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No event in human life is as full of promise and possibility as the birth of a child. We fondly hope that 

today's helpless infant will one day be a productive, happy adult whose courage, generosity, and 

strength will benefit the lives of others. Our society was founded on the principle that all people are 

created equal, and our UU religious tradition, as well as other humanist traditions, is based on a 

commitment to the inherent dignity and worth of every human being. We therefore aspire to live in a 

nation in which every child's future is determined by that child's abilities and aspirations rather than by 

accidents of birth. 

Unfortunately, our children are increasingly divided between those for whom the ideal of equal 

opportunity is a reality and those for whom it is only a dream. The key factor separating these two 

groups may surprise you. According to recent sociological research, the most important factor isn't 

income per se, although poverty is associated with lack of opportunity, nor is it race, although the 

lasting effects of Jim Crow and other bias contribute to the division. Instead, the most important factor 

arises from the fact that humans are inherently social beings. The key determinant of a child's future 

welfare and happiness is the amount and quality of social connections at all levels, from family and 

friends outward to neighborhood, schools, and broader social institutions. A key component of this is 

social capital, the degree of trust, cooperation, and reciprocity among members of a community. For 

children born into a web of rich and strong social connections, America is truly the land of opportunity;

for those whose connections are frayed, opportunities are often out of reach. Moreover, weak or strong 

social fabric is increasingly bequeathed from one generation to the next.

This morning, I'll describe how this vital social fabric has come unwoven for many of our children, 

present some competing theories about why this has occurred, and briefly suggest some ways that we 

can try to reverse this process. To ground our discussion in specifics, I'd like to start with the stories of 

two individuals, Angela and Zelda, similar in personal traits and born just a few miles apart, but with 

very different life prospects.

Let's start with Angela. Both of Angela's parents were born in small Mexican villages, and both grew 
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up in an impoverished Hispanic ghetto in South Central Los Angeles. However, both had parents, 

teachers, and counselors who helped them do well academically in high school and get scholarship aid 

for college. As Angela reached school age, her parents moved to a community with strong schools so 

that, as they put it, Angela could learn to compete with kids planning to attend Ivy League schools 

rather than dealing with gangs and drugs. When Angela entered kindergarten, her mom, Clara, 

discovered that Angela's teacher was in her first year of teaching and not very organized, so Clara 

became involved in the classroom herself. Clara and Angela's dad, Ricardo, read to her extensively 

before Angela started school, and the family always had dinner together. During the summer, Clara got 

math and reading workbooks for her kids and took them to classes at the nearby state colleges. Angela's

high school was a public magnet school with a highly demanding curriculum, over 100 different 

extracurricular clubs each with its own advisor, and a high rate of placement into highly selective 

colleges. Angela was accepted at almost all the colleges to which she applied, and as a college 

sophomore is tutoring seven college freshmen in pre-calculus.

Just 15 minutes away, Zelda lives with her older sister, Lola, in a house owned by their step-

grandfather.  The sisters had different birth fathers, both drug addicts, and their mother was a gang 

member, heroin addict, and prostitute, who died of AIDS when Zelda was just 2, after which they were 

raised by their grandmother. Zelda's elementary school experience was positive, and she was selected 

for a gifted-and-talented program, but her experience in the local high school was very different. 

Teachers were so preoccupied with trying to maintain order among the unruly and ill-prepared students

that they had little energy for classroom instruction and learning. Wrongly assuming that Zelda spoke 

Spanish because she is ethnically Latina, the school assigned her to a Spanish language class, refusing 

to allow her to switch classes. While her high school had an honors program, Zelda got no help from 

counselors or parents or other knowledgable adult in figuring out how honors students were selected.  

Neither sister ever participated in any extracurricular activities. Zelda tried joining a reading club, but 

the teacher in charge refused to allow her in, saying that her reading wasn't good enough. When Zelda 

fell behind in a class, neither teachers nor counselors responded to her requests for help. Nevertheless, 

Zelda managed to graduate from high school and enroll in a local community college. But without any 

guidance from savvy adults, she is struggling to navigate the educational system. She is able to take 

only a single class at a time because of over-enrollment and is supporting herself by working at a fast-

food restaurant.

Angela and Zelda's prospects are very different not because Angela is smarter than Zelda or more 

motivated, or more ethical, or more ambitious, or because of ethnic or gender prejudice, since their 



ethnicity and gender are the same. The difference is that Angela had responsible adults to protect and 

guide her from birth while Zelda was bereft of this network of support. 

I have told you about Angela and Zelda because their experiences typify one of the most striking and 

remarkable changes in American society over the last half century, the dramatic divergence between 

two categories of American: those for whom, like Angela, the American Dream is a reality, and those 

like Zelda who found for want of anyone to help guide their steps. 

There are many ways to characterize these divergent groups, but for the purposes of highlighting the 

differences, it is helpful to distinguishing three types of families: those in which at least one family 

member has a college degree, which I will refer to as advantaged; those in which no family member 

attended college, which I will refer to as disadvantaged; and those in between, i.e., some college but no

degree, which I'll call intermediate. This division is popular with sociologists because science can only 

explain things that can be measured, and college attendance is both easy to measure and a good proxy 

for many factors associated with success. 

So, the striking and remarkable change is that the welfare of advantaged and disadvantaged Americans 

have dramatically diverged in virtually every measure of well-being over the last half century. 

Moreover, this divergence has been of a very particular type: disadvantaged Americans have fared 

much worse, while little has changed for advantaged Americans. 

Let's start with physical separation. Half a century ago, advantaged and disadvantaged children often 

lived in the same neighborhoods, attended the same churches, schools, and community organization, 

and had similar expectations about their futures. Wealthier families lived in bigger houses and drove 

larger cars, but they didn't lead separate lives. Of course, America in the 50s was segregated, but within

each segregated community there was typically a range of wealth and education. Today, in many 

communities, the advantaged live in gated communities or exclusive neighborhoods where they seldom

share any social encounters with the disadvantaged. 

This separation of advantaged from disadvantaged is part of a broader phenomenon in which 

Americans increasingly choose where to live and who to associate with based on homophily, that is, the

preference to be with those who resemble us in is education, income, tastes, political orientation, and so

on. This self-segregation, called “The Big Sort” by journalist Bill Bishop,2 has led advantaged families 

to congregate in enclaves, leaving disadvantaged children to increasingly grow up in neighborhoods 

that contain only other disadvantaged persons, with few opportunities to profit from the guidance, 

2 Bishop, Bill, and Robert G. Cushing. The Big Sort: Why the Clustering of Like-minded America Is Tearing Us Apart. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2008.



friendship, or example of the advantaged.

The divergence between the advantaged and the disadvantaged is not just in where they live, but in the 

nature of their family life. Among college-educated women, births to unwed mothers are essentially as 

rare today as 40 years ago, but among non-college educated women, the rate of unwed births has 

almost tripled, with about 2 out of 3 births to non-college mothers being out-of-wedlock. At the same 

time, disadvantaged men are 4 times as likely as advantaged men to have children that they don't live 

with, and over 7 times as likely to have nonresidential children that they rarely visit. There's an old 

saying that “The poor wish to be rich, the rich wish to be happy, the single wish to be married, and the 

married wish to be dead.” But in reality there are a multitude of economic and emotional advantages to 

being married. The lack of stable marriages among the disadvantaged isn't because the poor don't want 

to be married; indeed, the desire for marriage has never been greater.3 Rather, it is because marriage is 

often perceived as unaffordable. Disadvantaged women often settle for romance as a respite from their 

everyday poverty and uncertainty until the day when they feel financially secure enough to marry, a 

day which often never comes.4 Often, children are born to couples who hope to stay together but whose

lack of resources leads to conflicts and separation. The result is often households with unstable and 

chaotic mixtures of half-siblings and step-parents. An important contributor to the perceived 

unaffordability of marriage is that disadvantaged men have both a much higher unemployment rate 

than advantaged men as well as being about 4 times as likely to drop out of the labor force altogether 

(12% vs. 3% for college-educated).5 Oscar Wilde once said, “Like dear St. Francis of Assisi I am 

wedded to Poverty: but in my case the marriage is not a success.” Stated the other way around, poverty 

and marriage don't mix well.

Parenting in disadvantaged households is far different from that in advantaged families. Angela's 

parents were there to compensate for a weak teacher, have dinner and read to her every night, coach her

over the summer so that she would be prepared to excel in the fall, and prep her for college. For Zelda, 

there was no steady, predictable figure in her life except her sister, who was as adrift as Zelda. A 

landmark study found that, by the time that they started school, children in advantaged homes hear over

19 million more words than children of working-class parents and 32 million more words than the 

children of parents on welfare. More important than the number of words the children hear is that kind 

of interactions between parents and children. Healthy infant brain development requires what child 

development experts call “serve-and-return” interactions, in which the child sends out some signal and 

3 Putnam at p. 72.
4 Putnam at p. 74.
5 Murray, C. A. (2012). i. New York, N.Y., Crown Forum.



the adult responds. This process can start when children are still preverbal, when babbling is 

reciprocated by vocalizing and continues as children grow up when parents listen and talk to their 

children frequently. As Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam puts it, “The brain … develops as a social 

organ, not an isolated computer.” 6 Unfortunately, disadvantaged children experience far fewer “serve-

and-return” interactions, indeed far fewer positive interactions of any kind than discouragements or 

other negative interactions. Instead, the stresses of growing up in disadvantaged families is so great that

it increases the risk of elevated levels of the stress hormone cortisol, which can lead to lasting cognitive

and memory impairment.7 Disadvantaged parents in general don't want to have negative interactions 

with their children, but the stresses of their own life leave them with insufficient time or energy for 

more anything more positive. In the words of painter Willem de Kooning, “The trouble with being poor

is that it takes up all of your time.” 

Turning to schools, Zelda's high school experience illustrates how teachers in schools that serve 

disadvantaged students often have their hands full maintaining order because of higher rates of 

delinquency, truancy, disorder, and transience and lower rates of English proficiency. Higher poverty 

schools offer fewer Advanced Placement classes, fewer team sports and other extracurricular activities,

and have higher rates of disciplinary problems. An even more important influence than teachers and 

facilities is the social composition of the student body. “Regardless of their own family background, 

kids do better in schools where the other kids come from affluent, educated homes.”8  Remarkably, 

some studies have shown that the family background of a high school student's classmates' family 

matters more than the student's own family background! 

The combination of these factors—family structure, parenting, peers, school environment—all 

contribute to a widening gap in graduation rates. In contrast to a generation ago, when academic ability 

played a bigger role than social class in predicting success, today a family's socioeconomic status is a 

better predictor than test scores of which eighth graders will eventually graduate from college.9 “[H]igh

scoring poor kids are now actually less likely (29%) to get a college degree than low-scoring rich kids 

(30%).”10

Widening our focus from family and school to the broader community, we find a similar pattern of 

divergence between the advantaged and the disadvantaged in many different measures of social 

6 Putnam, Robert D., Our kids: the American Dream in crisis, Simon &
Schuster, New York (2015),  page 110.
7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_in_early_childhood
8 Putnam at p. 164.
9 Putnam at p. 189.
10 Putnam at p. 218.



engagement and connection. For example, church attendance among middle-aged college-educated 

white adults has been roughly constant since the 1970s, but it has fallen by about 1/3 among the non-

college educated during this time.11 Advantaged children are much more likely to have informal 

mentors, like teachers, pastors, coaches, or family friends. “[N]early 2/3 of affluent kids have some 

mentoring beyond their extended family, while nearly 2/3 or poor kids do not.” This is not “because 

poor kids don't want mentoring. In fact, they are nearly twice as likely as rich kids to say that at some 

point in their lives they wanted a mentor, but didn't have one.” Residents of disadvantaged 

neighborhoods have lower levels of trust in their neighbors,12 fewer close friends,13 and narrower social 

networks. This means that they are much less likely to know anyone who can help with jobs, college 

placement, or health issues. Instead, “lower-class parents' social ties are disproportionately 

concentrated within their own extended family ... who, because of their own location in the social 

hierarchy, are unlikely to expand the reach of the parents.”14

In summary, opportunities for a successful, prosperous, and productive life have dramatically diverged 

over the last 1/2 century because disadvantaged neighborhoods have suffered from weakened family 

structure and parenting practices, poor schools, and a dramatic loss of social capital, resulting in fewer 

formal or informal mentors, helpers or guides for disadvantaged children. The result is that one's 

family's socioeconomic status is the biggest predictor of life success, the very opposite of the American

Dream.

It's hard to fix a problem without understanding its cause. However, while there is a wide consensus 

that the social divergence that I have described has taken place, there is less agreement about the 

reasons for the change. Some explanations are more associated with a conservative perspective, others 

more identified with a liberal perspective. For example, Charles Murray in Coming Apart suggests that 

the underlying cause is the abandonment by blue-collar people of the social virtues of commitment to 

marriage and children, hard work, neighborliness, and church attendance, perhaps as a result of 

changing gender norms, popular culture, and the social upheaval starting in the 1960s. An alternative 

more popular on the political Left is that the root cause is loss of blue-collar jobs as a result of 

globalization and the greed and fecklessness of Wall Street and large corporations. By depriving men 

of the ability to support their families, the argument goes, these factors dissolved the glue the kept 

families, and the larger social network, connected.

11 Putnam at p. 225.
12 Putnam at p. 219.
13 Putnam at p. 208.
14 Putnam at p. 209-210.



My perception is that all these factors play as role. Robert Putnam observes that, in 1950, divorce was 

uncommon and a strong norm against out-of-wedlock births made them very rare: 

Premarital pregnancy was typically followed by a shotgun marriage. Most baby boomers, as a 

result, were raised by both biological parents. … in the 1970s, however, … that family structure

suddenly collapsed … Premarital sex lost its stigma almost overnight; shotgun marriages 

sharply diminished, and then virtually disappeared; divorce became epidemic; and the number 

of kids living in single-parent families began a long, steady ascent …

The collapse of the traditional family hit the black community earliest and hardest, in part 

because that community was already clustered at the bottom of the economic hierarchy.15

But it turned out that the black community was just the leading edge of a change throughout American 

family life. This dramatic change seemed at first to be sending marriage and the family into extinction, 

but instead produced what Putnam refers to as a “two-tiered family structure.” The upper tier consists 

of advantaged families with what Putnam calls “neo-traditional” marriages, which are more egalitarian 

versions of the Ozzie-and-Harriet marriage of the 1950s. These marriages are nearly as durable as the 

1950s version; a person with an advanced degree has less than 1/5th the probability of being divorced as

a person with a high school education.16 The lower tier is occupied by disadvantaged families, with all 

the ills described above, such as successive temporary relationships that give rise to many step-siblings 

and non-custodial fathers.

At the same time, wages for middle and low-wage workers have been stagnant  during the last half-

century17 as jobs in manufacturing and agricultural have have been automated and out-sourced.18 

Economic and cultural factors have played a complementary role in the emergence of 2-tiered family 

structure: “poverty produces family instability, and family instability in turn produces poverty.”

Putnam observes that the Great Depression of the 1930s gave rise to: 

male joblessness and economic dislocation on a massive scale. As a consequence, the marriage 

rate fell. … according to a 1940 survey, 1.5 million married women were deserted by their 

husbands, and more than 200,000 vagrant children were said to be wandering the country as a 

result. … Eighty years … later, it's still true that hard times deter and destroy marriages.

15 Putnam at p. 62.
16 Adshade, M., Dollars and Sex: How Economics Influences Sex and Love, Chronicle Books, San Francisco (2013). at p. 

155.
17 http://www.epi.org/publication/charting-wage-stagnation/
18 http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2012/01/where-did-all-the-workers-go-60-years-of-economic-change-in-1-
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On the other hand, in the 1930s the birth rate also fell sharply … In that era, men and women 

postponed procreation as well as matrimony … Unlike today, desperately poor, jobless men in 

the 1930s did not have kids outside of marriage whom they then largely ignored. 

So, economic dislocation and cultural changes combined to create the changes in family structure that 

deprive disadvantaged children of the resources that they need for a happy and successful future.

Turning finally to the question of what we can do to equalize opportunity, it seems wrong to tell the 

Zelda's of the world that their problems are their own fault and that if they just acted more responsibly

—more middle class—all their problems would go away. It's unfair to Zelda and to all the other 

children raised without the resources to succeed in our complex society. It's also an oversimplification 

to say that Zelda's problems are all the result of bias. A history of discrimination may contribute to the 

weak social ties of many of the disadvantaged, but the biggest handicap today seems to be those weak 

ties themselves. 

So, what can we do to help provide all children with the resources that they need to better lives? One 

place to start is by recognizing that young people respond to opportunities if they are made available. A

fascinating piece of recent research compared community college tuition and the rates of risky behavior

by teenagers, finding that teens in states with lower public community colleges costs made better 

sexual choices. In fact:

a $1,000 reduction in price of a community college education [was observed to decrease] the 

number of sexual partners the average 17-year old high school student has by a remarkable 26 

percent. … students [were] less likely to engage in other risky behaviors, such a smoking and 

marijuana use when college [was] affordable.19

The take-away is that young people are more likely to avoid bad choices when they see that they have 

something to lose.

There is a consensus that the collapse of working-class family structure is a major contributor to the 

opportunity gap. There is less consensus on what to do about this. Many doubt that marriage rates 

among poor Americans can be raised significantly. A more promising approach might focus on simply 

trying to reduce unplanned pregnancies. In a promising experiment in Colorado from 2009 to 2013, 

free long-acting birth control provided to teenagers and poor women reduced the pregnancy rate by 

40% and the rate of abortions by 42%. Another approach to reducing pregnancies is social marketing, 

19 Adshade, M., supra.



like Iowa's “Avoid the Stork” campaign. In fact, the unwed pregnancy rate in the US has been 

significantly decreasing since 2008, although the reasons for this are not well understood, so it's not 

known whether this will continue.

Keeping family income above the level that causes major stress is important as well. As Benjamin 

Franklin said, “Poverty often deprives a man of all spirit and virtue; it is hard for an empty bag to stand 

upright.” Policies like earned income tax credits and antipoverty programs like food stamps, housing 

vouchers, and child care support can help as well. Excessive incarceration rates have contributed 

significantly to the absence of fathers in disadvantaged households. There is bipartisan movement 

towards reduction in incarceration and rehabilitation of ex-prisoners to reduce recidivism and reduce 

this cause of absent fathers. 

There are opportunities for improving the parenting and child development as well, such as by 

providing day care, Head Start, and programs to encourage poor parents to read to their children every 

day. 

How to improve the schools that young people like Zelda attend so that they can increase opportunity 

rather than being one more barrier to success is a topic for its own service, or many other services. But 

a start would be changing the uniquely American practice of spending more on advantaged children 

than on disadvantaged children.

Finally, we need to invest in poor neighborhoods, to improve the quality of the communities that 

disadvantaged children live in. Many approaches have been explored in recent decades. The best often 

involve partnerships among government, the private sector, and the local community. Alternatively, 

moving poor children to better neighborhoods has been consistently demonstrated to improve children's

outcomes. Recent research has shown that children of families randomly selected to be moved from 

public housing to more prosperous neighborhoods went on to earn 16% more than those remained and 

were 9% more likely to be employed. “Over all, leaving public housing might add about $45,000 to 

each child's lifetime earnings.”20

We can only solve problems that we recognize and understand. In this talk, I've shared with you some 

recent research about the nature and source of the opportunity gap that has arisen between advantaged 

and disadvantaged Americans. Now, it is up to each of us to take responsibility for working to close 

this gap.

This talk was preceded by the Evening Prayer duet by Engelbert Humperdinck, in which Hansel and 

20 Wolfers, J., Bad Neighborhoods Do More Harm Than We Thought, The New York Times, March 27, 2016, A3.



Gretel pray to 14 angels for protection. For me as a religious humanist, these angels are metaphors for 

the protectors and guides that every child deserves: two angels to guard them as they sleep—loving 

parents, one hopes. Two angels to guide their feet—teachers or counselors, with advice beyond what 

the parents know about navigating school and community. Angels at the right hand and left hand—

family friends, neighbors, coaches, church leaders, ready with help and advice when needed. And two 

to guide their steps upward—mentors, perhaps, providing help and guidance critical to success in 

college, the workplace, and the larger world. Together, these angels provide the vital social social 

network every child needs for success. May we diligently work to see to it that every child is blessed 

with such angels.  

So be it.
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