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In Memoriam

Our dear friend and collaborator of more than thirty years, Doris
Entwisle, passed away while The Long Shadow was in final production.
Doris inspired us with her intellect and drew us to her with her warmth
and compassion. She was not one to dwell on misfortune, at least not
her own—Doris was remarkably strong. For that reason, we use this
dedication to celebrate her life, not mourn her passing. Doris left us
knowing the volume was complete; it brought a smile to her face.
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— Preface

social contexts—especially those of family, neighborhood, and

school—bear on the long-term well-being of disadvantaged urban
youth. Well-being, for our purposes, is captured not only in objective
measures such as educational level, occupation, earnings, family for-
mation, and avoidance of problem behaviors (substance use, brushes
with the law), but also in self-perceptions of well-being and life satis-
faction. In counterpoint to the more typical view of urban disadvantage
that dwells on misfortune and failure, we give equal attention to the
means by which urban youth advance their status and improve their
life experience.

To accomplish this goal we draw heavily on the life experience of the
Baltimore Beginning School Study Youth Panel (BSSYP, or Youth Panel),
a probability sample of just under eight hundred urban youth who began
school in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1982 and came into maturity during
the latter decades of the twentieth century and the first decade of the
twenty-first. Through repeated surveys of them, their parents, and their
teachers, we monitored the group’s progress beginning in first grade
and continuing through age twenty-eight or twenty-nine, watching on
as they forged lives for themselves during a time and in a place that
promised to pose great challenge for many. The Long Shadow is about the
Youth Panel’s social mobility, from origins to destinations, and focuses
on those who began life in families of low socioeconomic standing—half
the panel.

THE PURPOSE of this book is to improve our understanding of how

The Back Story

In 1982, when we launched this project, few sociological studies addressed
the experience of children below high school age or linked early experi-
ence to later life outcomes. However, we were mindful of Glen Elder’s
(1974) research on children of the Great Depression and Sheppard Kellam
and colleagues’ (1975) Chicago-based Woodlawn project with first

XV



Xvi Preface

graders. These established the life-long importance of children’s forma-
tive experience in the social contexts that frame their development.

What motivated the study initially was our desire to understand the
repercussions of children’s adjustment to formal schooling—the first
grade transition from home child to school child. At the time, the period
of early schooling had been virtually unexplored from a sociological per-
spective and though developmental psychologists were studying young
children, they had little to say about social context beyond that provided
by mothers. Socioeconomic status (SES) as a construct in developmen-
tal models was still over a decade away. Additionally, the search for
continuities in attitudes and behaviors, or from childhood to adulthood,
proved frustrating because the technology for penetrating large data sets
was not up to the task.

Sociologists were attentive to social context, but among older youth.
Most research on stratification processes across generations took high
schoolers as the starting point, mainly males, as in the line of research
on status attainment introduced by William Sewell and his colleagues
(Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969; Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf 1970).
As for data sources, national longitudinal studies focused on chil-
dren’s early schooling were still a decade or more off, for example, the
ECLS-K:1999 and ECLS-K:2011 projects (National Center for Education
Statistics 1999, 2011).

It was in this general climate that the Youth Panel was launched
with what was, in those days, a large probability sample. The intent
was to look closely at the course of development among a mostly dis-
advantaged panel of children, black and white, at the point of school
entry. The purpose was to observe many outcomes—not just failures
and problem behaviors, but evidence of satisfactory school performance
and personal well-being. The family’s economic status and parents” SES
as well as parents’ expectations and attitudes toward their children from
early in first grade were included. Children’s status was mapped repeat-
edly over short intervals. Schools were conceptualized as complex social
structures that could contribute to children’s development in many ways
besides cognitive growth. Retention and other administrative groupings
of children were analyzed as potential causes of disorderly or delayed
development.

The project continued almost a quarter century, monitoring the sam-
ple’s life progress up to a decade after high school. The Long Shadow
takes advantage of the long duration and broad sweep of the project’s
fieldwork to examine the unfolding script of the children’s lives starting
at age six, through elementary school, middle school, and high school,
and continuing far into their third decade. It identifies resources that
matter for adult well-being, as well as how they overlap and cumulate
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across the life course. We see both consistency and change. Some pat-
terns evident early in life persist, but others are replaced or modified,
always against the changing backdrop of conditions in Baltimore—
deindustrialization, population loss, and, for many, impoverishment.

Some of the findings reported in this volume will be familiar, but
novel details also appear. Some of the latter involve the situation of
poor whites in the sample, and by implication in other places like
Baltimore. They are a group seldom visible in research on the urban
disadvantaged, but the contrast between their life experience and that of
African Americans is striking. Status attainment through school (which
we probe in detail) helps perpetuate the advantage of higher-SES youth
over lower, but it is access to good paying work that perpetuates the
privilege of working-class white men over working-class black men. By
partnering with these men, white working-class women share in that
privilege. African Americans who begin life in similar circumstances as
their white counterparts realize neither advantage—they lack access
to well-paid jobs and, as young adults, black women are much more
likely to be without husbands and partners, which sets them back
financially.
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