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Inequality and Social Mobility Issues

There is a growing awareness that over the last 20 or more years of increasing 
economic inequality in the US and worldwide. There are many possible results from
this growing inequality. 

Today I would like us to discuss how income inequality leads to higher educational 
inequality thereby affecting social mobility.  I hope we will discuss our own 
observations, thoughts and concerns about this inequality here in Paradise and in 
our nation. The reading for today has been excerpted by me from a longer paper 
which can be found on the Brookings Institute website 
(https://www.brookings.edu/research/thirteen-economic-facts-about-social-
mobility-and-the-role-of-education/). 

I trust that this reading will prompt some thought and discussion:

1. Do you believe that income inequality in America  has grown in your 
lifetime?

2. If so, what do you see as the consequences?

3. While there has always been inequality, do you feel we have reached a tipping
point where equality of overall opportunity is imperiled by growing income 
and higher educational inequality? 

4. Do you think that the opportunity for social mobility can be increased by 
diminishing higher educational inequality?

        5. What educational and other solutions do you think would level the playing field   
   for all Americans?
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ct remain
consistent with these views.

This Hamilton Project policy memo provides thirteen economic facts on the growth of income inequality 
and its relationship to social mobility in America; on the growing divide in educational opportunities and 
outcomes for high- and low-income students; and on the pivotal role education can play in increasing the 
ability of low-income Americans to move up the income ladder.

Inequality Is Rising against a Background of Low Social Mobility 
Central to the American ethos is the notion that it is possible to start out poor and become more prosperous: that 
hard work—not simply the circumstances you were born into—offers real prospects for success. But there is a 
growing gap between families at the top and bottom of the income distribution, raising concerns about the ability
of today’s disadvantaged to work their way up the economic ladder. 
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2. Countries with high income inequality have low social mobility.

3. Upward social mobility is limited in the United States. 

While social mobility and economic opportunity are important aspects of the American ethos, the data 
suggest they are more myth than reality. In fact, a child’s family income plays a dominant role in 
determining his or her future income, and those who start out poor are likely to remain poor. 

Figure 3 shows the chances that a child’s future earnings will place him in the lowest quintile (that is, the 
bottom 20 percent of the earnings distribution, shown by the green bars) or the highest quintile (that is, the
top 20 percent of the distribution, purple bars) depending on where his parents fell in the distribution 
(from left to right on the figure, the lowest, middle, and highest quintiles). In a completely mobile society, 
all children would have the same likelihood of ending up in any part of the income distribution; in this 
case, all bars on figure 3 would be at 20 percent, denoted by the bold line. 

The figure demonstrates that children of well-off families are disproportionately likely to stay well off and
children of poor families are very likely to remain poor. For example, a child born to parents with income 
in the lowest quintile is more than ten times more likely to end up in the lowest quintile than the highest as
an adult (43 percent versus 4 percent). And, a child born to parents in the highest quintile is five times 
more likely to end up in the highest quintile than the lowest (40 percent versus 8 percent). These results 
run counter to the historic vision of the United States as a land of equal opportunity. 
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 The United States Is Experiencing a Growing Divide in 
Educational Investments and Outcomes Based on Family Income 
Although children of high- and low-income families are born with similar abilities, high-income parents 
are increasingly investing more in their children. As a result, the gap between high- and low-income 
students in K–12 test scores, college attendance and completion, and graduation rates is growing. 
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5. There is a widening gap between the investments that high- and low-income families 
make in their children.
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8. High-income families dominate enrollment at America’s selective colleges. 
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Chapter 3: Education Can Play a Pivotal Role in Improving Social
Mobility 
Promoting increased social mobility requires reexamining a wide range of economic, health, social, and 
education policies. Higher education has always been a key way for poor Americans to find opportunities 
to transform their economic circumstances. In a time of rising inequality and low social mobility, 
improving the quality of and access to education has the potential to increase equality of opportunity for 
all Americans. 

9. A college degree can be a ticket out of poverty.

10. The sticker price of college has increased significantly in the past decade, but the 
actual price for many lower- and middle-income students has not. 

11. Few investments yield as high a return as a college degree.
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12. Students are borrowing more to attend college—and defaulting more frequently on 
their loans. 
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How Does the US Fund Tertiary Education Compared to Other OCD Nations

OECD Indicators in Education at a Glance

Table B3.2c. Trends in relative proportion of public expenditure¹ on tertiary educational institutions
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