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One of the most consistent findings in the so-
cial science literature on wealth is that wealth 
is unequally distributed by race, to the disad-
vantage of Blacks and Hispanics relative to 
Whites (Conley 1999; Darity et al. 2018; Gittle-
man and Wolff 2004; Killewald and Bryan 2018; 
Killewald, Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017; Oliver 
and Shapiro 2006; Smith 1995; Taylor et al. 
2011). Racial wealth gaps are vastly larger than 
racial income gaps, and racial wealth gaps have 
markedly increased over the same time period 
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that racial income gaps have remained rela-
tively stable (Percheski and Gibson- Davis 2020; 
Wolff 2017). Moreover, racial inequalities in 
other aspects of socioeconomic status (SES), 
such as income and educational attainment, 
do not fully account for racial disparities in 
wealth. Wealth is one measure of the multigen-
erational and structural nature of racial in-
equality (Brown 2016; Conley 1999; Herring and 
Henderson 2016; Oliver and Shapiro 2006), 
which a single generation’s socioeconomic at-
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tainments, regardless of how elite or hard- won, 
often cannot fully erase. Recent policy discus-
sions have also called attention to racial wealth 
gaps. In 2019, multiple candidates for president 
offered plans to reduce them, including facili-
tating homeownership for families of color and 
“baby bonds” (Astor 2019). In the tumultuous 
year of 2020, renewed calls for racial justice in 
many domains of social, economic, political, 
and cultural life also highlighted the issue.

Household wealth is correlated with chil-
dren’s academic, behavioral, health, and other 
outcomes (Destin 2013; Hällsten and Pfeffer 
2017; Shanks 2007; see also, from this issue, 
Boen, Keister, and Graetz 2021; Gibson- Davis 
and Hill 2021; Nepomnyaschy et al. 2021; Miller 
et al. 2021). As Christina Gibson- Davis and 
Heather Hill outline in the introduction to this 
issue, wealth provides child households with 
resources, security, and class status. Wealth fa-
cilitates parents’ time and money investments 
in children, contributes to parents’ sense of fi-
nancial well- being, raises future expectations 
for children in areas such as schooling, and 
lowers parental stress. The ways that wealth al-
lows parents to purchase school and neighbor-
hood quality for children—which Gibson- Davis 
and Hill describe as a secondary mechanism of 
wealth effects on child development—are espe-
cially salient here, given our focus in this article 
on children’s math and reading achievement. 
Racial disparities in wealth mean that, relative 
to White children, Black and Hispanic children 
are less likely to benefit from these processes. 
Further, because wealth is distinct from in-
come—and unequally distributed by race, net 
of income—Black and Hispanic children re-
main less likely to fully benefit from these pro-
cesses even if their parents have the same in-
come as Whites.

An existing research stream has investigated 
relationships between race, wealth, and chil-
dren’s school achievement and related out-
comes, such as grade retention. This work has 
often assessed the extent to which average ra-
cial disparities in wealth account for average 
racial gaps in these outcomes, with wealth en-
tered into statistical models after a number of 
other explanatory factors (Easton- Brooks and 
Davis 2007; Kaushal and Nepomnyaschy 2009; 
Orr 2003; Yeung and Conley 2008). This re-

search finds that racial wealth disparities may 
slightly mediate racial gaps in achievement, but 
wealth accounts for a small share of achieve-
ment gaps in these studies.

In this study, we contribute to the literature 
on race, wealth, and children’s achievement by 
analyzing the math and reading achievement 
of White, Black, and Hispanic children whose 
parents have the same wealth (net worth). We 
make these comparisons at the 25th, 50th, and 
75th percentiles of net worth to capture poten-
tial variation in patterns of interest across the 
wealth distribution. Analyses examine the ex-
tent to which White, Black, and Hispanic chil-
dren whose parents have the same position in 
the wealth distribution have comparable 
achievement trajectories and comparable ac-
cess to resources for their academic develop-
ment. To our knowledge, ours is the first study 
in the literature on race, wealth, and children’s 
achievement to leverage same- wealth compar-
isons in these ways.

If we do find such racial achievement gaps 
between same- wealth children, it would mean 
that wealth, at least when measured as parental 
net worth, still does not fully capture racial dif-
ferences in children’s developmental opportu-
nities—indicating the need to search out racial 
differences between same- wealth families in 
other factors relevant to children’s achieve-
ment. To this end, we assess potential racial 
differences between same- wealth White, Black, 
and Hispanic families in two areas: (1) family 
demographic and developmental context char-
acteristics and (2) asset and debt composition 
of net worth portfolios. Both domains include 
characteristics of families and households that 
link parental wealth to children’s development 
(see Gibson- Davis and Hill 2021, this issue). The 
latter analysis investigates the possibility that 
Black, Hispanic, and White households reach 
a given position in the wealth distribution by 
different pathways. We interpret such differ-
ences as due to racially unequal exposure to his-
torical and contemporary structural con-
straints on certain types of wealth accumulation, 
such as persistent racial discrimination in the 
mortgage and housing market (see, for exam-
ple, Quillian, Lee, and Honoré 2020). Research 
on race and wealth has leveraged structural per-
spectives to understand the factors that con-
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tribute to racial differences in wealth, to the 
disadvantage of Blacks and Hispanics relative 
to Whites (Brown 2016; Herring and Henderson 
2016; Keister 2000). Here, we extend this logic 
to understand potential racial variation in the 
pathways that households with children take 
to attain the same wealth levels and these 
routes’ potential implications for children’s de-
velopmental opportunities.

We investigate these possibilities using data 
from the children of the National Longitudinal 
Survey of Youth 1979 cohort (C- NLSY), spanning 
from 1986 through 2014. When merged with 
children’s mothers’ records from the original 
NLSY79, the data provide fine- grained, longitu-
dinal information on family financial circum-
stances. This includes summary parental net 
worth measures and detailed measures of spe-
cific categories of assets and debts, many other 
measures of children’s family demographic 
characteristics and developmental contexts, 
and children’s math and reading achievement 
scores. The original NLSY79 sampling frame’s 
racial diversity allows us to track potential dif-
ferences between Whites, Blacks, and Hispan-
ics. We arrange the data into a child- age panel 
and use multilevel growth curve modeling tech-
niques to analyze trends of interest for children 
age five through fourteen.

baCkgrounD
Racial disparities in wealth are large and per-
sistent (Conley 1999; Darity et al. 2018; Gittle-
man and Wolff 2004; Killewald and Bryan 2018; 
Killewald, Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017; Oliver 
and Shapiro 2006; Smith 1995; Taylor et al. 
2011). They have also grown in recent years 
given the Great Recession’s (2007–2009) ra-
cially unequal impact on wealth portfolios. Al-
though Blacks, Whites, and Hispanics all lost 
wealth during this period, Blacks’ and His-
panics’ wealth declined disproportionately, 
and Whites and Hispanics (but not Blacks) 
have recovered much of their losses (Per cheski 
and Gibson- Davis 2020; Taylor et al. 2011;  
Wolff 2017). In 2004, median Black net worth 
($15,000) was less than 10 percent of median 
White net worth ($150,000). By 2016, median 
Black net worth ($3,400) was just over 2.4 per-
cent of median White net worth ($140,500) 
(Wolff 2017). The Hispanic- White gap in me-

dian wealth has remained relatively flat over 
this period, due to both groups losing wealth 
around the Great Recession yet being able to 
recover. In both 2004 and 2016, Hispanic me-
dian wealth was approximately one- twentieth 
that of median White wealth. Wealth gaps 
 between Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics also 
persist net of socioeconomic status (SES)  
characteristics such as income (Darity et al. 
2018; Smith 1995) and educational attainment 
 (Meschede et al. 2017).

Recent studies have also investigated wealth 
disparities among households with resident 
children, our study’s target population 
(Gibson- Davis and Percheski 2018; Percheski 
and Gibson- Davis 2020). This work demon-
strates that wealth inequality’s magnitude and 
over- time trend differs between households 
with and without resident children, including 
when it comes to racial wealth gaps. Relative 
to the Black- White wealth gap among house-
holds without children, that among child 
households was already larger in the early 
2000s and increasing before the Great Reces-
sion (Percheski and Gibson- Davis 2020). By 
2016, Black households with children held one 
cent of wealth per dollar of White wealth, rela-
tive to eight cents per dollar among house-
holds without resident children. In contrast, 
among Hispanics, the two gaps followed simi-
lar trends until the 2013 to 2016 period, when 
Hispanic child households made gains relative 
to their White peers but Hispanic childless 
households did not; by 2016, Hispanic house-
holds with children held eight cents of wealth 
per dollar of White wealth, relative to two cents 
per White dollar among households without 
resident children (Per cheski and Gibson- Davis 
2020).

Many scholars have interpreted racial differ-
ences in wealth as primarily due to manifesta-
tions of race’s multigenerational and structural 
influence across various domains of social, eco-
nomic, and political life (see Bonilla- Silva 1997). 
These processes disadvantage Blacks and His-
panics and advantage Whites, with both advan-
tages and disadvantages compounding across 
generations. Cedric Herring and Loren Hender-
son (2016) summarize this interpretation of 
wealth gaps as focused on racial discrimination 
and unequal opportunity in three interrelated 



10 4  w e a l t h  I n e q u a l I t y  a n d  c h I l d  d e v e l o p m e n t

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

markets—labor, credit, and housing. In the la-
bor market, audit studies have demonstrated 
that discrimination hampers Blacks and His-
panics’ labor- market participation and types of 
jobs they are offered relative to Whites who 
have comparable human and social capital 
backgrounds, such as equal educational attain-
ment (Gaddis 2015; Pager, Western, and Boni-
kowski 2009). These labor- market processes 
contribute to racial income gaps that leave 
Blacks and Hispanics with, on average, less 
money than Whites to save or invest. In the 
credit market, among other instances of un-
equal opportunity, Blacks and Hispanics face 
discrimination in obtaining loans for small 
businesses, a potential way to build wealth 
(Blanchflower, Levine, and Zimmerman 2003; 
Cavalluzzo and Cavalluzzo 1998). In the housing 
market, Blacks and Hispanics also have com-
paratively lower rates of homeownership than 
Whites, and, among owners, lower wealth re-
turns to their properties (see Killewald 2013), 
attributable in part to racial discrimination in 
mortgages and housing that disadvantages 
Blacks and Hispanics relative to Whites (Quil-
lian, Lee, and Honoré 2020).

Other structural processes that do not fall 
as neatly within the three markets typology also 
contribute to racial disparities in wealth. One 
of many consequences of multigenerational 
wealth inequality in families is that, even 
among those who are well off, Blacks and His-
panics are more likely than similarly advan-
taged Whites to provide financial support to 
less well- off kin (Heflin and Pattillo 2006), and 
these processes have been found to contribute 
to the Black- White wealth gap (O’Brien 2012). 
Racial disparities in the likelihood of having an 
incarcerated family member, to the disadvan-
tage of Blacks relative to Whites, also contrib-
ute to Black- White wealth gaps (Sykes and Ma-
roto 2016). Black and Hispanic children are 
more likely than White children to grow up in 
single parent households (McLanahan and 
Percheski 2008), implying the possibility that 
Black and Hispanic fathers may be more likely 
than White fathers to have unsecured debt in 
the form of child support arrears, which de-
crease wealth and are negatively correlated with 
children’s socioemotional outcomes (see 
Nepomnyaschy et al. 2021, this issue).

Race, Wealth, and Children’s Achievement
A number of studies have investigated wealth’s 
role in Black- White and Hispanic- White gaps 
in children’s K–12 educational outcomes. This 
work has often assessed the extent to which av-
erage racial disparities in wealth account for 
average racial gaps in these outcomes, net of a 
number of other explanatory factors, including 
parental SES characteristics such as education 
and income (Easton- Brooks and Davis 2007; 
Kaushal and Nepomnyaschy 2009; Orr 2003; 
Yeung and Conley 2008). On balance, this work 
indicates that racial wealth disparities may 
slightly mediate racial gaps in achievement, as 
well as related outcomes like grade retention. 
However, the share of racial gaps that wealth 
accounts for in these studies is small.

Studies by Jean Yeung and Dalton Conley 
(2008) and Amy Orr (2003) exemplify this ap-
proach and its results using data on math and 
reading achievement from children in a similar 
age range to our sample. Using data from the 
Panel Study of Income Dynamics on children 
between the ages of three and twelve, Yeung 
and Conley find that significant Black- White 
gaps in children’s reading and math scores 
were fully accounted for by background char-
acteristics including parental education, occu-
pation, and income, and grandparent’s educa-
tion, which they entered into statistical models 
before wealth. Despite Black- White achieve-
ment gaps being explained prior to the entry of 
wealth variables, Yeung and Conley find that, 
net of other variables, some forms of wealth 
had significant effects on children’s achieve-
ment at the conditional mean, with liquid and 
income- producing assets, such as stocks and 
mutual funds, being particularly beneficial and 
debts being detrimental, particularly for the 
math scores of the older age group (six through 
twelve) in their sample. Orr came to a similar 
group of conclusions using data from the Na-
tional Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 Chil-
dren and Young Adult Study (C- NLSY), a data 
set covering children born to women in the Na-
tional Longitudinal Study of Youth 1979 cohort 
(NLSY79). In analyses of math scores of chil-
dren aged five through fourteen, background 
characteristics entered into statistical models 
prior to wealth largely explained the Black- 
White math gap; wealth did little to further ex-
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plain the gap; and income- producing assets 
were positively and significantly associated 
with children’s achievement at the conditional 
mean, net of many other covariates, but non- 
income- producing assets (homes and vehicles) 
were not.

We contribute to the literature on race, 
wealth, and children’s achievement by shifting 
the axis of comparison to racial achievement 
gaps between children whose parents have the 
same wealth. Whereas previous research in this 
area has often considered parental wealth after 
a host of other factors, we foreground wealth 
by comparing the achievement of White, Black, 
and Hispanic children whose parents have low, 
middle, and high wealth. Our comparisons are 
motivated by the observation that disparities 
in wealth by race are one of the most stubborn 
vestiges of multigenerational and structural ra-
cial inequality. Thus, it seems reasonable to as-
sume that White, Black, and Hispanic children 
whose parents have the same or a similar posi-
tion in the wealth distribution will have rela-
tively comparable access to resources for their 
academic development and, as a result, rela-
tively comparable achievement.

However, if we do find racial achievement 
gaps between same- wealth children, it would 
mean that wealth, at least when measured as 
parental net worth, still does not fully capture 
racial differences in children’s developmental 
opportunities—indicating the need to search 
out racial differences between same- wealth 
families in other factors relevant to children’s 
achievement. To this end, we first assess racial 
differences at our three focal wealth levels in a 
set of family demographic characteristics and 
measures of children’s developmental contexts. 
These variables operationalize a number of the 
hypothesized mechanisms for household 
wealth’s effects on children’s outcomes that 
Gibson- Davis and Hill outline in the introduc-
tion—particularly resources, class status, paren-
tal stress, and parental warmth and sensitivity.

The NLSY data we use contain measures of 
parental net worth (our primary measure of 
wealth), as well as detailed variables for the as-
set and debt components that make up net 
worth. This information allows us to subse-
quently investigate the extent to which there 
are racial differences in same- net- worth fami-

lies’ asset and debt portfolios. Such differences 
may also contribute to racial achievement gaps 
between children whose parents have the same 
wealth. As reviewed, liquid and income- 
producing assets are positively correlated with 
children’s achievement (Orr 2003; Yeung and 
Conley 2008), net of other factors. Both Orr 
(2003, see table 1) and Yeung and Conley (2008, 
see table 1) find that, on average, Blacks have 
substantially fewer or lower levels of these types 
of assets than Whites (see also Keister 2000). It 
is less clear how such differences will play out 
in same- wealth comparisons, and those stud-
ies’ samples did not include Hispanics. How-
ever, it is possible that Blacks’ and Hispanics’ 
wealth portfolios contain fewer of these types 
of assets than those of same- wealth Whites.

If, at a given level of net worth, Blacks and 
Hispanics have fewer assets than Whites, it 
would imply that they also have fewer debts. 
Yeung and Conley (2008) find that, on average, 
Whites were almost twice as likely as Blacks to 
have debt (a summary measure of all debts 
other than mortgages) and held almost three 
times as much of it, although this debt was neg-
atively correlated with children’s achievement, 
net of other factors. The same caveats noted 
above apply to how those trends could be borne 
out in our analyses. Further, the distinction be-
tween good and bad debt (see Gibson- Davis and 
Hill 2021, this issue, figure 4) is also relevant. 
Certain types of debt may, under ideal (non-
predatory) circumstances, aid children’s devel-
opment. Mortgage debt, for example, could al-
low a family to reside in a high- quality public 
school’s catchment area that they otherwise 
would not be able to access.

This Study
To summarize, racial disparities in wealth are 
vast and long- standing. Black and Hispanic 
children are substantially less likely than White 
children to reap the child development benefits 
of parental wealth. A number of studies have 
investigated the extent to which racial differ-
ences in parental wealth account for average 
racial achievement gaps. However, we are not 
aware of any that have investigated racial 
achievement gaps between children whose par-
ents have the same wealth. In this study, we 
track the achievement trajectories, from age 
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1. We do not use children’s scores on the PIAT reading comprehension test, also available in the C- NLSY data. 
Children had to have a high enough score on the reading recognition test to take the reading comprehension 
test, resulting in small samples of children younger than seven (see National Longitudinal Surveys n.d.). From 
age seven to fourteen, reading recognition results are substantively similar to those we present for reading 
recognition.

2. The survey’s definition of a family includes those related to the respondent by blood, marriage, or adoption. 
These variables, therefore, do not capture assets and debts of cohabiting partners who are not married to the 
mother.

five to fourteen, of White, Black, and Hispanic 
children whose parents have low (25th percen-
tile), middle (50th percentile), and high (75th 
percentile) wealth. We also descriptively assess 
two sets of potential explanations for any racial 
achievement gaps between same- wealth chil-
dren. To do so, we investigate racial differences 
between same- wealth families in characteris-
tics of families (mechanisms of wealth’s influ-
ence on child development) and their finances 
(financial portfolio composition).

Data anD MethoDs
Data for this study come from the National Lon-
gitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 Children and 
Young Adult study (C- NLSY) (Center for Human 
Resource Research 2009). The study is spon-
sored by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and con-
ducted by the Center for Human Resource Re-
search at the Ohio State University and NORC 
at the University of Chicago. C- NLSY is made 
up of data on children born to the women in 
the original NLSY79 cohort (see Center for Hu-
man Resource Research 2001). In the NLSY79’s 
base year of 1979, data were collected from a 
nationally representative sample of 12,686 re-
spondents between the ages of fourteen and 
twenty- two (born between 1957 and 1965). 
NLSY79 respondents were interviewed annually 
from the base year through 1994, and in even 
years since then. Beginning in 1986, NLSY be-
gan collecting data on children born to these 
women, with interviews and assessments oc-
curring every two years.

We restructured the C- NLSY data into a 
child- age record, drawing on all available out-
come and explanatory variable observations for 
children when they were between the ages of 
five and fourteen. We did not use multiple im-
putation because most children had a nonmiss-
ing observation on our variables of interest in 
at least one survey wave between those ages. We 

adjusted standard errors for the study’s complex 
sampling design. When weighted, the C- NLSY 
data are representative of children born to the 
NLSY79’s representative sample of women.

Variables
Our outcome variables are children’s Peabody 
Individual Achievement Test (PIAT) math and 
reading recognition assessment scores from 
age five through fourteen (for more informa-
tion on these tests’ psychometric properties 
and administration procedures, see National 
Longitudinal Surveys n.d.).1 The math assess-
ment tested skills ranging from number recog-
nition to geometry. The reading recognition as-
sessment primarily tested children’s ability to 
read aloud words that ranged in difficulty from 
the preschool to the high school levels (essen-
tially an oral reading exam). We use children’s 
age- adjusted percentile scores on these assess-
ments.

We measure families’ wealth with the NL-
SY’s variable for total family net wealth (assets 
minus debts). We take this variable from chil-
dren’s mothers’ NLSY79 records, which we 
merge onto their children’s C- NLSY records.2 
NLSY created the total net wealth variable 
based on respondents’ answers to a detailed 
battery of questions about the family’s assets 
and debts. The categories of assets and debts 
are home value; mortgages and other residen-
tial debt; value of farm, business, or real estate; 
debts of farm, business, or real estate; debt of 
vehicles; value of stocks, bonds, or mutual 
funds; value of CDs; value of trusts; value of 
IRAs; value of 401ks and 403bs; value of cash 
savings; value of other assets such as jewelry 
and collections; and value of all other debts 
such as credit cards and student loans. This 
information is available in NLSY79 survey 
waves from 1985 to 1990, 1992 to 2000, 2004, 
2008, 2012, and 2016. In some years, wealth is 
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3. We also tested other functional forms of the relationship between wealth percentile and the achievement 
outcomes. On balance, fit statistics favored the linear specification (see table A1).

top- coded at $50,000. In these years, we multi-
plied top- coded values by 1.33. We capture fam-
ilies’ positions in the wealth distribution using 
(child) age- specific wealth percentiles, based 
on the distribution of households with children 
and adjusted for family size. We enter this vari-
able into our models as average percentile 
across the years when a child was between the 
ages of five and fourteen. Some of our analyses 
also use information on specific categories of 
the assets and debts used to calculate net 
wealth. Our analyses of families’ economic sit-
uations also draw on the separate variable for 
total net family income based on income from 
the past calendar year, available in all NLSY79 
survey waves.

Other explanatory variables include family 
demographic characteristics and children’s de-
velopmental contexts, which we measure with 
variables used in previous studies that have 
used the C- NLSY data to investigate relation-
ships between these factors and children’s de-
velopmental outcomes (see, for example, Carl-
son and Corcoran 2001). These variables are 
child’s age, birth order, gender, and birth 
weight (low or not); whether their father lives 
in the household; number of children in the 
household; HOME (Home Observation Mea-
surement of the Environment) score; and 
mother’s age at the child’s birth, years of edu-
cation, CES- D score (a measure of depressive 
symptoms), Pearlin Mastery Score, and Armed 
Forces Qualifying Test score.

Analytic Strategy
Our analysis proceeds in two stages. First, we 
assess potential racial differences in the rela-
tionship between parental wealth and chil-
dren’s achievement with multilevel growth 
curve models. In these models, years (in age, 
five through fourteen) are nested within chil-
dren. The model includes a three- way interac-
tion of race (a vector containing indicator vari-
ables for whether a child is White, Black, or 
Hispanic), average wealth percentile, and 
child’s age. We model the functional form of 
the relationship between wealth and children’s 
achievement as linear, following previous re-

search (Hällsten and Pfeffer 2017).3 We generate 
predictions based on this model, using Stata’s 
margins command, of the math and reading 
recognition percentile scores of White, Black, 
and Hispanic children across the parental 
wealth distribution as they age from five to 
fourteen.

Second, we provide a set of descriptive anal-
yses to assess potential racial differences, net 
of wealth, in families’ demographic and finan-
cial characteristics. We do so by predicting, at 
the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles of average 
wealth, Whites’, Blacks’, and Hispanics’ means 
on variables for family demographic character-
istics and other aspects of children’s develop-
mental contexts and a subset of the assets and 
debts used to calculate net wealth, plus family 
income. These predictions come from regres-
sion models that successively use each variable 
(averaged, child age five through fourteen) as 
the outcome and regress it on an interaction of 
race and average wealth percentile. We treat the 
asset and debt variables as percentiles to deal 
with inflation and related issues. Descriptive 
statistics for assets and debts, therefore, pro-
vide families’ ranks in the distributions of 
those holdings.

results
Figure 1 presents histograms, by race, of wealth 
percentile, averaged across the years when a 
child was between the ages of five and fourteen. 
Predictably, relative to White families, Black 
and Hispanic families are more likely to be 
found toward the bottom of the wealth distri-
bution and less likely to be found toward the 
top. The large spikes in Blacks’ and Hispanics’ 
wealth percentile distributions are due to re-
ports of $0 net wealth. In results presented later 
in this article, relative to Whites, standard er-
rors of estimates for Blacks and Hispanics in-
crease by a greater magnitude as net worth per-
centile increases. This is one of our modeling 
strategy’s desirable properties because it re-
flects uncertainty based on differential cover-
age, by race, of families at various points in the 
wealth distribution.

Figure 2 shows side- by- side box plots of the 
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Source: Authors’ tabulations based on NLSY and C-NLSY.
Note: Wealth adjusted for square root of household size. Results weighted using the C-NLSY child 
sampling weight.

Figure 1. Histograms of Wealth Percentiles
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Figure 2. Box Plots of Wealth Percentiles by Race Relative to Overall Wealth Percentile
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25th, 50th, and 75th wealth percentiles, by race, 
with the overall (all races) wealth percentiles on 
the y- axis. The figure provides additional context 
for our results by showing where households at 
the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles of the overall 
wealth distribution fall in their own race’s in-
come distribution. For example, Black and His-
panic households at the 50th percentile of the 
overall wealth distribution fall, respectively, at 
the 75th and 60th percentiles of their own- race 
wealth distributions. Readers should keep these 

distributions in mind when considering the re-
sults that follow, particularly at relatively high 
wealth percentiles, where few Hispanic and even 
fewer Black families are found. For the remain-
der of the study, all results are based on the 
overall (all races) wealth percentiles.

Race, Parental Net Worth, and Children’s 
Math and Reading Achievement
Table 1 shows predicted test scores, by race, for 
a child whose parents are at 25th, 50th, and 75th 

Table 1. Predicted Math, Reading Recognition, and Reading Comprehension Scores

Test Subject and Wealth Percentile
Percentile Scores,  

Age Five
Percentile Scores,  

Age Fourteen

Gap Change Age  
Five to Fourteen,  

in Percentiles

Math
25th percentile

White 47.26 49.38 —
Black 39.26*** 35.68*** 5.70
Hispanic 38.80*** 39.62*** 1.30

50th percentile
White 53.92 57.54 —
Black 44.85*** 43.08*** 5.39
Hispanic 44.23*** 46.87*** 0.98

75th percentile
White 60.59 65.69 —
Black 50.44*** 50.49*** 5.05
Hispanic 49.66*** 54.13*** 0.63

Reading recognition
25th percentile

White 55.24 51.73 —
Black 55.14 37.93*** 13.70
Hispanic 47.11*** 47.12* –3.52

50th percentile
White 61.24 59.38 —
Black 61.46 44.84*** 14.76
Hispanic 54.06*** 53.95*** –1.75

75th percentile
White 67.23 67.02 —
Black 67.79 51.76*** 15.82
Hispanic 61.01*** 60.77*** 0.03

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on NLSY and CNLSY.
Note: Predictions are based on multilevel growth curve models (see model 1 for each subject in table 
A2). Numbers of observations: math (31,717 observations, 8,513 children); reading recognition (31,591 
observations, 8,504 children). Gap change is the difference, in percentiles, between the gap at age five 
and the gap at age fourteen. Significance tests are relative to same-wealth-percentile Whites, based on 
robust standard errors (not shown).
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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percentiles of the wealth distribution, at ages 
five and fourteen. Table A2 provides the coef-
ficients from the multilevel growth curve mod-
els on which these predictions are based. Fig-
ure 3 (math) and figure 4 (reading recognition) 

depict results at the 50th wealth percentile, 
across all ages from five through fourteen. Two 
key trends emerge from these results. First, 
Black and Hispanic children often have signif-
icantly lower math and reading scores than 

Source: Authors’ tabulations based on NLSY and C-NLSY.

Figure 3. Predictions on Math, 50th Wealth Percentile
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Source: Authors’ tabulations based on NLSY and C-NLSY.

Figure 4. Predictions on Reading, 50th Wealth Percentile

25

35

45

55

65

75

Li
ne

ar
 P

re
di

ct
io

n 
of

  P
er

ce
nt

ile
 S

co
re

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
Child’s Age (in Years)

White
Black
Hispanic



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

 a l l  w e a l t h  I s  n o t  c r e a t e d  e q u a l  111

same- wealth White children at age five, the age 
typically associated with the start of formal 
schooling in kindergarten. However, these pat-
terns vary systematically by test subject and ra-
cial group. In math, both Black and Hispanic 
children’s scores lag behind those of same- 
wealth Whites. Although all three groups’ 
scores predictably increase as parental wealth 
increases, a gap of approximately one decile in 
the achievement distribution is visible at all 
three focal percentiles (p < .001 for all compar-
isons). For example, at the median of the pa-
rental wealth distribution, White children’s 
math scores are at the 54th percentile, and 
Black and Hispanic children’s scores are both 
near the 44th percentile. In reading recogni-
tion, Black children’s scores at age five are sta-
tistically indistinguishable from those of 
same- wealth Whites, but Hispanics’ scores are 
significantly below those of same- wealth 
Whites at all three focal percentiles. For exam-
ple, median- wealth Black and White children 
have reading recognition scores at the 62nd 
percentile (difference NS), while same- wealth 
Hispanic children’s scores are at the 54th per-
centile (p < .001 versus Whites).

Second, achievement differences between 
same- wealth White, Black, and Hispanic chil-
dren change as children age from five to four-
teen, but these gap changes are much larger 
and more deleterious for Blacks than for His-
panics. In math, Black- White gaps between 
same- wealth children grow by approximately 5 
achievement percentiles at each wealth percen-
tile; Hispanic- White gaps grow by no more 
than 1 achievement percentile. These patterns 
are even more striking in reading recognition. 
In that subject, the Black- White gap grows by 
between 14 and 16 percentiles. Hispanic- White 
gaps, in contrast, remain stable (75th wealth 
percentile) or decrease by up to 4 achievement 
percentiles (25th wealth percentile). Together, 
these patterns serve to maintain the substan-
tive and statistical significance of Black- White 
and Hispanic- White achievement gaps be-
tween same- wealth children in the compari-
sons where we observed them at age five, and 
they create newly significant gaps where we did 
not (Black- White comparisons in reading rec-
ognition).

Race, Parental Net Worth, and 
Family Characteristics
Racial gaps in achievement trajectories be-
tween same- wealth children raise the question 
of the extent to which there are measurable dif-
ferences between same- wealth White, Black, 
and Hispanic families that may help account 
for the gaps. Here, we focus descriptively on 
two related explanatory domains where we may 
uncover racial variation, net of wealth—fami-
lies and their finances. For the first, we assess 
Black- White and Hispanic- White differences 
between same- wealth families in measures of 
family demographic characteristics and other 
aspects of children’s developmental contexts. 
Table 2 provides these descriptive results for 
the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles of average 
wealth across the years when the child was age 
five through fourteen.

Across the wealth distribution, Black and 
Hispanic families often have significantly dif-
ferent profiles on this set of variables, com-
pared to same- wealth Whites. Notably, these 
differences are not always to the disadvantage 
of families of color. At the 25th and 50th per-
centiles of average wealth, Hispanic (but not 
Black) mothers have later ages at childbirth 
than same- wealth White mothers (p < .05 for 
both), and this difference is more than one year 
at the 25th wealth percentile. At these wealth 
levels, therefore, Hispanic children are more 
likely than White children to benefit from the 
positive developmental correlates of later ma-
ternal age (Duncan, Kalil, and Ziol- Guest 2017; 
Lopez Turley 2003).

The majority of the other racial differences 
between same- wealth families that we observe, 
however, are to Blacks’ and Hispanics’ disad-
vantage relative to same- wealth Whites, accord-
ing to research about the factors’ relationships 
to children’s development. For example, at each 
wealth percentile, Blacks (but not Hispanics) 
spend a significantly lower proportion of years 
between the ages of five and fourteen with a 
father present in the household than same- 
wealth Whites. At the 25th wealth percentile, 
Blacks’ figure is less than one- quarter of this 
period, relative to just under half for same- 
wealth Whites (p < .001). Blacks’ and Whites’ 
proportions both increase with parental wealth. 
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Table 2. Family Demographic and Child Developmental Context Characteristics, by Race and Wealth 
(Average Percentile, Child Age Five to Fourteen)

Variable

White
Mean or 

Proportion

Black
Mean or 

Proportion

Hispanic
Mean or 

Proportion

25th percentile
Mother’s age at child’s birth 24.34 25.13 25.44*
Child was first born 0.42 0.25*** 0.27***
Child’s birthweight is low 0.09 0.12 0.08
Average number of children in the household 2.23 2.72*** 2.91***
Proportion years father present in the household 0.46 0.22*** 0.42
Average mother’s years of schooling 11.56 11.83 10.54***
Mother’s armed forces qualifying test score 40.56 18.58*** 16.97***
Mother’s CES-D score 6.80 6.19 6.81
Mother’s Pearlin Mastery score 18.43 20.47*** 19.38
Average HOME observation and measurement score 40.49 26.43*** 29.53***
Child is female 0.51 0.51 0.45

50th percentile
Mother’s age at child’s birth 26.31 26.58 26.96*
Child was first born 0.42 0.29*** 0.30***
Child’s birthweight is low 0.07 0.11** 0.07
Average number of children in the household 2.33 2.57*** 2.76***
Proportion years father present in the household 0.62 0.44*** 0.60
Average mother’s years of schooling 12.56 12.76 11.49***
Mother’s armed forces qualifying test score 49.35 25.65*** 26.41***
Mother’s CES-D score 5.65 5.34 5.65
Mother’s Pearlin Mastery score 19.79 21.14*** 20.29
Average HOME observation and measurement score 49.80 36.74*** 39.83***
Child is female 0.50 0.49 0.47

75th percentile
Mother’s age at child’s birth 28.28 28.04 28.48
Child was first born 0.42 0.34** 0.34**
Child’s birthweight is low 0.05 0.09* 0.06
Average number of children in the household 2.44 2.41 2.61*
Proportion years father present in the household 0.78 0.67*** 0.77
Average mother’s years of schooling 13.55 13.70 12.43***
Mother’s armed forces qualifying test score 58.15 32.71*** 35.85***
Mother’s CES-D score 4.50 4.50 4.50
Mother’s Pearlin Mastery score 21.15 21.82 21.19
Average HOME observation and measurement score 59.11 47.05*** 50.13***
Child is female 0.49 0.47 0.49
Maximum number of observations 5,444 3,206 2,219

Source: Authors’ tabulations based on NLSY79 and C-NLSY.
Note: Omitted groups for categorical variables are: child was not first born, child’s birthweight was not 
low, child is male. Significance tests are relative to same-wealth-percentile Whites, based on robust 
standard errors (not shown).
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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But, at the 75th wealth percentile, Blacks still 
lag behind same- wealth Whites on this mea-
sure. White children at that wealth level spend 
more than three- quarters of their years from 
five through fourteen with a father present, ver-
sus just over two- thirds for same- wealth Black 
children (p < .001). These patterns imply that, 
relative to same- wealth Whites, Black children 
are significantly less likely to reap two- parent 
family structure’s positive effects on math and 
reading achievement (Carlson and Corcoran 
2001). Also notable at each wealth level are 
Blacks’ and Hispanics’ significant disadvan-
tages relative to same- wealth Whites on HOME 
scores, a measure of the quality of children’s 
home environment, and Hispanics’ (but not 
Blacks’) significant disadvantages relative to 
same- wealth Whites in maternal education, of 
approximately one year at each wealth level. 
The latter difference indicates that Hispanic 
children are less likely than same- wealth White 
children to reap the developmental benefits of 
maternal education (McLanahan 2004).

In supplemental analyses (not shown) we 
conducted a counterfactual exercise that pre-
dicted Blacks’ and Hispanics’ math and reading 
achievement scores at age five if they had the 
same family demographic characteristics and 
developmental context characteristics as same- 
wealth Whites. We obtained these predictions 
by reestimating the growth curve models in-
cluding all of the family variables as covariates 
and repredicting Blacks and Hispanics’ scores 
using the means for same- wealth Whites that 
we obtained in table 2. In math, adjusted Black- 
White and Hispanic- White gaps between same- 
wealth children remained significant in most 
comparisons (with the exception of the 
Hispanic- White gap at the 25th wealth percen-
tile), but Black- White gaps were reduced by ap-
proximately 60 percent, and Hispanic- White 
gaps by between 53 and 70 percent. In reading, 
adjusting for these factors resulted in substan-
tively large and statistically significant net 
Black advantages relative to same- wealth 
Whites, of around 5 achievement percentiles in 
each comparison, and fully accounted for 
Hispanic- White gaps. Therefore, racial varia-
tion in demographic and developmental con-
text characteristics, net of wealth, plays a con-

siderable role in racial achievement gaps 
between Black, Hispanic, and White children 
observed at age five.

Race, Parental Net Worth, and 
Family Financial Portfolios
These racial differences in family demographic 
and developmental context characteristics also 
bring forward an important puzzle about 
wealth itself. Why do we observe these differ-
ences, often to the disadvantage of families and 
children of color, net of wealth, considered to 
be one of the most enduring vestiges of multi-
generational and structural racial disadvan-
tage?

Table 3 presents one candidate solution for 
this puzzle. It shows descriptive statistics for 
selected components of net worth, by race, at 
the 25th, 50th, and 75th wealth percentiles. 
These descriptive statistics reveal systematic 
distinctions in how White, Black, and Hispanic 
families have attained positions at the 25th, 
50th, and 75th wealth percentiles. Table 3 
shows that these distinctions result in substan-
tively large and statistically significant racial 
differences in families’ financial portfolios at a 
given level of wealth. Moreover, these racial dif-
ferences vary in magnitude and significance 
across the wealth distribution.

At the 25th wealth percentile, Blacks (10 per-
cent) and Hispanics (12 percent) are less than 
half as likely as same- wealth Whites to own res-
idential property, among whom about 25 per-
cent of families are property owners (p < .001 
for both comparisons). However, among those 
who own, there are statistically insignificant ra-
cial differences in the market value of proper-
ties or in debt on the property. Holdings of 
other assets and debts also differed by race at 
this wealth level. Both Blacks and Hispanics 
were approximately half as likely as Whites to 
have any money assets, such as savings ac-
counts, and three- quarters as likely to have 
other assets worth more than $500, such as jew-
elry or collections (all differences significant at 
p < .01 or lower). But, among holders of those 
assets, differences in their values were again 
not significant.

Families at the 25th wealth percentile also 
differed by race in their exposure to other debt. 
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Selected Components of Net Worth, Plus Income, by Race and Net 
Worth (Average Percentile, Child Age Five to Fourteen)

Variable

White  
Mean or 

Proportion

Black 
 Mean or 

Proportion

Hispanic 
 Mean or 

Proportion

25th percentile
Own residential property? 0.25 0.10*** 0.12***
Market value of owned residential property percentile 19.91 22.83 17.94
Amount of mortgages and back taxes owed on 

residential property percentile
40.49 34.32 36.58

Any money assets (savings account)? 0.53 0.27*** 0.27***
Amount of money assets percentile 20.17 22.86 24.08
Own any other assets worth more than $500? 0.39 0.32** 0.28***
Market value of assets worth more than $500 percentile 29.82 28.50 25.10
Any other debt more than $500? 0.55 0.31*** 0.34***
Amount of other debt more than $500 percentile 54.03 43.04*** 42.50***
Household income percentile 40.11 29.33*** 29.84***

50th percentile
Own residential property? 0.51 0.40*** 0.44***
Market value of owned residential property percentile 38.99 36.93 38.18
Amount of mortgages and back taxes owed on 

residential property percentile
48.15 42.13** 46.55

Any money assets (savings account)? 0.69 0.53*** 0.51***
Amount of money assets percentile 39.39 39.15 40.59
Own any other assets worth more than $500? 0.59 0.57 0.51***
Market value of assets worth more than $500 percentile 44.05 42.98 41.42
Any other debt more than $500? 0.48 0.36*** 0.37***
Amount of other debt more than $500 percentile 53.24 45.78*** 47.01***
Household income percentile 54.95 47.93*** 47.60***

75th percentile
Own residential property? 0.78 0.70*** 0.75
Market value of owned residential property percentile 58.07 51.04*** 58.42
Amount of mortgages and back taxes owed on 

residential property percentile
55.82 49.95** 56.53

Any money assets (savings account)? 0.85 0.79*** 0.74***
Amount of money assets percentile 58.62 55.44* 57.10
Own any other assets worth more than $500? 0.79 0.83 0.74
Market value of assets worth more than $500 percentile 58.28 57.46 57.74
Any other debt more than $500? 0.40 0.41 0.40
Amount of other debt more than $500 percentile 52.45 48.53 51.52
Household income percentile 69.80 66.54* 65.36***
Maximum number of observations 4,650 3,020 2,104

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on NLSY79 and C-NLSY.
Note: Significance tests are relative to same-wealth-percentile Whites, based on robust standard errors 
(not shown).
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Blacks (31 percent) and Hispanics (34 percent) 
were both significantly less likely than their 
White counterparts (55 percent) to report other 
debts more than $500. Further, among those 
holding this debt, Blacks and Hispanics held 
significantly less than Whites: Blacks and His-
panics were just above the 40th percentile, 
whereas Whites were a decile higher in the dis-
tribution, above the median (p < .001 for both 
comparisons). This category of debt conflates 
types of debt like credit card debt, potentially 
“bad debt,” and educational debt, potentially 
“good debt.” Therefore, relative to Whites, 
Blacks and Hispanics may be less exposed to 
bad debt at this wealth level. However, these 
figures may also signal racial disparities, to the 
disadvantage of families of color, in access to 
good debt.

Many of these racial differences persisted at 
the median of the wealth distribution, along-
side predictable changes in groups’ means and 
proportions as wealth increases. Notably, 
Whites’, Blacks’, and Hispanics’ figures for 
other debt more than $500 were similar at the 
25th and 50th wealth percentiles. Using Blacks 
as an example, supplemental tests (not shown) 
reveal that the proportion of Blacks reporting 
this type of debt is significantly higher at the 
median of the wealth distribution (36 percent) 
than at the 25th percentile (31 percent, p < .01 
for comparison), but the amount of debt held 
is not significantly different (46th percentile at 
the median versus 43rd percentile at the 25th 
wealth percentile). It is possible that, at the me-
dian of the wealth distribution, this type of debt 
includes a higher proportion of educational 
and other productive debt.

Patterns are more distinct at the 75th wealth 
percentile. At this wealth level, Blacks (70 per-
cent), but not Hispanics (75 percent) are sig-
nificantly less likely to own residential property 
than Whites (78 percent, p < .001 for Black- 
White comparison). Further, at this wealth 
level, Blacks’ residential property has signifi-
cantly lower value than Whites’ (51st percentile 
for Blacks versus 58th percentile for Whites, p 
< .001), a candidate explanation for their sig-
nificantly lower level of mortgages and back 
taxes owed (50th percentile for Blacks versus 
56th percentile for Whites, p < .01). Blacks and 
Hispanics continue to be significantly less 

likely than same- wealth Whites to have money 
assets. However, in a trend not observed at the 
25th or 50th wealth percentiles, Blacks’ amount 
of such assets among holders was significantly 
lower than Whites’ (55th percentile versus 59th 
percentile, p < .05). We also do not observe ra-
cial differences in other debt more than $500 
at this highest focal wealth level. It remains 
that, relative to other financial variables, pro-
portions of families reporting such debt and 
the amount of it among those who have it both 
change much less across the wealth distribu-
tion.

Table 3 also shows the household income 
percentiles of Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics at 
the three focal wealth percentiles. Income is 
distinct from wealth and generally not consid-
ered a part of net worth (see Gibson- Davis and 
Hill 2021, this issue). However, it is a related 
aspect of families’ financial situations that has 
strong correlations with the developmental en-
vironments families are able to provide for chil-
dren (Bassok et al. 2016; Kalil et al. 2016), as well 
as children’s math and reading achievement 
outcomes in early childhood and beyond (Rear-
don 2011; Reardon and Portilla 2016). As the 
table shows, income is another measure where 
Blacks and Hispanics are disadvantaged rela-
tive to same- wealth Whites. At each of the three 
focal wealth levels, both groups of color report 
significantly lower household incomes than 
same- wealth Whites.

As was true for family characteristics, these 
analyses make clear that, even at the same level 
of wealth, the circumstances of same- wealth 
White, Black, and Hispanic families differ sig-
nificantly in ways that matter for children’s 
achievement. In regard to the financial vari-
ables in table 3, Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics 
attain the same positions in the wealth distri-
bution but by different pathways. Relative to 
same- wealth Whites, Blacks and Hispanics of-
ten have significantly fewer assets and signifi-
cantly fewer debts. The asset side of the ledger 
includes lower holdings of the liquid assets that 
research shows are positively correlated with 
children’s achievement net of a host of other 
factors (Orr 2003; Yeung and Conley 2008).

On the debt side of the ledger, Blacks and 
Hispanics were significantly less likely than 
same- wealth Whites to own homes in many 
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comparisons, and Blacks (but not Hispanics) 
often had significantly lower levels of mort-
gage debt. Blacks at the 75th wealth percentile 
also owned homes of significantly lower value 
than same- wealth Whites. We interpret these 
findings in light of persistent anti- Black and 
anti- Hispanic discrimination in mortgages 
and housing. As Lincoln Quillian, John Lee, 
and Brandon Honoré (2020) show in a meta- 
analysis of previous research from 1976 through 
2016, including experimental audits, Blacks 
and Hispanics continue to face discrimination 
relative to Whites in housing market out-
comes, such as the number of units they are 
shown, as well as mortgage market outcomes, 
such as loan approval and mortgage cost. This 
work and other studies have pointed to hous-
ing’s role in Black- White and Hispanic- White 
wealth gaps (Killewald and Bryan 2016). Here 
we show that racial differences remain in hous-
ing characteristics among households that 
have the same net worth. Larger Black- White 
than Hispanic- White differences in some com-
parisons, such as property value among fami-
lies at the 75th wealth percentile, are consis-
tent with findings that some forms of housing 
discrimination have more negative impacts on 
Blacks than on Hispanics (Quillian, Lee, and 
Honoré 2020).

Our focus on children’s achievement calls 
attention to these patterns’ implications for the 
Black- White and Hispanic- White achievement 
gaps between children with same- wealth par-
ents that we have documented above (see table 
1, figures 3 and 4). Lower rates of homeowner-
ship and lower home values among owners sig-
nal that, at a given wealth level, Black and His-
panic families may live in less socioeconomically 
advantaged neighborhoods than Whites, po-
tentially resulting in fewer developmental op-
portunities from neighborhoods and schools. 
Income differences between Black, Hispanic, 
and White families who have the same net 
worth—to Blacks’ and Hispanics’ disadvan-
tage—also provide evidence in favor of such a 
process. Previous work has demonstrated cor-
relations between parental income and neigh-
borhood and school characteristics, with impli-
cations for children’s achievement (Owens 
2018).

DisCussion anD ConClusion
Using data from the NLSY79 and C- NLSY, we 
investigated possible differences in the achieve-
ment trajectories, from age five through four-
teen, of White, Black, and Hispanic children 
whose parents have the same wealth, measured 
as average net worth over the years when the 
child was in this age range. We also explored 
two sets of explanations for any such differ-
ences, guided by an explanatory framework 
holding that there may be racial differences, 
net of wealth, in (1) families’ demographic and 
developmental context characteristics and (2) 
their financial portfolios, both of which re-
search links to children’s achievement.

Our study brings three main findings for-
ward. First, across the distribution of parental 
wealth, Black and Hispanic children often have 
significantly worse math and reading scores 
than same- wealth Whites by age five, and these 
disparities often increase through age four-
teen, particularly for Black- White compari-
sons. Second, racial differences are clear be-
tween same- wealth families, often to the 
disadvantage of families of color, in family de-
mographic and developmental context charac-
teristics—measures of some of the mecha-
nisms through which household wealth is 
related to children’s development (see Gibson- 
Davis and Hill 2021, this issue). Third, at a 
given level of net worth, relative to same- wealth 
Whites, Black and Hispanic families often have 
significantly fewer assets and significantly 
fewer debts. On the asset side of the ledger, 
such racial differences included Blacks and 
Hispanics having lower holdings of the liquid 
assets that research demonstrates are posi-
tively correlated with children’s achievement 
net of a host of other factors (Orr 2003; Yeung 
and Conley 2008). On the debt side, relative to 
Whites, Blacks and Hispanics were often less 
likely to own homes, and among owners Blacks 
had lower property values than Whites at the 
75th wealth percentile. These patterns could 
mean that, relative to same- wealth Whites, 
Blacks and Hispanics have less access to devel-
opmentally advantageous school and neigh-
borhood contexts.

We interpret racial variation in financial 
portfolios at a given level of net worth as struc-
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tured by opportunities and constraints that dis-
advantage Blacks and Hispanics and advantage 
Whites. These include, but are not limited to, 
historical and contemporary discrimination 
and inequality in three key markets for wealth 
accumulation—labor, credit, and housing (Her-
ring and Henderson 2016). Research on racial 
disparities in wealth demonstrates how, for ex-
ample, unequal asset ownership (Keister 2000) 
and housing and mortgage discrimination 
(Quillian, Lee, and Honoré 2020) contribute to 
racially disparate opportunities for families to 
build wealth. We show some differences con-
sistent with these patterns among Black, His-
panic, and White families who reach the same 
point in the wealth distribution. As a summary 
measure of parental wealth, net worth may ob-
scure systematic racial disparities in access to 
assets, such as savings accounts, and debts, 
such as mortgages, that may garner access to 
socioeconomically advantaged neighborhoods, 
which could be beneficial for children’s achieve-
ment. We believe the analytic vantage point of 
same- wealth comparisons holds considerable 
value for future research on race and wealth in 
a number of areas beyond its implications for 
children’s achievement, which has been our fo-
cus here.

These findings and their implications 
should be considered in light of the study’s 
limitations. First, we observed children’s 
achievement beginning at age five, toward the 
conclusion of the early childhood period, 
when developmental trajectories are particu-

larly sensitive to inputs, including those re-
lated to household wealth. Measures from 
birth through age five would contribute to bet-
ter understanding of the processes that result 
in racial achievement gaps, to the disadvan-
tage of children of color relative to same- 
wealth Whites, in math and reading achieve-
ment by age five. Second, the C- NLSY data 
leave us unable to investigate possible racial 
differences between same- wealth families in 
school and neighborhood contexts. Schools, 
neighborhoods, and the peers children en-
counter in them are all key mechanisms of the 
relationship between household wealth and 
children’s developmental outcomes (see 
Gibson- Davis and Hill 2021, this issue). We also 
lack data on instances of discrimination and 
inequality that Black and Hispanic students 
may encounter within schools. These could de-
press Black and Hispanic children’s achieve-
ment relative to that of same- wealth Whites, 
including within socioeconomically advan-
taged and racially integrated schools and dis-
tricts, that is, net of the potential differences 
in school quality just discussed (see Ispa- 
Landa and Conwell 2015; Keels, Durkee, and 
Hope 2017; Lewis- McCoy 2014; Lewis and Dia-
mond 2015). Further, relative to the family 
characteristics we assess, school and neighbor-
hoods influences on children’s development 
increase as they age (see Chase- Landsdale et 
al. 1997), making them highly relevant to chil-
dren’s achievement trajectories from age five 
through fourteen.

Table A1. Fit Statistics for Alternative Specifications of Wealth in Multilevel Growth Curve Models

N df BIC

Math
Wealth 31,717 17 285,061.5
Wealth + wealth-squared 31,717 23 285,019.5
Wealth + wealth-squared + wealth-cubed 31,717 29 285,069.5

Reading recognition
Wealth 31,591 17 279,640.8
Wealth + wealth-squared 31,591 23 279,655.1
Wealth + wealth-squared + wealth-cubed 31,591 29 279,697

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on NLSY79 and C-NLSY.
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