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Creating Opportunity for Children: How Housing Location Can Make a Difference
Source: Creating Opportunity for Children: How Housing Location Can Make a Difference,
written by Barbara Sard and Douglas Rice of the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities,
viewable at http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=4211
Why is this important? A growing body of evidence supports two conclusions about how
neighborhoods affect children’s well-being. First, high-poverty neighborhoods tend to be
violent, stressful and environmentally hazardous. This can impair the cognitive development,
school performance, and mental and physical health of a child.
Second, poor children who live in low-poverty neighborhoods and consistently attend highquality schools perform significantly academically better than those who do not. Nearly four
million children in the United States live in families that receive federal rental assistance.
However, in 2010 only 15 percent of the children in families that receive rent subsidies through
the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) three major rental programs lived
in low-poverty neighborhoods.
In this report, PEC summarizes the findings and recommendations from “Creating Opportunity
for Children.”
Who should read this report? This report is intended for policy makers and advocates
concerned about housing programs providing children and youth access to low-poverty
neighborhoods and schools. One of Philadelphia’s successful strategies for moving families out
of homeless shelters or transitional housing is a partnership between the Philadelphia Housing
Authority and City of Philadelphia called the “PHA Blueprint Program.” This program provides a
mixture of conventional and Housing Choice vouchers to house families who have completed
their emergency shelter or transitional housing program and are ready to move to permanent
housing. Over the years, however, families have raised the issue that some conventional public
housing is located in high crime areas with poor-performing schools. “Creating Opportunity for
Children” reminds public officials of the importance of locating homeless families into safe
communities.
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Recommendations
While the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program have been successful at reducing families’
housing cost burdens and homelessness while increasing housing stability, performance on
location outcomes has been disappointing. Based on the evidence indicating housing location
affects low-income families, particularly children, two near-term goals are suggested. In the
next several years, federal rental assistance programs should provide:
1. Greater opportunities for families to choose to rent affordable housing outside of
extreme-poverty neighborhoods
2. Greater access for families to low-poverty, safe communities with better performing
schools
Federal, state, and local agencies can make policy changes that will help more families in the
HCV program to live in better locations by:
1. Creating strong incentives for state and local housing agencies to achieve better location
outcomes
2. Modifying policies that discourage families from living in lower-poverty communities
3. Minimizing jurisdictional barriers to families’ ability to live in high-opportunity
communities
4. Assisting families in using
vouchers to rent in highopportunity areas

Background
Federal rental assistance enables 5
million low-income households to
afford modest homes. About 90
percent of these households are
assisted through three major
programs- Housing Choice Vouchers
(HCV), Section 8 Project-Based
Rental Assistance (PBRA) and Public
Housing. In each of these programs,
families generally pay 30 percent of
their income for rent and utilities.
More than 5 million people in more
than 2 million low-income
households use these vouchers.
PBRA allows 2 million people in
more than 1 million households to
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afford modest apartments due to long-term rental assistance contracts between private
owners and HUD. Public Housing is owned and operated by local housing agencies but funded
by the federal government. About 2.2 million people in about 1 million low-income households
live in public housing.
The HCV program is federally funded but managed by state and local housing agencies. Families
use housing vouchers to help pay for moderately priced, decent quality homes in the private
market. The HCV program assists more families with children than the other two major rental
assistance programs combined. Although the HCV program has performed much better than
HUD’s Project-Based Rental Assistance programs in enabling more low-income families
(particularly minority families) with children to live in lower-poverty neighborhoods, a quarter
of a million children in the program still live in moderately or extremely poor neighborhoods
despite the better options that a voucher should make available to them.

Over several decades, policymakers have adopted measures to reduce the extent to which lowincome families receiving federal assistance are concentrated in distressed neighborhoods. The
focus has been on improving these families’ access to safe neighborhoods with good schools,
more opportunities for recreation and enrichment and better access to jobs. Despite these
efforts, a greater percent of children (18%) lived in extreme-poverty neighborhoods (where at
least 40 percent of the residents are poor) in 2010 than in low-poverty neighborhoods (where
fewer than 10 percent of the residents had incomes below the poverty line).

Findings:
Effects of neighborhood poverty on children’s well-being and success
Many studies find evidence of the influence of neighborhood poverty on children’s behavioral
and emotional health, cognitive development, and educational achievement. There are also a
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number of studies highlighting the correlation between neighborhood poverty and poor
student academic performance. Residents of poor neighborhoods also tend to experience
health problems at higher rates than average. Furthermore, a recent study has shown that lowpoverty, high-opportunity neighborhoods can improve children’s educational achievement.
The study showed the students benefited from living in low-poverty neighborhoods but that
most of their educational gains came from attending low-poverty schools.
Federal rental assistance and opportunity
As mentioned above, more families with children use the HCV program for rental assistance
than the other two programs combined. In 2010, one of five families in the HVC program used
their vouchers to live in a low-poverty area. The chart below shows that housing vouchers
allow a larger number of children to live in low-poverty neighborhoods than the other HUD
programs. The HCV program has also increased the number of children from minority families
living in low-poverty neighborhoods. Among families using vouchers, more than twice the
share of poor black children, and close to double the share of poor Hispanic children, lived in
neighborhoods with less than 10 percent poverty in 2010, compared with poor black and
Hispanic children generally. However, poor white families using vouchers were slightly less
likely to live in low-poverty neighborhoods than poor white children overall.
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As it is being currently administered, the HCV program does not expand access to good schools
in safe neighborhoods. In 2008, only one in four families with children receiving HCV assistance
(25.9%) lived near an elementary school ranked in the top half of their state. Families receiving
each type of rental assistance were less likely to live near a better-performing elementary
school, and more likely to live near a school ranked in the bottom 10 percent, than poor
families generally. One reason for this may be that residential segregation and low vacancy
rates have made many appropriately priced units near high-performing schools unavailable to
families with vouchers. One exception to these findings is that using a voucher to rent housing
slightly improves the schools that minority children are able to attend.
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Families Receiving Rental Assistance More Likely Than Poor Households
and All Renters to Live Near Lower-Performing Schools
Households with children by characteristics of nearest elementary school in 2008
Household income of
Performance of nearby school
students
in nearby school
Very low
Very high
Households with children Ranked in top 50th Ranked in bottom 10th
poverty
poverty
in—
percentile
percentile
(below 20%
(over 80%
FRPL*)
FRPL*)
All
52.8%
10.4%
25.1%
20.1%
All Rental Housing
37.8%
17.2%
12.8%
34.0%
Housing Choice Voucher
25.9%
24.9%
7.0%
41.1%
program
Public Housing
19.4%
32.5%
5.7%
53.3%
Project-Based Section 8
24.5%
30.3%
8.3%
41.6%
unit
All Poor Households
31.6%
21.6%
10.2%
40.6%
*The two columns on the right show the percentage of families with children in various housing
programs who live near schools where fewer than 20% or more than 80% of the children in the school
have incomes low enough to qualify for free or reduced-price school meals (which requires family
income below 185% of the poverty line).
Source: Ingrid Gould Ellen and Keren Mertens Horn, “Do Federally Assisted Households Have Access to
High Performing Public Schools?” Table 2, PRRAC, November 2012,
www.prrac.org/pdf/PRRACHousingLocation&Schools.pdf.
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