across schools, the existing teachers in low-performing schools remain the central input into 
children’s education, meaning that professional development for them is critical. 
  
Reading First and other recent large-scale federal professional development (PD) initiatives have 
emphasized scientifically-based instructional practices found to produce improvements in student 
reading achievement. These practices, based on the findings of the National Reading Panel, emphasize 
instruction in five key components of reading instruction: phonemic awareness (sound recognition in 
words), phonics (letter-sound correspondence), vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension.   
 
Recent federal initiatives have produced improvements in teacher knowledge of how children learn 
and in teachers’ use of desired instructional practices. In the two recent evaluations, one of Reading 
First and the other of two reading PD interventions, federal support for PD did change teacher 
instructional practices. For example, both studies found it led to greater emphasis on explicit instruction 
in the key components of reading instruction. And in the reading PD study, the enhanced PD led to 
increases in teacher knowledge of scientifically-based reading instruction methods (the Reading First 
study did not measure teacher knowledge).     
 
But so far there is limited evidence of PD efforts creating overall improvements in student reading 
achievement. However, both the Reading First study and the reading PD study measured reading 
achievement rather narrowly, using standardized tests that emphasized — or exclusively focused on — 
reading comprehension rather than precursor skills, such as phonics and other “word level” skills that 
were also a part of the PD tested. However, the use of a comprehension-oriented outcome measure in the 
evaluations was consistent with the emphasis of many state and local accountability systems in education. 
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There are suggestions of a lesson about better targeting of PD services: Reading First produced 
positive impacts on student reading achievement in the second cohort of grantees. These schools 
initially were using fewer of the intended instructional practices, had lower levels of achievement before 
the intervention, and coincidentally also received more federal support from Reading First. In this group 
of schools, impacts on instruction were greater and impacts on student achievement also appeared. While 
not definite, this supports a hypothesis that targeting schools that aren’t as far along in adopting the 
desired instructional approach could produce impacts on student achievement.  
 
Impacts on intermediate steps, such as teacher knowledge and instructional practice, may not have 
been large enough to affect student reading achievement. In addition to the targeting hypothesis, 
exploratory analysis in the reading PD study found that the changes in teacher knowledge produced by the 
PD were smaller than prior research suggests is needed to boost student achievement.   
 
Perhaps one-year interventions are not enough. The impacts on teacher knowledge and teacher 
practice of the one-year PD effort in the reading PD study disappeared in the second year. However, in 
Reading First, PD was provided for multiple years, and the study found impacts in each year it examined. 
Continuing reinforcement and support may be particularly important in low-performing schools, where 
teacher turnover is often 20 percent or more a year. 

 
But greater intensity of PD alone is not the answer. The reading PD study tested unusually intense 
forms of PD: a multi-day summer institute and follow-up seminars versus PD with those features plus in-
school coaching throughout the school year. The differences in impacts on teacher instruction were not 
large enough to be statistically significant and neither had impacts on student achievement.   
 
Early results on a comprehensive “induction” program for new teachers are disappointing. A recent 
study by Mathematica Policy Research found that such a program can be successfully implemented to 
increase mentoring of new teachers. However, the program had no first-year impacts on teacher reading 
instruction, student reading test scores, or teacher mobility/retention.    

 
Where Do We Go from Here?  
 
Even if these PD efforts have not produced overall impacts on student reading achievement, they 
have been able to improve teacher knowledge and instruction. Federal support through Reading First 
and in special PD initiatives has demonstrated that it is possible to fairly quickly change teacher 
instruction and teacher knowledge, suggesting that further efforts to improve PD could be worthwhile. 
However, improving student achievement may require a longer timeframe or other changes. 
 
Exploratory analyses suggest that focusing on multi-year PD programs and strategies that target 
needier schools may show promise.  
 
Continue to experiment with innovative ways to deliver PD and related support in large school 
districts. For example, recent findings illustrate the need for new ways to deliver teacher coaching that 
will increase its power to improve instruction.  
 
For more information, contact Fred Doolittle at MDRC, 212-340-8638. 
 

November 2008 
 



 
        

Building Better After-School Programs 
 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: About half of school-age children participate in after-school programs, and there is 
widespread public support for after-school programs among parents, school staff, and community 
members. The U.S. Department of Education spends roughly $1 billion a year supporting after-school 
programs. Research suggests that after-school programs can make a difference in academic performance 
and socio-emotional development, but the record is far from consistent and the two rigorous studies of the 
largest federal programs found limited or no impacts on student outcomes. The logical next step is a 
systematic effort to improve the quality of federally funded after-school programs.  
 
What Do We Know? 
 
After-school programs offer opportunities for enrichment and academic support. After-school 
programs are called on to meet many different goals: providing a safe environment (especially for 
children of working parents), supporting positive development of youngsters, and improving academic 
performance. Programs emphasize these priorities differently. With the press for academic performance 
during the school day, there is growing support for after-school “enrichment” activities and additional 
academic support.  
 
Currently, about half of all K-12 children participate in some kind of after-school program, leaving 
more than 7 million children (mostly middle and high school students) unsupervised at some point 
in the after-school hours. Unsupervised children are more likely to have academic and social problems, 
to use drugs or alcohol, or to engage in other risky behavior. Nationwide, an estimated 6.5 million 
children in grades K-12 participate in some kind of after-school program. About one million of these are 
in centers supported by the 21st Century Community Learning Center (21st CCLC) program, the largest 
federal program with about $1 billion in annual funding. Most of these programs operate in schools.  
 
Attendance is far from consistent, hampering efforts to improve academic performance. 
Participation in after-school programs is voluntary, so many children do not participate at all and those 
who do participate have much less consistent attendance than in the normal school day (sometimes as 
little as one or two days a week). 

 
Emerging networks of after-school programs are working to improve program quality. Large 
networks of centers exist in New York City and Los Angeles, and some organizations are working 
nationally, providing training for staff and academic material for programs.  

 
What Does the Research on After-School Programs Say?  
 
The research record is inconclusive, in part because it is hard to separate out the effects of 
participation in after-school programs. Because participation is voluntary and is often driven by 
parental desires or student motivation, it is hard to identify a comparison group similar to participants. 
Random assignment studies provide the best way to isolate program effects, but many studies have used 
less reliable methods because of understandable program operation considerations.  
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Evidence on the overall value of participating in an after-school program is mixed. After-school 
programs can make a difference, but research suggests specific program features matter. A major 
synthesis found some smaller-scale programs did produce positive academic and developmental effects, 
driven by programs that had a sequence of activities that used active learning techniques, focused on 
developing personal or social skills, and explicitly targeted activities to improve these skills. The 
available evidence from Mathematica Policy Research’s national study of elementary and middle school 
21st CCLC centers found the programs made little difference for students academically or 
developmentally. However, the academic support offered in most 21st CCLC programs at the time of the 
study was only homework help, and student attendance was low. 
 
A few rigorous ongoing studies are focused on academic support offered within after-school 
programs. A random assignment study by MDRC is testing adaptations of in-school math and reading 
curricula for second- through fifth-graders in after-school programs; at the one-year point, the study found 
positive impacts on math achievement and no impacts on reading. A random assignment study by MPR of 
a different in-school reading program adapted for fourth- through sixth-grade students found positive 
effects on several reading outcomes for certain subgroups of students. Other studies are underway, several 
focusing on instructional programs developed within the after-school setting and emphasizing active 
learning techniques, a connection to the local program context, and enrichment activities.  
 
What Do We Need to Know?  
 
Programs need better evidence to make informed choices about how to support their students 
academically. Program managers face an array of academic support options, but few programs have solid 
evidence of effectiveness. The federal government can continue to support rigorous research on the 
effectiveness of additional strategies, especially those developed specifically for after-school programs or 
by networks of after-school programs.  
 
Programs serving middle and high school students face special challenges and have very little solid 
evidence to guide program decisions. Many secondary students are far behind academically and need 
support to catch up. And attendance tends to be low. Tutoring, mentoring, community service linked to 
instruction, and other support strategies should be tried and carefully studied.  
 
Programs need help improving program participation. Low levels of participation limit the 
effectiveness of any after-school program; however, there is great variation across centers, suggesting 
program design choices matter. Experimentation with alternative academic strategies, attendance rules, 
and incentives for students could provide valuable lessons for boosting attendance. Strategies are likely to 
vary greatly between elementary and secondary school students.  
 
Key references 
 
Black, A.R., and colleagues. 2008 The Evaluation of Enhanced Academic Instruction in After-School Programs: Findings After 
the First Year of Implementation. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute 
of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. 
 
Dynarski, M., and colleagues. 2003. When Schools Stay Open Late: The National Evaluation of the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers Program, First-Year Findings. Report submitted to the U.S. Department of Education. Princeton, NJ: 
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. 
 
Granger, Robert. 2008. After-School Programs and Academics: Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research. Social Policy 
Report, XXII, 2, 1-19. 
 
For more information, contact Fred Doolittle at MDRC, 212-340-8638. 

November 2008 
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High Schools Can Prepare Students for the World of Work 
 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: Too often, students in urban high schools are not adequately prepared for postsecondary 
employment and education. One approach to making high school more relevant to the world of work — 
career and technical education — has met with mixed results, often being criticized as inconsistent with 
the current emphasis on intense academics and preparation of students for postsecondary education. 
 
However, a long-term study of Career Academies — a popular high school reform that combines core 
academics with career development opportunities — provides rigorous evidence confirming that the 
Academies can produce lasting employment and earnings gains, particularly for young men and at-risk 
students, without reducing the chances that students earn a postsecondary credential. These findings, 
along with an existing network of organizations already in place to strengthen local programs, provide the 
basis for engaging a broad range of students in high-quality Career Academies throughout the country. 
 
What Are Career Academies?    
 
Typically serving 150-200 students in grades 9 or 10 through grade 12, Career Academies have three 
distinguishing features: (1) they are organized as small learning communities to create a supportive, 
personalized learning environment for students ranging from high performers to youth at risk of dropping 
out; (2) moving beyond traditional vocational education, they combine academic and career and technical 
curricula around a career theme (such as business, computers, or health care) to make education relevant 
and increase student engagement; and (3) they establish partnerships with local employers to provide 
career awareness and work-based learning opportunities for students. Career Academies have a 40-year 
history, enduring through various iterations of vocational and career-technical education approaches.  
More than 2,500 Career Academies now operate across the country. 
 
What Is the Evidence of Career Academies’ Effectiveness? 
 
Career Academies were evaluated by MDRC in one of the first random assignment studies — the most 
reliable form of program evaluation — ever conducted in a high school setting. MDRC followed students 
in nine high schools around the country from when they entered ninth grade until eight years after their 
scheduled graduation. More than 80 percent of students were black or Hispanic. Specifically, the 
evaluation found that: 
 

• Career Academies produced sustained earnings gains that averaged 11 percent (or $2,088) more 
per year for program participants than for individuals in the control group. The additional 
earnings roughly equaled the boost that two years of college would provide. 

• These earnings effects were concentrated among young men and students at risk of academic 
failure. Young men, who have faced particular difficulty in the labor market, increased earnings 
by 17 percent (or $3,731) per year — for a total of nearly $30,000 more over eight years.  

• More than 90 percent of the Career Academy students graduated from high school or received a 
General Educational Development (GED) certificate, and half earned a postsecondary degree or 
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credential — rates that were similar to those of the control group and substantially higher than the 
national average for urban schools. Thus, Career Academies provided a solid foothold in the labor 
market without compromising students’ capacity to go on to postsecondary education.   

• In their mid-20s, former Career Academies participants were more likely to be living 
independently with children and a spouse or a partner. Young men who participated in Career 
Academies were more likely to be married and to be custodial parents.  

Thus, in an educational environment that has increasingly focused on academic testing and steered away 
from school-to-career transition, the Career Academy experience highlights the potential benefits of 
engaging interested high school students in academic and career-related activities that they see as directly 
relevant to their future. Workforce preparation and college readiness go hand in hand in this example. 
 
What’s Next?  
 
The challenge facing policymakers and practitioners is now to bring the promise of Career Academies to 
scale in a way that maintains — or increases — the positive impacts found in MDRC’s study. Specific 
opportunities include: 
 
Providing expanded resources for technical assistance and other support to local programs. A 
network of experienced organizations has helped develop the National Career Academy Standards of 
Practice, which promote consistently high-quality implementation of the full Career Academy model.  
Particular attention needs to be paid to: (1) integrating rigorous academic content with applied learning 
opportunities; and (2) effective implementation of enhanced career development and work-based learning 
opportunities, including structured partnerships with business groups at both the national and local levels.   
 
Ensuring that high-risk students are recruited and retained in Career Academies. Higher-risk 
students tended to benefit most from Career Academies, even though these students continued to have 
higher dropout rates than lower-risk students. Moreover, in many of today’s Academies, higher-risk 
students appear less likely than others to gain full access to the critical career exploration and work-based 
learning components. This underscores the need for special efforts to recruit and retain higher-risk 
students, whose extended program participation might lead to even larger impacts than those found in the 
MDRC study. It may also be beneficial to incorporate the principles of Career Academies into charter 
schools or alternative education programs for students who have dropped out. 
 
Conduct further research to refine the Career Academy model. It would be important to explore why 
higher-risk students in Academies initially had better school attendance and completed more core 
academic credits than their control group counterparts, even though these gains did not extend to higher 
graduation rates or more postsecondary education. In addition, the widespread replication of Career 
Academies would be aided by further evaluation of: (1) the extent to which each of the three program 
components contributed to the positive findings and (2) the most cost-effective technical assistance 
approaches to promoting and sustaining consistently high-quality implementation of the model.  
 
 
For more information, contact Rob Ivry at MDRC, 212-340-8672.   November 2008 



 
        

Building Better Programs for Disconnected Youth 
 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: Nearly 1 in 7 18- and 19-year-olds is disconnected from the worlds of school and work. In a 
labor market in which education and skills are more and more important, these young people are at a 
serious disadvantage. Unfortunately, the record of success for programs for out-of-school youth is 
disappointing. The next step would be to build on the early promise of several current youth programs and 
to mount demonstrations of new models that would be carefully evaluated. 
 
What Do We Know? 
 
Too many young people are disconnected from the worlds of school and work, putting them at 
serious risk for getting into trouble today and not succeeding in the future.  

• Nationally, about 30 percent of high school freshmen do not graduate in four years; in the 50 
largest U.S. cities, the dropout rate is closer to 50 percent.  

• Moreover, a significant number of young people become profoundly “disconnected” from both 
school and work. Nationally, about 14 percent of 18- and 19-year-olds have not graduated from 
high school, are not attending school, and are not working. The comparable figure is 23 percent 
for African-American 18- and 19-year-olds.  

• Teenagers’ employment rates have plummeted to their lowest level in 60 years, while the 
employment rates of young adults 18 to 29 have continued to cascade downward. Among 18- to 
29-year-olds not enrolled in school, nearly one in four are not currently working, and one in six 
did not work at all in the previous year.  

• Besides failure in the labor market, disconnected youth are more likely to have other poor 
outcomes, like nonmarital births and criminal justice involvement. 

 
Unfortunately, the overall record for programs for out-of-school youth has been largely 
discouraging — although there are some glimmers of hope. Nearly 30 years of research demonstrates 
that “second-chance” programs are hard to get right: 

• Training programs for out-of-school youth operated under the Job Training Partnership Act in the 
1980s showed, at best, no impact on earnings. Participants in JOBSTART and New Chance, two 
intensive community-based education and training models of the 1980s and 1990s, were more 
likely to obtain a GED than their counterparts in a control group, but this did not translate into 
greater success in the labor market. Even the intensive, residential Job Corps program, the 
nation’s largest program for out-of-school youth, produced no long-term increases in employment 
or earnings for its participants (though it did increase receipt of both GEDs and vocational 
certificates).  

• One of the few bright spots came from an evaluation of Conservation and Youth Service Corps, 
which found a variety of modest but positive impacts on employment and education outcomes, 
particularly for African-American males, over a relatively short follow-up period. 

• A current random assignment evaluation of the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe, a 22-week 
residential program with a one-year nonresidential mentoring component, shows early signs of 
success, particularly on educational outcomes. 
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Key Choices 
 
The first policy option should be to prevent young people from dropping out of school in the first place 
(see MDRC’s transition memos on education). But once youth become disconnected, states and localities 
need assistance to develop effective programs. In fact, in recent years, several big-city mayors have 
launched ambitious initiatives to create new systems to track and serve disconnected youth. However, the 
federal government plays an important role — providing funding, compiling best practices, and 
supporting research. Evidence-building is especially important in the youth field because the self-
selection issues are so severe: only the most motivated young people voluntarily come forward to 
participate in programs. But these are the same young people who are likely to have found another way to 
succeed on their own. The 2003 final report of the White House Task Force for Disadvantaged Youth 
recommended that “a cross-agency research agenda based on large, randomized field trials be created and 
implemented to assess the effectiveness of interventions to improve outcomes for disadvantaged youth.” 
Such an agenda might have two parts: 
 
Continue to build evidence about the most promising current youth-serving programs. A new 
generation of youth programs now exists — YouthBuild, National Guard Youth ChalleNGe, Gateway to 
College, Year-up, and City Year, all of which create pathways to either jobs or postsecondary education 
or both. The service corps models, like City Year and the state and city conservation corps, have shown 
early positive results. Are the intensive programs like YouthBuild effective? How about the much more 
costly residential programs for disadvantaged youth?  
 
Invest in new demonstration programs that build on the lessons of the past. For instance, to address 
the dual problems of the deteriorating youth labor market and high dropout rates, a demonstration project 
could be created in a few high-poverty school districts that tested a variation of the Youth Incentive 
Entitlement Pilot Program of the 1970s. This was a job guarantee program for 16- to 19-year-olds 
conditioned on school attendance and performance. The project generated high participation rates (56 
percent overall and 63 percent for black youth) and eliminated the black/white employment gap, but the 
study ended before policymakers could get clear answers about the long-term effects of the job guarantee. 
This model could be adapted for disconnected 18- to 24-year-olds who re-engage in school or work. 
Students would receive financial incentives conditioned on continued forward progress in school and 
work. Students who graduate could be eligible for performance-based scholarships as an incentive to 
pursue postsecondary education as a pathway to better jobs.  
 
Another option would be an adaptation of the popular Career Academy program for out-of-school youth. 
Career Academies are small schools organized around a career themes and feature employer partnerships 
and work internships. A MDRC study of Career Academies with 12 years of follow-up shows that Career 
Academies produce large earnings gains, without reducing the chances that students enroll in and 
complete postsecondary education. There were also effects on marriage, independent living, and family 
stability. Career Academies could be run as alternative or charter schools for returning dropouts. 
 
Key References 
 
Sum, Andrew, Joseph McLaughlin, and Ishwar Khatiwada. 2008. The Collapse of the 2008 Summer Teen 
Job Market: A Record 60-Year Employment Low for the Nation’s Teens. Boston: Center for Labor Market 
Studies, Northeastern University. 
 
The White House Task Force for Disadvantaged Youth. October 2003. Final Report. Washington, DC: 
Author. 
 
For more information, contact Rob Ivry at MDRC, 212-340-8672.   November 2008 
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Improving U.S. Global Competitiveness and Combating Poverty by 
Growing the Proportion of Adults with College Degrees 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: A college degree is increasingly imperative in the knowledge-based global economy. In 
recent years, college completion rates in the U.S. have fallen behind those of several other nations. A 
growing body of evidence suggests that innovations in financial aid, curriculum and instruction, 
and student services can increase students’ persistence and success in college.  
 
What Do We Know? 
 
College graduates earn more. In 2005, for example, graduates of four-year institutions in the U.S. 
earned an average of $25,000 more than high school graduates. Adults with a two-year associate’s degree 
earned $8,500 more than high school graduates. 
 
Many U.S. college students do not graduate. One-third of students at four-year colleges and universities 
do not complete their studies within five years. Two-thirds of students who start at a community college 
fail to earn a certificate or degree within five years. Completion rates are even lower for the 60 percent of 
students who enter community college underprepared and who need to take remedial courses. 
 
U.S. graduation rates remain steady, while rates in other countries climb. The U.S. ranks near the top 
in the proportion of all adults with college degrees. However, graduation rates for younger students have 
fallen well below rates in other countries. Among 18- to 24-year-olds, the U.S. ranked 16th among 27 
nations in the percentage with an associate’s degree or higher in 2003. The U.S. ranked much higher — 
5th — in college enrollment, pointing to lack of persistence as the primary issue.  
 
Community colleges play a critical role in higher education. The most affordable and accessible 
institutions in higher education, community colleges currently enroll 40 percent of all college students 
nationwide. Community colleges offer two-year associate’s degrees and prepare students to transfer to 
four-year schools. Compared with four-year schools, community colleges enroll a higher proportion of 
students of color, low-income students, working adults, and parents.  
 
Changes in education policy and practice can improve students’ success. Although rigorous research 
in this area is new, reforms in financial aid, curriculum and instruction, and student services show 
promise.  

• Many students struggle to cover college-related costs. A study found that performance-based 
scholarships, which tied payments to academic success, increased college registration, semester-
to-semester persistence, and the number of credits earned among students who were low-income 
parents. (Please see a related brief from MDRC for more information.)    

• Most students in community college are not prepared for college-level work, but standard 
remedial courses fail to engage students and lead to high dropout rates. Research has shown that 
learning communities, in which groups of students take at least some of their classes together, 
helped students move more quickly through remedial education requirements, increased the 
number of credits earned, and increased persistence.   

• Most community college students receive little counseling and advising and don’t know where to 
turn when they are struggling in school. Some programs that provided enhanced, individualized, 
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proactive counseling have been found to increase students’ enrollment in college and grades and 
help them move off probation. 

 
What Can Be Done? 
 
State and local institutions determine how to teach courses and what kinds of supports to provide to 
students. The federal government, however, can play a powerful role in encouraging bold experimentation 
and sponsoring research on effective strategies to determine which ones make the most difference and 
should be brought to scale. This could be done, for example, through one of the U.S. Department of 
Education’s research centers, or as a new demonstration project. The following ideas could be pursued:  
 
Test different strategies in remedial education. Little is known about how to effectively help students 
move through remedial education into college-level courses. Open questions include whether new 
teaching methods or curricula might be more effective than current approaches; whether contextualizing 
remedial education within specific occupational training or academic programs is more effective; and 
whether using new technologies, including online instruction, improves students’ outcomes. The 
Department of Education is currently investigating variations of the learning community program 
discussed above, through the National Center for Postsecondary Research. 
 
Test student service innovations across different settings and with different populations. New 
approaches to enhancing advising, counseling, and other student services at community colleges and 
universities that serve low-income and underprepared students can be developed and evaluated. Possible 
approaches include redefining and expanding the role of counselors, developing mentoring and support 
programs for specific populations, and integrating student services with academic instruction.  
 
Encourage colleges and universities to become more data driven. Because most higher education 
institutions are funded based on fall enrollment, they have little incentive to track students over time. A 
national initiative, Achieving the Dream, is helping colleges to collect information on students’ progress 
and to use the information to allocate resources. 
 
Key Resources 
  
Achieving the Dream 
www.achievingthedream.org 
 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 
www.carnegiefoundation.org  
650-566-5100 
  
Community College Research Center 
www.ccrc.tc.columbia.edu 
212-678-3019 
 
National Center for Postsecondary Research 
www.postsecondaryresearch.org 
212-678-3091 
 
Washington Center for Improving the Quality of Undergraduate Education 
www.washcenter@evergreen.edu 
360-867-6611 
For more information, contact Sue Scrivener at MDRC, 212-340-8831.                                November 2008 
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http://www.mdrc.org/
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Reforming Financial Aid for College Students 
 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: Education pays. People with bachelor’s degrees earn over 60 percent more in their lifetimes 
than people with a high school education. The nation’s industries demand an educated workforce that can 
keep up with changes in technology and compete in the global marketplace. Strengthening and 
streamlining financial aid may increase rates of college attendance and completion. 
 
The federal role: Since 1965, the federal government’s primary role in higher education has been to 
provide financial aid to low-income students. The Pell Grant program, currently funded at over $16 
billion a year, awards grants up to $4,731 per year to help cover college expenses for the neediest 
students. The average grant is $2,945 per year. The federal government supports college students and 
their families by backing student loans and offering tax breaks for tuition and other expenses. In recent 
years, federal grant aid has declined in real terms, and more students depend on loans to finance their 
education. 
 
The need for reform: There is broad consensus that the current financial aid system could be improved. 
First, the Pell Grant program has not kept up with real increases in college costs. The average cost of a 
four-year public college in 2008-09 was more than $6,500, and this figure does not take into account 
living expenses. Second, the funding formula used to award Pell Grants makes it difficult for 
nontraditional students, especially part-time students who are working, to qualify for grants. Third, the 
application process — known as the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) — is onerous and 
discourages many students and families from seeking aid. Fourth, federal income tax credits are confusing 
and do not benefit the lowest-income households.  
 
Major proposals: A number of suggestions for improving the financial aid system have been proposed 
by bipartisan panels and policy experts, including the Commission on the Future of Higher Education and 
the College Board. Major recommendations include the following: 
 

• Increase Pell Grant funding. Pell Grants are the single most important source of grant aid to 
low-income students but have not kept pace with the cost of attendance at most institutions. 
Moreover, the annual appropriation limits the size of the awards students receive. An increase in 
the annual appropriation for Pell Grants would enable more students to receive the maximum 
award. Some experts have proposed linking the maximum Pell Grant to changes in the Consumer 
Price Index. 
   

• Simplify the process of applying for financial aid. Virtually all the information needed to 
determine financial aid eligibility is available through the federal income tax form. Many experts 
believe the current FAFSA could be eliminated altogether or reduced to just a handful of 
questions if it were linked to the tax form. Low-income households could be notified of their 
potential eligibility for financial aid after filing. 
 

• Consolidate federal financial aid programs. There are currently about 20 separate programs and 
tax credits that offer financial support to low- and middle-income students. Consolidating these 
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programs could reduce confusion, lower administrative costs, and free up funds to serve the 
lowest-income students. 

  
What do we know? Given the large amount of money spent on financial aid, there is surprisingly little 
research on its effects. Surveys and qualitative studies indicate that low-income students are anxious 
about how to pay for college and are averse to loans, perhaps because they are uncertain that their 
education will pay off in the future. Economic models suggest that students respond positively to 
reductions in the cost of college attendance, whether due to grants or lowered tuition. Specifically, college 
attendance goes up 3 to 4 percentage points for each $1,000 reduction in the amount students have to pay.  
 
In a random assignment study of a “performance-based” scholarship conducted by MDRC, a group of 
low-income parents attending community college in Louisiana received $1,000 on top of Pell Grants if 
they met two conditions: they stayed enrolled at least half-time and they maintained a “C” or better grade 
point average. The scholarship was offered over two semesters, offering $2,000 in total. MDRC found 
that students who received the performance-based scholarship showed significantly higher rates of 
registering in college and making progress toward degrees than students in a control group.  
 
Key choices: Simplifying the FAFSA and consolidating federal financial aid programs could be 
undertaken by the new Administration fairly quickly and would not require major new outlays of funds. It 
might be prudent for the Administration to conduct small pilot tests before implementing such policies 
nationwide. A simplification of the financial aid application process, for example, could lead to a 
significant increase in the number of low-income students who apply for aid and enroll in college. This 
outcome, while positive, could have significant budgetary consequences. Increasing Pell Grant funding or 
other financial programs would obviously require Congressional approval. 
 
The Administration might also consider testing innovations like performance-based scholarships. MDRC 
launched a multi-state demonstration of this idea in 2008 to study several variations of the intervention 
with principal support from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. In addition, the recently enacted 
reauthorization of the Higher Education Opportunity Act (P.L. 110-315) includes demonstration authority 
for a study of performance-based scholarships. 

 
Key References 
 
College Board. September, 2008. “Fulfilling the Commitment: Recommendations for Reforming Federal 
Student Aid.”  Available online at www.collegeboard.com. September 2008. 
 
Dynarski, Susan. 2003. “Does Aid Matter?  Measuring the Effect of Student Aid on College Attendance 
and Completion.”  The American Economic Review, 93(1), 279-288.  
 
Richburg-Hayes, L., Brock, T., LeBlanc, A., Paxson, C., and Rouse, C. Forthcoming. Opening Doors to 
Persistence: Results of a Community College Scholarship Program for Low-Income Parents. New York, 
NY: MDRC.  
 
U.S. Department of Education. 2006. A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher 
Education. Washington, DC. U.S. Department of Education. 
 
For more information, contact Tom Brock at MDRC, 510-844-2244. 
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Combating Persistent Poverty and Stagnant Wages 
with Earnings Supplements Like the EITC 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: Poverty rates in the United States have remained stubbornly persistent for the past 35 years; 
an important cause has been stagnant and at times declining real average earnings among low-wage 
workers, particularly men. A related increase in single-parent families is another key factor.    
 
A strong body of evidence demonstrates that work-based earnings supplements — such as the 
federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) — boost employment and earnings and reduce poverty, 
while increasing work.  
 
What Do We Know? 
 
The Earned Income Tax Credit: The federal EITC is the largest antipoverty program for working 
families by far; more than 20 million taxpayers take advantage of the EITC each year, at a cost exceeding 
$40 billion. The EITC’s distinguishing feature is its status as a safety net built around work — only 
people with earnings can claim the credit. Non-experimental research evidence suggests that:  

• The EITC increases work, increases income, and (when counted as income) reduces family 
poverty by a tenth, reduces poverty among children by a fourth, and closes the poverty gap by a 
fifth (see Holt, 2006).  
 

The Earnings Supplement Experiments: In the early 1990s, three jurisdictions began testing strategies 
that both provided monthly cash payments to supplement the earnings of low-wage workers and required 
full-time work. Participants were primarily current and former welfare recipients; all three studies used 
reliable random assignment research designs. Long-term research results were encouraging:  

• The mostly single mothers who received earnings supplements in these studies were more likely 
to work, earned more, had more income, and were less likely to be in poverty.  

• The earnings supplements also had a secondary benefit for children. Young school-age children 
of participating parents did better academically than like children in the control group.  

 
Rent Incentives for Public Housing Residents: A recent demonstration program that incentivized work 
by offering to hold rents in public house developments steady when residents took jobs (and offered them 
a range of job-seeking services) had large positive earnings effects for many different types of residents, 
including striking earnings effects for immigrant men and positive but smaller impacts on residents’ 
employment rates.  
 
Key Choices 
 
To make more significant inroads in reducing poverty, increase the existing EITC but for whom — 
married couples, large families, noncustodial parents, or singles and second-earners? The current 
federal EITC provides large benefits to families with children, mostly single mothers, and minimal 
benefits to singles, even though declining wages have affected all low-income workers. These disparities 
create disincentives to work in the formal labor market and for poor men and women to marry, cohabitate, 
and coparent. Strategies that expand the current EITC would reduce family and child poverty but could 
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perpetuate existing inequities. Increasing the benefit only for noncustodial parents would help, but it 
would create perverse incentives to father children out of wedlock. Strategies that substantially increase 
the singles benefit, while also eliminating marriage penalties, could both redress current inequities while 
increasing earnings and income in two-parent households. This could be accomplished by basing 
eligibility on individual income rather than joint income; second-earners in two-parent households would 
also benefit and family poverty would decline substantially, even more if this change led to increases in 
coparenting or marriage. 
 
While think tanks, academics, and elected officials from the right and the left have proposed expanding 
the EITC for singles, these proposals raise a number of questions about feasibility and about impacts on 
work, poverty, marriage rates, and criminal activity. Budget constraints might require proceeding in 
stages — for instance, increasing the existing single credit modestly as Congressman Rangel has 
proposed and reducing marriage penalties somewhat, while supporting a large-scale test of a more 
generous program with no marriage penalties. 
 
Go beyond the EITC to test other financial incentives across different settings and with different 
populations. One of the most consistent findings across studies is that earnings supplements work in a 
variety of settings with different populations. New studies, like Mayor Bloomberg’s Opportunity NYC 
and the Performance-Based Scholarship Demonstration, are testing whether other kinds of financial 
incentives can encourage achievement in school and college, promote healthy behaviors, and encourage 
work and training activities.  
 
Key References 
 
Berlin, Gordon. 2007. “Rewarding the Work of Individuals: A Counterintuitive Approach to Reducing 
Poverty and Strengthening Families.” The Future of Children, 17(2), 17-42. 
 
Bloom, Howard, James Riccio, and Nandita Verma. 2005. Promoting Work in Public Housing: The 
Effectiveness of Jobs-Plus. New York: MDRC.  
 
Holt, Steve. 2006. The Earned Income Tax Credit At Age 30: What We Know. Washington, DC: 
Brookings Institution. 
 
Michalopoulos, Charles.  2005. Does Making Work Pay Still Pay? An Update on the Effects of Four 
Earnings Supplement Programs on Employment, Earnings, and Income. New York: MDRC. 
 
Morris, Pamela, Lisa Gennetian, and Greg Duncan. 2005. “Effects of Welfare and Employment Policies 
on Young Children: New Findings on Policy Experiments Conducted in the Early 1990s.” Social Policy 
Report, 19(2). 
 
For more information, contact Gordon Berlin at MDRC, 212-340-8610. 
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Strengthening Low-Income Families: A Research Agenda for Parenting, 
Relationship, and Fatherhood Programs 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: The new Administration will need to decide how it will invest in strengthening the 
most basic foundation for early childhood development: family relationships. A central challenge is 
the growth in single-parent families that many experts agree has contributed to child poverty and 
makes it harder for parents to support their children’s growth and development. Previous 
Administrations have addressed these issues through a variety of approaches, including programs for 
noncustodial fathers (“fatherhood programs”); reforms in the welfare and child support systems; and, 
most recently, the healthy marriage initiative, with relationship education programs at its core. An 
efficient research strategy in the current tight budget environment would be to follow through on 
studies underway at the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) while also investigating 
new approaches that build on evidence about the importance of the earliest years of life and the 
unique role played by fathers in early childhood.  
 
What Do We Know? Since 1960, adults have delayed marriage and experienced high rates of 
separation and divorce, tripling the proportion of children who grow up in single-parent families. 
This is particularly true in lower-income households; in fact, children born to disadvantaged mothers 
now typically spend only half of their childhoods in families with two married parents. Strong 
research supports three fundamental points about how families can be assisted to provide healthy 
environments for their young children:   
 
(1) A child’s early years are critical for both brain development and providing a foundation of 

emotional security. Early Head Start is the primary federal program that directly helps parents 
and caregivers to improve the early development of disadvantaged children aged 0-3. In FY 
2006, it received $679 million in federal funding, which enables the program to reach only 3 
percent of eligible children. A rigorous study funded by HHS suggested that Early Head Start 
programs that combine home visiting with high-quality child care outside the home are more 
effective than programs that use only one approach or the other, but there is much left to learn 
about the most effective ways to deliver these services.   
 

(2) Fathers play a unique role in the lives of children. For example, early learning experts have 
found that fathers play a role in children’s early language development that is important and is 
different from that of mothers. At the same time, the latest evidence is that the father-child 
relationship is most realistically viewed as a “triad” in which fathers’ relationships with their 
children (whether resident or non-resident) are heavily dependent upon the quality of the   
relationship between father and mother.  
 
Prior rigorous studies of interventions for noncustodial fathers, such as Parents’ Fair Share 
conducted by MDRC, have found that, while many disadvantaged mothers and fathers view 
financial support of children as a cornerstone of fatherhood, it is quite difficult to improve the 
employment prospects of highly disadvantaged young men. HHS is currently conducting 
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research on the effectiveness of programs to strengthen fathers’ involvement, and the Department 
of Labor is launching a Young Parents Demonstration aimed at studying how to improve 
employment and other outcomes for young disadvantaged men and women who are parents.  

  
(3)  Regardless of whether parents are married or unmarried, children benefit from living in 

stable, low-conflict families. In recognition of the importance of family relationships to children, 
the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 provided $100 million per year for healthy marriage services 
and $50 million per year for responsible fatherhood services. These services are now in their 
third year of operation around the country through grants operated by HHS.  

 
What Do We Need to Know? Our knowledge of how to improve parents’ capacities to support their 
children’s development lags behind our basic understanding of what children need. New 
demonstration programs could provide important evidence about the most effective ways to help 
disadvantaged parents improve their fundamental parenting and relationship skills. Well-structured 
demonstrations can also help public agencies to meet the challenge of moving promising 
interventions from a small scale to a much larger or national scale. Given strong evidence that critical 
brain and emotional development occurs from age 0-3, it makes sense to focus on learning what 
works to strengthen families with young children. A federal learning agenda could include three basic 
elements: 

 
• Demonstration programs studying new strategies to help parents of newborns and toddlers 

to directly promote their children’s early development. Well-structured programs targeting 
parenting skills, such as David Olds’s Nurse-Family Partnership home visiting program and 
Carolyn Webster-Stratton’s The Incredible Years, have shown promise in experimental studies.  
In 2008, Congress responded to Olds’s positive results by appropriating funding for competitive 
grants to states for nurse home visiting services. However, the federal government is not 
currently conducting rigorous impact research on how to improve Early Head Start or related 
services for parents of 0- to 3-year-olds at a large scale.   
 

• Completion of studies already underway about strengthening relationships between 
parents. Current demonstration programs funded by HHS will provide critical knowledge about 
preventive strategies for strengthening the relationships of parents: unmarried couples in Building 
Strong Families, conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, and married couples in Supporting 
Healthy Marriage, conducted by MDRC. If found effective, programs aimed at bolstering 
parents’ relationships could be integrated into other support systems for families, such as Early 
Head Start programs, home visiting programs, or neighborhood family resource centers. 

 
• Develop new approaches to supporting fathers, whether residing or not with their children. 

The types of responsible fatherhood and domestic violence services proposed by Senators Obama 
and Bayh in the Responsible Fatherhood and Strengthening Families Act of 2007 could serve as a 
foundation for broadening the focus of current family-strengthening efforts. Future research 
demonstrations operated by HHS could provide valuable evidence about the effects of specific 
reforms proposed in the Act, such as the requirement that child support funds go to the child’s 
custodial parent instead of the welfare system; improved Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and 
employment policies for noncustodial fathers; and/or the prohibition on treating incarceration as 
“voluntary unemployment” for the calculation of child support arrears. 

 
For more information, contact Virginia Knox at MDRC, 212-340-8678. 
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What Is Known About  
Mainstream Workforce Development Programs for Adults? 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom Line 
 
With national unemployment at 6.5 percent and rising, income stagnating or dropping for nearly 
all workers but most acutely for low-wage workers, and increasing numbers of industrial workers 
being displaced by globalization and unable to secure better jobs due to a lack of investment in 
training, policy attention is turning to ways to upgrade the nation’s employment and training 
system. For nearly 30 years, the federal government has supported a multi-billion-dollar, state-
administered, locally-operated workforce development system for adults and dislocated workers, 
currently authorized under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998.1 It is widely 
acknowledged that the WIA system suffers from underinvestment in both programs and in 
research that identifies truly effective strategies to meet the challenges faced by unemployed 
adults and displaced workers, as well as currently-employed low-wage workers. In addition, the 
system has not yet integrated into its services for working families existing financial supports, 
such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and child care subsidies, that can improve 
employment prospects and family income. Since WIA is now on the docket for reauthorization, 
2009 offers a prime opportunity to craft a comprehensive policy response to update the system 
and address its shortcomings.  
 
What Do We Know? 
 
• Between 2000 and 2008, WIA funding fell in real terms by nearly 30 percent for adult 

programs and by over 25 percent for dislocated worker programs.   
• The WIA system has focused nearly exclusively on assisting the unemployed — including 

dislocated workers — find work. It has yet to develop programs to advance low-wage 
workers whose earnings have fallen during this period and who represent nearly half of the 
nation’s workforce, nor has it focused on how to connect these workers to financial work 
supports. 

• The sole rigorous study of mainstream adult training programs, conducted in the 1980s and 
early 1990s, showed that, on average, they yielded modest earnings increases for adult men 
and women, but no rigorous research has been aimed at identifying effective mainstream 
program strategies to move adult women and men into better jobs. 

• There has never been a rigorous study of mainstream dislocated worker programs to identify 
the most effective strategies to retrain those who have lost their jobs due to globalization. 

 

                                                 
1The third mainstream WIA program is for youth. A separate transition brief from MDRC addresses issues related to 

programs for disconnected youth. 
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What’s Next? 
 
Adopt workforce policies (a) that promote services to low-wage workers, such as providing 
workers with financial incentives for skills upgrading and offering training programs to improve 
pre-employment and work skills, provided either at the work site or during non-work hours and 
(b) that provide employers with incentives to make these investments in skills upgrading of their 
workers.  
 
Immediately invest in a major rigorous research effort to identify the most promising strategies 
to move unemployed adults and dislocated workers into higher-level jobs and to achieve 
advancement for low-wage workers.  
 
Key References 
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Increasing Employment and Earnings  
Among Recipients of Federal Rental Housing Assistance 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom Line: There is increasing interest among policymakers in exploring ways for rental subsidy 
programs to encourage tenants to work and strive for self-sufficiency. Most experts agree that, to 
achieve these goals, reform efforts should focus on new rent policies or other financial incentives to 
encourage work and asset-building. Some advocate for better employment services tailored to the 
needs of assisted tenants, and some call for work requirements as a condition of getting and keeping 
housing assistance. These goals have inspired a variety of policies and programs over the years, but 
convincing evidence of “what works” is scant, making it difficult to decide on the best options.  
 
What Do We Know? 
 
Federal housing assistance reaches many low-income families. At any given time, Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) housing assistance (public housing, housing choice rent vouchers, and 
project-based rent subsidies) reaches over 1.9 million households headed by working-age, 
nondisabled persons. Of these households, 1.6 million are raising children — nearly as many as the 
number of families supported by the federal welfare (TANF) program. Over a third of these 
households have no workers, and most workers earn very little. More than one-quarter (27 percent) 
receive TANF.  
 
Access to housing subsidies alone does not improve work outcomes. Housing assistance increases 
access to decent affordable housing (its main purpose) and is an important economic benefit to 
families receiving it. Some supporters believe it can also improve low-income families’ participation 
in the workforce. For example, they argue that it can improve housing stability and security so that 
families can concentrate better on work. Those with portable rent vouchers can also search for 
housing closer to employment opportunities. However, rent rules that cause rent to increase when 
earnings and income grow may discourage work effort. The best available evidence from a variety of 
studies suggests that, on average, housing assistance — by itself — does not promote work; some 
studies suggest that it may actually reduce employment and earnings, while others find no 
noteworthy effect either way.  
 
For welfare recipients who are in the welfare-to-work system while also receiving rent 
subsidies, combining employment services with mandates to participate in them can improve 
work outcomes. A number of random assignment experiments show that mandatory welfare-to-work 
programs can increase earnings for welfare recipients who are receiving rent subsidies, suggesting 
that mandatory employment interventions can be effective with this important segment of the assisted 
housing population. Less is known about mandatory employment services operating within the 
housing system and for tenants not on welfare.  
 
The effectiveness of HUD’s main employment intervention, the Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) 
program, is uncertain. FSS is primarily used by Section 8 voucher holders. It offers employment 
counseling and referrals to social services. It also matches any increases in rent (due to increases in 
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earnings) with deposits into special escrow savings accounts. Although a number of studies suggest 
that the program holds promise, the findings remain inconclusive because of data and research design 
limitations.  
 
One HUD-supported employment program (Jobs-Plus) stands out as an example of success for 
public housing residents, based on rigorous evidence. To date, the strongest evidence of an 
effective employment initiative for HUD-assisted tenants comes from the Jobs-Plus Community 
Revitalization Initiative for Public Housing Families. Tested in low-work, high-welfare public 
housing developments in six cities, the program supported and rewarded work by: keeping rent lower 
that it otherwise would have been if residents worked; providing on-site employment services; and 
offering neighbor-to-neighbor support for work. Where properly implemented, Jobs-Plus raised 
tenant earnings by an average of 14 percent per year (relative to a control group), and by 20 percent 
during the fourth follow-up year of the study. Strong effects were observed across very diverse 
population groups and cities with very different housing and labor markets, suggesting the program’s 
broad applicability.  
 
Key Choices and Recommendations 
 

1. Jobs-Plus, already shown to work, may be worth replicating in a limited number (20-25) of 
high-need public housing developments across the nation. 
 

2. Better evidence on the effectiveness of the Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) program and of 
innovations that build upon its services and asset-building approaches would help 
policymakers know whether these types of interventions are worthwhile national investments. 
(A small random assignment test of FSS is currently underway in New York City, as part of a 
Bloomberg Administration initiative called “Opportunity NYC — Work Rewards.”) 

   
3. Most experts agree that better evidence is urgently needed on whether changing HUD rent 

rules (e.g., by introducing flat rents with income-based rents as a back-up) would improve 
work outcomes for tenants, reduce administrative burdens on housing authorities, and improve 
(or at least not harm) housing authorities’ rent revenues.  

 
4. The continuing debate over work requirements as a condition of housing assistance (taking a 

lead from welfare reform) should be informed by carefully built evidence. 
 
5. Because expertise and resources focused on work outcomes are more the province of the 

nation’s workforce development (Workforce Investment Act) and welfare-to-work systems, 
better strategies for cross-agency collaboration — including legislative provisions — to 
improve such outcomes for assisted tenants should be considered.  

 
6. As recommended by the recent report of the National Research Council, efforts to incorporate 

a stronger evidence-building agenda into future reform efforts should follow the path adopted, 
for example, by the Administration for Children and Families (Department of Health and 
Human Services) and the Department of Education, which rely more heavily on randomized 
trials. Studies should also include careful cost-benefit assessments, which are virtually 
nonexistent in studies of housing-based employment initiatives.  

 
For more information, contact James A. Riccio at MDRC, 212-340-8822. 



 
        

Building Knowledge About Successful Prisoner Reentry Strategies 
 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom Line    
 
There is broad agreement on the need to reduce recidivism among the 700,000 people who are released 
from prison each year, and many local, state, and federal agencies have mounted ambitious reentry 
initiatives. Unfortunately, there is almost no hard evidence about which reentry approaches, if any, are 
effective. Without a body of reliable research showing that the new strategies are making a difference, 
public support for reentry programming may dissipate. While a handful of rigorous studies are underway 
— and some promising results are starting to emerge — a much larger, more systematic series of 
evaluations is needed. 
 
What Do We Know?    
 
A surge in incarceration. The per capita rate of incarceration in the U.S. has increased four-fold since 
the 1970s. Today, more than 2 million people are in prison and jail. Corrections costs exceed $65 billion 
per year, with most of the total borne by state and local governments. The surge in incarceration has 
disproportionately affected African-American men. 
 
With state budgets in crisis, there is general support for strategies that can reduce the prison population 
without hindering public safety. Since tougher sentencing laws were the single biggest factor driving the 
increase in the prison population, a strong argument can be made for changing mandatory minimum 
sentences for nonviolent offenders and “three strikes” policies, promoting more alternatives to 
incarceration, and other similar measures. But these changes would be controversial; some argue that 
increased incarceration has reduced crime — though the evidence on this point is mixed. 
 
A focus on reentry. Sentencing changes are important, but they do not address the more than 700,000 
people who are released from prison each year and face daunting obstacles to successful reentry. Ex-
prisoners have difficulty finding jobs, housing, and mental health services — and, in some states, are 
barred from voting, receiving certain forms of public assistance, and working in specific occupations. Not 
surprisingly, the most recent national data show that two-thirds of ex-prisoners are rearrested, and half are 
reincarcerated within three years. A large proportion are incarcerated for technical violations of parole 
conditions, rather than for new crimes. Strategies to promote successful reentry generally receive broad 
support, and reducing recidivism is critical to reducing the prison population and saving money. Thus, 
many states and localities have established multi-agency reentry initiatives, which often begin with pre-
release services and extend into the community. Some states are also considering changes in parole 
practices to support the goal of successful reentry. 
 
Limited evidence. At this point, there is very little evidence on the effectiveness of the new wave of 
reentry programming. A handful of rigorous studies — including the evaluation of New York City’s 
Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) and the four-state Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration 
— are underway and are starting to produce some findings. For example, CEO’s transitional jobs model 
has generated modest decreases in recidivism — and even small changes can have major implications for 
state budgets and public safety — but only short-term increases in employment. But these careful studies 
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are the exception rather than the rule. The Second Chance Act, passed by Congress with bipartisan 
support in 2008, contains strong language calling for more rigorous evaluations of reentry models — and 
specifically for studies using random assignment designs — but the Act includes very little funding to 
support such research. 
 
What Next?  
 
Lessons from welfare reform. In the 1980s and 1990s, an unusual series of rigorous evaluations — 
sponsored by states, private foundations, and the federal government — produced a rich body of evidence 
on the effectiveness and costs of various welfare-to-work strategies. The studies built upon one another, 
first documenting the effectiveness of simple programs, then moving on to test more complex strategies 
and compare the effectiveness of different models side-by-side. Largely as a result of these studies, today 
there is virtually unanimous agreement that mandatory employment services for welfare recipients are a 
good use of public funds, and there is also broad agreement on the elements of effective programs.  
 
Building a body of evidence on reentry. Without a similar systematic program of evaluation, there is a 
risk that public support for reentry programming will dissipate over time. There is underlying public 
skepticism about the potential for “rehabilitation,” and, in tight budgetary times, reentry programs that 
cannot produce hard evidence of effectiveness — and cost savings — are less likely to receive continued 
support. Because most experts agree that personal motivation is perhaps the single biggest factor in 
explaining why some people make successful transitions and others do not, there is a particular need to 
conduct random assignment evaluations, which ensure that both the program and control groups have 
equal numbers of highly motivated and less highly motivated people. Studies that simply compare 
outcomes for people who seek out reentry programs with outcomes for those who don’t are bound to yield 
misleading results. 
 
Most reentry initiatives are led by state or local government agencies, but these agencies may be unlikely 
to undertake rigorous evaluations on their own. However, with federal and/or private support for the 
research — or, even better, a combination of research funding and requirements to conduct research as a 
condition of receiving special programmatic funding — they may be much more responsive. Rigorous 
studies could test a variety of reentry approaches, including prison-based vocational training and 
discharge planning, changes in parole practices, different employment strategies, substance and mental 
health treatment models, financial incentives, and others. 
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Increasing Employment Among People with Disabilities and Containing the 
Growth of the Federal Disability Assistance Programs  

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research and 
the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies and 
programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: The size and costs of the two largest federal disability programs, Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI), have increased dramatically in the last decade. 
Despite three decades of advocacy and legislation designed to expand employment opportunities for people 
with disabilities, the number who work has remained persistently low. With expanding federal deficits and 
new budget pressures, there is a compelling need to learn if more disability beneficiaries can work and reduce 
their dependence on cash assistance — without increasing poverty. 
 
What Do We Know? 
 
The two major federal programs that provide cash assistance for people with disabilities serve 11 
million working-age recipients at a cost exceeding $100 billion a year. SSI provides means-tested income 
assistance to people over the age of 65 and to people under 65 who are blind or disabled. SSDI is the 
disability insurance program for working-age adults and their dependents. SSDI has no means test, but 
benefits are only paid if an individual has worked long enough in covered employment to be insured. The 
disability eligibility criteria are the same in both programs: to qualify for benefits, a disability must be 
permanent and severe enough to prevent someone from engaging in “substantial gainful activity.”  
 
SSDI and SSI rolls have almost doubled in the last decade, and very few beneficiaries work. During the 
economic boom of the 1990s, when employment increased for almost all groups and welfare caseloads 
declined by half, work declined among people with disabilities, their poverty rates went up, and the number of 
SSDI and SSI beneficiaries almost doubled. There are competing theories about the reasons behind these 
trends. Whatever the explanation, it is unlikely the disability rolls will decline in the near future since very 
few beneficiaries of disability benefits work. Only about 7 percent of SSI beneficiaries work part time while 
receiving benefits, and less than 1 percent ever leaves the rolls. Employment rates among SSDI beneficiaries 
are even lower.  
 
There is some evidence that people with disabilities can work — with the proper supports. Disability is 
not a static condition: many disorders abate, recur, and newly emerge. Some percentage of the SSDI caseload 
— estimates are as high as 75 percent — will experience some type of full or partial recovery during their 
spell. Limited evidence from evaluations of programs for people with disabilities suggests that employment 
rates can be increased in this population: 

• Structured Training and Employment Services (STETS), a supported work program for mentally 
retarded youth tested in the 1980s, had impressive impacts on employment and earnings and was a 
major influence on policy and practice in the disability field for years.  

• Individual Placement and Support (IPS), a work-first approach for adults with severe mental illness 
that relies on rapid placement in unsubsidized jobs coupled with postemployment supports and 
accommodations, had large effects on earnings and employment compared with other program 
models, including pre-employment training and transitional work.  

 
The barriers to employment within the disability system are beginning to be studied. It is difficult to 
determine what proportion of disability recipients can, in fact, work — particularly when beneficiaries must 
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prove that they can’t work to qualify. Both IPS and STETS were “stand-alone” programs that did not operate 
inside the disability benefit system. Only a handful of studies have looked at programs with the disability 
system, and the story has been largely one of low participation rates, small impacts on earnings and 
employment, and no reductions in disability benefits. Fortunately, the Social Security Administration has 
initiated an ambitious set of demonstration and evaluation projects within the disability system that will yield 
new evidence in the next few years: 

• The Youth Transition Demonstration (YTD) targets youth and young adults with disabilities that are 
receiving SSI or at risk of entering the system. Among disadvantaged groups, youth with disabilities 
in low-income families have among the highest risks of dropping out of school, being unemployed as 
adults, and being incarcerated. Youth who continue on to SSI as adults are also likely to remain on 
assistance for many years. YTD provides intensive individualized job placement services and waives 
SSI rules that discourage work and education.  

• The Accelerated Benefits (AB) Demonstration is assessing the impact on employment, health, and 
benefit receipt of allowing new SSDI beneficiaries without any health insurance to receive immediate 
health coverage, rather than waiting 24 months as they do under current rules. AB will also test 
whether adding employment counseling and rehabilitation services to the health benefit improves 
these outcomes. 

• Other initiatives underway include a broader study of the effectiveness of the IPS supported 
employment model and a test of a financial incentive that will allow SSDI beneficiaries to continue to 
receive some benefits if they work.  

 
What’s Next?  
 
While the strategies described above may hold promise, it seems unlikely that they will create significant 
change until the disability assistance system makes employment and self-sufficiency part of its core mission. 
But is it realistic to expect the disability system to encourage employment when eligibility for benefits is 
based on the inability to work? Are such changes affordable and will the public support them? And, even if 
the system changed its orientation, would it really be able to improve employment outcomes?  
 
Welfare reform may offer some lessons. Not so long ago, most welfare administrators believed they had no 
control over how many of their clients found jobs. Once it was accepted that welfare programs could help 
recipients into jobs, the system had the impetus to align policies, operating practices, accountability systems, 
and staff incentives to promote these outcomes. But it would be a mistake to push the welfare analogy too far. 
Unlike people with disabilities, many welfare recipients had considerable work experience and capacity to 
build on. Nevertheless, it would be useful to test some reforms on a demonstration basis, including: 
 
Making part-time employment a performance measure for disability programs. If effectiveness were 
measured in part by the number of people who worked at least part-time, administrators might begin to make 
operational changes to promote those goals. Disability program staff might find better ways to market the 
work incentives that have recently been built into their programs. In turn, the disability system might 
encourage vocational rehabilitation and workforce development systems to focus more on helping people with 
disabilities find employment. 
 
Test a time-limited, temporary disability program. A two-tiered disability system could begin with a 
temporary program requiring beneficiaries to participate in rehabilitation, receive regular assessments, and 
prepare for reemployment. Those who demonstrate that they cannot work would become eligible for 
permanent disability benefits. This alternative model, which has been used successfully in Europe, would 
resolve the contradiction in the current system of expecting people to work who have proven they are 
permanently unable to work.  
 
For more information, contact David Butler at MDRC, 212-340-8621.   November 2008 



 
        

The Post-Welfare Reform World:  
Helping Low-Wage Workers, the Hard-to-Employ, and Those Left Behind 

 
MDRC is dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research 
and the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies 
and programs. As part of our “Transition Series,” we are providing policymakers with this transition brief. 
 
Bottom line: The welfare reforms of the 1990s are widely seen as a dramatic success, with welfare 
caseloads dropping by more than half and many former recipients moving into the labor force. The 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, created in the landmark 1996 federal welfare 
reform law, was reauthorized for another five years in 2006. But the job is not finished. States are 
searching for effective strategies to address three remaining challenges: (1) promote employment for 
recipients with serious barriers to employment (including health problems, criminal justice issues, and 
domestic violence), (2) help low-wage workers advance in the labor market and achieve self-sufficiency, 
and (3) meet the needs of those left behind — single-parent families who are poor enough for welfare but 
are neither working, nor receiving benefits. Going forward, the welfare and other systems should 
respond flexibly to meet these challenges, while still retaining the strong policy focus on 
employment and self-sufficiency that emerged in the 1990s.  
 
What Do We Know?    
 
Welfare reform changed the landscape. The decline in the welfare caseload that began in 1994 is one 
the most dramatic developments in recent social policy. The caseload peaked at 5 million families, 
dropped to 2.3 million families by 2000, and now stands at about 1.7 million, with almost half of that total 
consisting of families with no adult recipient (e.g., children living with a relative who does not receive 
assistance). Studies have reached somewhat different conclusions about the relative importance of 
different factors in causing the decline, but most experts agree that it was attributable to a combination of 
federal and state welfare reform policies, the strong labor market of the 1990s, and the expansion of 
supports for low-wage workers, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit.  
 
We know how to move many welfare recipients into jobs. Less is known about how to (1) help low-
wage workers advance in the labor market and (2) promote employment among “hard-to-employ” 
individuals. A rich body of rigorous research — conducted in a variety of labor markets, during healthy 
and not-so-ideal economic environments — suggests that the most effective welfare-to-work programs 
require recipients to participate in employment-related activities, provide a mix of job search assistance 
and short-term education/training, and use financial work incentives to supplement low-paying jobs. 
Ongoing studies sponsored by the Department of Health and Human Services are examining two key 
“next stage” questions: (1) how to promote stable employment and wage progression among former 
welfare recipients and other low-wage workers and (2) how to promote employment for the “hard to 
employ” — recipients facing serious barriers to steady work, such as mental and physical health problems 
and substance abuse. There have been some hints of success, but much remains to be discovered.  
 
A growing share of low-income single mothers is “disconnected” from work and welfare. National 
data show that less than half of the families who are poor enough to qualify for TANF benefits are 
actually receiving assistance. Moreover, in 2005, between 20 percent and 25 percent of all low-income 
single mothers were neither working nor receiving cash assistance. It is not clear why so many poor 
families are not receiving welfare benefits for which they are eligible, and this situation implies that many 
poor children are at risk. 
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What’s Next?  
 
In a post-welfare reform world, the federal government and the states face three related policy challenges: 
(1) helping low-income people in the low-wage labor market move up the career ladder, (2) finding 
effective ways to promote work among the hard-to-employ, and (3) learning more about single-parent 
families disconnected from work and the welfare system. Some policy and research options include: 
 

• Build on the “hints of success” found in trials of strategies for improving employment retention 
and advancement. Develop second-generation versions of these programs, evaluate them, and try 
to bring them to scale. For instance, financial work incentives have been repeatedly shown to 
boost employment and income, and there’s emerging evidence that they can also increase 
participation in training or postsecondary education. 

 
• Revise TANF participation rules to define “work” more flexibly to address the needs of recipients 

whose personal or health problems make it difficult for them to work steadily or full time. This 
may also involve building stronger links between the TANF program and the disability assistance 
system.  

 
• Learn more about those poor families who have fallen off (or never gotten on) the welfare rolls 

but have not gained a foothold in the labor market. Test ways to reach out to families who could 
benefit from the financial assistance and employment support that the welfare system provides, 
even if this increases the welfare caseload somewhat.  
 

Clearly, any new approaches attempted in all three areas should avoid weakening the strong focus on 
work and self-sufficiency that emerged in the welfare system in the 1990s.  
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