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This ICPH research brief is the second in a series that highlights the characteristics of families with young children
who become homeless in the urban United States. The series explores poverty in the context of housing status

and puts a spotlight on the characteristics that make families who experience homelessness different from otherwise
similar poor families who consistently maintain stable housing. The current brief builds on the first in this series,

“Profiles of Risk: Characterizing Housing Instability,” and examines the role of maternal educational attainment.

Homelessness and High School Completion homelessness and those who did not experience such
Figure 1 breaks down the educational attainment of extreme housing instability; less than half (40%) of all
poor mothers by housing status— ever homeless or mothers ever experiencing homelessness during the five-
doubled up, ever at risk of homelessness, and always year period had finished high school at the beginning of
stably housed—using five years of data from the Fragile the survey. In comparison, most (52% of ever-at-risk and
Families and Child Wellbeing Study (see description on 51% of always stably housed) poor mothers who avoided
back). Clear differences in rates of high school comple- homelessness during this time period had completed at
tion are evident between mothers who ever experienced least high school.!
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Source: ICPH analysis of Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing data. n=1,836. Excluded are
mothers who did not participate in the year-
five survey, do not live with the focal child at
least half of the time at year five, do not have
valid sample weights, or report an average
(baseline to year five) income-to-poverty ratio
greater than 1.25. Differences in rates of high
school completion are significant at 10% for
ever-homeless vs. ever-at-risk or always stably
housed women. Differences in GED completion
are statistically significant at 10% for always
stably housed vs. ever-at-risk or ever-homeless
women. Differences in rates of educational
attainment beyond high school are significant
at 10% for all groups.
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The Role of the GED
Attaining a high school diploma sets stably housed poor moth-

ers apart from their peers who have experienced homelessness or

Figure 2
ADDITIONAL EDUCATION PURSUED AT YEAR 5
(by housing status years 1-5)

lived at risk of homelessness. Although similar proportions of

at-risk and stably housed mothers earned a high school creden-
tial, stably housed mothers more often did so with a high school
diploma (39%) than with a GED (5%). A far greater propor-

. All mothers in housing status group
. Mothers without high school degree
Mothers with at least high school degree

tion of at-risk mothers earned high school credentials with a
GED (14%); only 26% of at-risk mothers obtained a high school 47%
diploma. While the existing evidence suggests that the average 38%

GED holder is better off than a high school dropout, those with

GED:s earn less and are more likely to drop out of college than

those who obtained a high school diploma (see below).
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Source: ICPH analysis of Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing data. n = 1,836. Excluded are
mothers who did not participate in the year-five survey, do not live with the focal child at
least half of the time at year five, do not have valid sample weights, or report an average
(baseline to year five) income-to-poverty ratio greater than 1.25. Differences in rates of

In
Context

returns to school are statistically significant at 10% for always stably housed vs. ever-
homeless or ever-at-risk women.

GED vs. high school diploma

The General Educational Development (GED) credential plays a key role in the education of many stu-
dents in the United States; in 2009, nearly 750,000 high school dropouts sought a GED.? GED certifica-
tion benefits adults who lack secondary education; high school dropouts are both more likely to enter
poverty and less likely to exit poverty than GED holders.? Those who obtain a GED, on average, experi-
ence a 15% increase in earnings five years after certification compared to high school dropouts.*

Despite the benefits of a GED, obtaining a high school diploma is generally more advantageous.® GED
holders are more likely to experience poverty than high school graduates.® Further, research has sug-
gested that higher-skilled dropouts who choose a GED certification in place of a high school diploma
receive little tangible benefit from the credential; economic gains from the GED apply mostly to those
who left high school with very low ability and skills.” Finally, although obtaining a GED opens the door
to post-secondary education for high school dropouts, less than half of GED passers enroll in any post-
secondary institution and over 75% of those who do enroll drop out after one semester.®

Profiles of Risk: Education




Post-secondary Education and Returns to School
Figure 1 also shows that mothers who experienced homelessness
or were at risk of homelessness between years one and five are
more likely than their stably housed counterparts to have pursued
a degree beyond high school at baseline. Figure 2 further dem-
onstrates that mothers who maintained stable housing between
years one and five were the least likely of all mothers to have
returned to school in year five? Approximately 30% of poor
mothers who ever experienced homelessness pursued additional
education at year five, more than twice the rate of stably housed
mothers. Mothers at risk of homelessness returned to school
neatly three times more frequently than those who maintained

stable housing.

While the conventional wisdom is that additional education re-
duces poverty by increasing human capital and improving employ-
ment opportunities, this relationship may not be as straightforward
for very poor women. Socioeconomic differences in the type of
post-secondary education pursued may contribute to this apparent
contradiction, as costs and benefits vary significantly by program
type (see below). Poor, unmarried mothers are also less likely to
finish post-secondary education once commenced, leaving them

with debt but little improvement in economic condition."
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Education: A Differentiating Factor

Education is a clear differentiating factor between poor moth-
ers facing housing instability and those who maintain stable
housing. Compared to mothers who experienced homelessness

or were at risk of homelessness, stably housed mothers are both
more likely to have attained a high school diploma and less
likely to have pursued further schooling. Additionally, mothers
who experienced homelessness are the least likely of all groups

to have obtained a high school degree of any type. These results
suggest that, while policies that encourage high school comple-
tion may serve to address root causes of housing instability, those
that promote post-secondary education— particularly high-cost
vocational or “career” programs—should be considered with cau-
tion. Education policy targeting poor and residentially unstable
populations would benefit from a focus on college readiness and

completion for those pursuing schooling beyond high school.

The snapshot of poor families presented in this brief reveals dis-
tinct differences in educational characteristics by housing status.
The next brief in this series will explore a closely related feature

of family poverty: family structure.

Recent growth in the “for-profit” college industry has fueled criticisms about their recruitment tactics,
low graduation rates, and poor subsequent career placement. Enrollment in such programs comes
disproportionately from minority and economically disadvantaged populations. Students who enroll

often qualify for non-dischargeable federal loans but rarely graduate, fostering concern that these high-

cost degree programs push already vulnerable students even farther behind with considerable debt and

limited employment options."
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Homelessness in Fragile Families

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study is a nation-
ally representative study of nearly 5,000 mostly poor urban
American families with young children born between 1998
and 2000. The survey follows mothers from the birth of a
focal child through the child's first, third, and fifth birthdays.
When weighted, Fragile Families is representative of births in
20 U.S. cities with populations greater than 200,000.

Using Fragile Families data, ICPH has classified families into
three distinct housing categories based on their most severe
living arrangement in years one, three, and five: homeless or
doubled up, at risk of homelessness, or stably housed. "Home-
less” families are those who have lived in a shelter or place

not intended for housing as well as those who have doubled
up with friends or family. Families who are “at risk” were not
homeless or doubled up but have had trouble paying essential
bills, move frequently, or have been evicted. “Stably housed”
families faced none of these housing challenges.

A total of 1,836 families are included in the final analysis,
which employs the year-five sample. Families with an income
greater than 125% of the federal poverty line are excluded
from the analysis to ensure that comparisons between
groups reflect differences in housing status rather than
poverty. Please see the first brief in this series, “Profiles of Risk:
Characterizing Housing Instability,” for additional details on
the sample used in this series.
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