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	In Robert D. Putnam’s new book Our Kids, he explores the growing opportunity gap that is sweeping the nation. Starting off in his hometown of Port Clinton, Ohio, Putnam tells some of the stories of his classmates from the Port Clinton High School class of 1959. While there were many instances of students from different socio-economic backgrounds coming together as friends, the instances of those same friendships coming together across racial lines were fewer and farther between compared to today. Back then, no matter your background, you still had a fair opportunity to climb the socio-economic ladder; but today that is not the case. Each chapter is dedicated to understanding the differences between those who are more or less affluent in regards of families, parenting, schooling, and community. Class inequality—particularly the opportunity gap between students of different socio-economic backgrounds—is the underlying theme woven throughout this story.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Robert Putnam, “Our Kids,” (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, March 2015), 19.] 

	Putnam traveled from coast to coast, from small towns to sprawling cities and their suburbs, to collect his qualitative research. Everywhere he went he found children on each part of the socio-economic spectrum: kids who have a vast network of support ranging far beyond their family and close friends, kids who sometimes do not even have a single parent to support them, and kids somewhere in between. 
	In every well-off family Putnam interviewed, there were many common traits. Quite a few of the parents had started off in the not-so-well-off areas of their hometowns, and worked hard with lots of help to get themselves into a better position in life. All the kids from these households attended the better schools in their area, if not the best; graduated high school, or are on track to graduate high school; and are attending or plan on attending college. All but one family had both parents actively involved in their kids’ lives continuously through adulthood. Whenever they were facing difficulties their parents were able to use their economic resources to help their kids. While they were also hit by the hard times of the 2008 economic recession, their parents could still afford to do everything they needed to to help their children reach at least the same educational level they had achieved themselves.
	Down at the other end of the scale, those who grew up with fewer resources had more than their fair share of struggles. These kids tended to live in completely different neighborhoods than those of their more affluent counterparts, and those few miles between transport them to a whole new world. Not one of the poorer children interviewed by Putnam had continual support from both parents; the lucky ones had one parent, but quite a few had none. Those children left alone had to grow up quickly, and typically in a bad environment that perpetuated drugs and other harmful activities. Because of class-based neighborhood segregation and the fact that school lines typical line up within neighborhood lines, all of these kids ended up attending the worse school in their school district and there was little they could do about it. Many of them ended up dropping out.
	While Putnam examined the lives of these kids, he used facts represented as graphs to try and show the bigger picture. Many of these cases were what Putnam calls “scissor graphs,” with a stark divide between the more and less affluent participants in the study. His use of these graphs illuminated the realities kids face based on their socio-economic status, and broadens the picture to include areas outside of his specific inquiries. 
	Putnam ended the book with a thoughtful reflection of the the families, parenting, schoolings, and communities of each of the children he interviewed. He proposed some solutions to each major problem posed by each chapter, and left the reader with a feeling of collective responsibility for our kids.
	Putnam does an excellent job of conveying the realities of modern day segregation based on class as opposed to race. A recent analysis of economic inequality in reference to geographic location found that in many of today’s cities there is a stark difference between the top decile and bottom decile when it comes to socio-economic status.[footnoteRef:2] Because of these geographic separations, schools are becoming segregated again. This new segregation is separating students based not only on race and but also by socio-economic status. School districts across the nation are attempting to fight this by trying to balance the numbers of white students and students of color as well as, and some would consider more importantly, affluent students and lower-income students.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Emily Badger, “These Maps Show the Vastly Separate Worlds of the Rich and Poor,” in The Washington Post, July 6, 2015, Accessed February 21, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2015/07/06/these-maps-show-the-vastly-separate-worlds-of-the-rich-and-poor/.]  [3:  Lyndsey Layton, “In an Age of Resegregation, These Schools Are Trying to Balance Poor and Wealthy Kids,” in The Washington Post, February 9, 2016, Accessed February 21, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/education/wp/2016/02/09/in-an-age-of-resegregation-these-schools-are-trying-to-balance-poor-and-wealthy-kids/.] 

This class segregation has recently become more and more apparent, particularly in one community that was once renown for it’s school integration. The Charlotte, North Carolina, area schools now have double the number of high minority, high poverty schools than they did before their integration plan from the mid-twentieth-century was disassembled.[footnoteRef:4] Charlotte’s busing program let kids from different neighborhoods, socio-economic statuses, and races go to school together until it was ended after a lawsuit that threatened the entire school system. While this is going on, recent research has indicated that the best way to shrink the opportunity gap that is present in today’s schools is integration of all racial and economic backgrounds.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Jeff Guo, “How Segregated Schools Turn Kids into Criminals,” in The Washington Post, February 12, 2016, Accessed February 21, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/02/12/how-segregated-schools-turn-kids-into-criminals/.]  [5:  George Theoharis, "‘Forced Busing’ Didn’t Fail. Desegregation Is the Best Way to Improve Our Schools," in The Washington Post, October 23, 2015, Accessed February 21, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2015/10/23/forced-busing-didnt-fail-desegregation-is-the-best-way-to-improve-our-schools/. ] 

Putnam focuses in on what the individual can do to help these problems, since it is unlikely any massive wave of change will happen in the near future in regards to these problems. One of the biggest problems with current class inequality is the increasing difficulty in climbing the socio-economic ladder from anywhere near the bottom. Putnam’s idea of expanding public early childhood education is great, but it is not really feasible with current economic and educational policies. Instead, educating parents so that they fully understand the cognitive development of their children in the first five years of life and how important the number of words they hear in the early years, particularly in poorer neighborhoods, would empower parents to take their child’s development to the next level.[footnoteRef:6] Even when pre-school education is provided, like in the District of Colombia, the achievement gap is still present.[footnoteRef:7] This only further proves that formal education alone can only do so much, and that it is up to the parent(s) to get their children the rest of the way there. [6:  Emily Badger, "The Most Powerful Thing We Could Give Poor Kids Is Completely Free," in The Washington Post, November 3, 2015, Accessed February 21, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2015/11/03/the-most-powerful-thing-we-could-give-poor-kids-is-completely-free/. ]  [7:  Michael Alison Chandler, "Achievement Gap in D.C. Starts in Infancy, Report Shows," The Washington Post, December 10, 2015, Accessed February 21, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/education/wp/2015/12/10/achievement-gap-in-d-c-starts-in-infancy-report-shows/. ] 

	Putnam’s focus on class inequality and segregation ignores the racial inequality and segregation that is still present across the nation today. In every town, city, or county he visited he interviewed people of the same race; of the five places he visited, in only two of those places were the people he interviewed people of color. While he interviewed representatives of the majority of the population, it does not change the fact that poverty is much more different, and much more difficult, for people of color.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Emily Badger, "Black Poverty Differs from White Poverty," in The Washington Post, August 12, 2015, Accessed February 21, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2015/08/12/black-poverty-differs-from-white-poverty/. ] 
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