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The Moving to Opportunity (MTO) for Fair Housing demonstration provided a definitive oppor
tunity to consider the often-wondered question of what would result from helping relocate low-
income families away from some of the worst living conditions in the United States. I commend all 
those involved for the study’s extremely clever design, well-executed operation, and thorough data 
analysis. I hope the work helps further inspire government and academic collaboration to create 
demonstration projects to answer equally important policy questions.

The public housing projects in which MTO families initially resided were often characterized by  
poorly maintained facilities, high levels of crime, extreme ethnic and racial segregation, and isolation 
from other neighborhoods. Ethnographic studies documenting life in these projects offer persuasive 
examples of how these conditions adversely affected every aspect of tenants’ day-to-day existence 
(for example, Venkatesh, 2000). Given this setting, it is perhaps not surprising that, 5 years after 
being offered housing vouchers and assistance to move, participants felt substantially safer at 
night and more satisfied with their environment. As the final impacts evaluation (Sanbonmatsu et 
al., 2011) suggests, these improvements in living conditions may very well relate to the observed 
subsequent improvements in self-reported mental health (feeling calm and less depressed).

The MTO experiment, however, appears to have had no effect, or possibly negative effects, on 
children’s educational outcomes. This article focuses on these provoking results. Sanbonmatsu et 
al. (2011) showed that MTO had no detectable long-term effects on math or reading achievement 
test scores, whether for youth aged 10 to 12, who spent little of their lives in housing projects, or 
for the combined youth sample aged 13 to 20. High school graduation and postsecondary atten
dance rates for older youth were actually lower for the experimental group than for the control 
group, and the difference was statistically significant in some cases at the 5- and 10-percent levels. 
Student attitudes and expectations about school were about the same, although male youth in the 
experimental group were more likely to have been suspended or expelled.

These findings are consistent with those from Jacob (2004) and some of my earlier research (Oreo-
poulos, 2003). Jacob (2004) examined families who were offered housing vouchers that enabled 
them to move from buildings in Chicago housing projects set for demolition because of irreparable 
conditions. Average census-tract poverty rates for families who received vouchers fell significantly 
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after 5 years, but children’s math test scores, attendance, retention, and dropout rates were no 
different compared with those of families from the same projects whose units were not scheduled 
for demolition. In a previous paper, I used administrative data to track children who grew up in 
Toronto public housing projects—some in high-density areas, others in smaller buildings in more 
residential and middle-income areas. Applicants had virtually no control over which project was 
offered to them at the time they were at the top of the waiting list, so project assignment was effec-
tively random. Although living conditions and exposure to crime varied substantially, I found no 
differences in eventual earnings, unemployment likelihood, and welfare receipt between residents 
of the largest and smallest projects. I concluded that, although social interactions may affect social 
and economic well-being, neighbor interactions may not be important enough to significantly 
influence behavior, at least on average. Individuals have greater choice over whom to interact with 
in a neighborhood setting than in a classroom or college dormitory setting. Perhaps for this reason, 
evidence of group effects is more convincing using within-school variation of classmates or room-
mates than across-school or across-neighborhood variation (for example, Carrell, Fullerton, and 
West, 2009; Friesen and Krauth, 2011; Hoxby, 2000; Lavy and Schlosser, 2011).

At the time I completed my study, I wondered whether the final impacts evaluation would make 
my study obsolete, given its more compelling experimental design and its more interesting sample 
population of individuals from some of the most impoverished neighborhoods in the United 
States. Arguably, if MTO showed no detectable effects from moving these individuals away from 
extremely poor housing conditions, we would not expect to detect effects from anywhere else. On 
the other hand, if MTO showed significant effects, sample and neighborhood differences would 
plausibly reconcile those findings with my results. Although large public housing projects in 
Toronto are unattractive, they do not exhibit nearly the same degree of crime and racial segregation 
that occur in high-poverty neighborhoods in the United States (for example, Oreopoulos, 2008).

It turns out, however, that MTO led to neighborhood change, but it did not lead to much school-
quality change. Parents who were offered assistance to move went from living in census tracts 
where 53 percent of residents were classified as low income to tracts where 37 percent were classi-
fied as low income (on average, and including those who did not move). Their children, however, 
were about as likely to end up at a charter or magnet school as those from the control group. The 
percentile rankings of children’s schools based on state exams were also similar between the control 
and experimental groups (about 25th, on average). DeLuca and Rosenblatt (2010) and Ferryman et 
al. (2008) discussed multiple reasons why little changed. Most children stayed in the same school 
district, where all schools within a district were of similar quality. Some stayed in the same school 
because parents believed that taking children away from friends and familiar places would be 
disruptive. In other cases, although children moved into census tracts with fewer low-income people, 
nearby public schools did not fare much better than the ones from which they came, because more 
affluent residents chose to send their children elsewhere. Parents also seemed to lack information 
that would have helped them better consider charter and magnet schools in the area. Jacob (2004) 
observed similar responses from households given housing vouchers to move from their units in a 
large project in Chicago. Many chose simply to transfer to other units in the same project. Others 
relocated close to their original residence, and very few students changed schools.



Moving Neighborhoods Versus Reforming Schools: A Canadian’s Perspective

209Cityscape

Overall, the MTO results suggest that policies to relocate low-income households from areas of highly 
concentrated poverty to areas of less concentrated poverty are likely to be ineffective, especially 
relative to costs, in improving education outcomes. Perhaps assistance relocating to much more 
affluent areas or much less segregated areas would be more successful, but such movement on 
a large scale is not possible without unrealistic financial cost, and it is not clear how many low-
income households would want to go. Parents from poor neighborhoods seem to focus on a desire 
to reduce exposure to crime and drug activity, but many also seem reluctant to move far from 
their current residence. Even if movement to more affluent or less segregated areas were possible, 
policymakers would want to consider the potential negative effects on households already living 
in these neighborhoods. I am not aware of any MTO research that has examined this possibility. 
The tendency for voucher holders to move into neighborhoods where crime rates are increasing or 
school conditions are deteriorating complicates the investigation of potential negative externalities 
from providing vouchers (for example, Ellen, Lens, and O’Regan, 2011).

Another reason for caution about the potential effectiveness of mobility programs on improving 
educational outcomes is that low-income households move often. Even households from MTO’s 
control group moved, on average, more than twice over about 12 years, with less than 30 percent 
of the control group in public housing by the end of this period. As a consequence, differences 
in neighborhood quality between the experimental and control groups dissipated over time. This 
result may explain why initial effects on test score performance in two MTO sites (Chicago and 
Baltimore) died out over time (Burdick-Will et al., 2011). In general, more than one-half of low-
income households entering high-poverty neighborhoods leave within 3 years (Quillian, 2003). 
Thus, the period during which households are exposed to high-poverty neighborhoods may not  
be long enough to produce significant influence, or individuals who receive assistance to move  
into more attractive neighborhoods may not stay for long.

As the final report notes, the MTO results do not imply that school quality never matters because 
the experiment had little effect on school quality. In fact, a growing body of evidence suggests 
impressive gains from attending charter schools, especially among minority students living in 
high-poverty areas (for example, Angrist, Pathak, and Walters, 2011). Winning a lottery to attend 
a charter school in Boston increased student achievement by about 0.2 standard deviations per 
year in English language arts and by about 0.4 standard deviations per year in math compared 
with achievement in traditional public schools. Lottery studies in New York City and Washington, 
D.C., showed similar gains. Angrist, Pathak, and Walters (2011) and Dobbie and Fryer (2011) 
concluded that these schools were effective because of an adherence to a “no excuses” approach 
to urban education, emphasizing instruction time, intensive tutoring, high expectations, and 
traditional math and reading skills.

Two other studies used exogenous refugee placement into different neighborhoods and different 
schools. Gould, Lavy, and Paserman (2004) examined Ethiopian children airlifted to Israel over 
3 days and placed in absorption centers throughout the country in essentially random order. 
Children who attended schools in wealthy and urban settings were substantially less likely to drop 
out of high school and more likely to pass a matriculation exam than were children assigned to less 
developed and smaller towns. The effects remained even after accounting for community charac-
teristic differences, leading the authors to conclude that school-quality differences explained the 
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results. Gould, Lavy, and Paserman (2011) also concluded, from a study of Yemenite refugees, that 
children airlifted to Israel and placed in areas with more modern infrastructure were more likely to 
obtain post-secondary education.

Thus, rather than expend resources moving children away from high-poverty areas, facilitating 
greater access to better schools, preferably through public-school reform so that all children can 
take advantage of these potential gains, may be a more effective approach to improving long-run 
gains. Applying an evidence-based policy approach to improve schools also has the advantage of 
potentially benefiting all children. Moving at-risk youth to better neighborhoods, in contrast, could 
lead to negative outcomes for youth already living in these areas. To realize mental health gains 
found from MTO without mobility, perhaps continued revitalization of high-poverty neighbor-
hoods into more mixed-income developments may help reduce crime and drug activity and, in 
turn, lower stress.

Even within high-poverty neighborhoods, the variance in long-run outcomes is high. In my study 
of children from Toronto public housing projects, some children ended up doing very well in 
terms of earnings by age 30, whereas others ended up earning almost nothing. Family differences, 
as measured by sibling outcome correlations, mattered a great deal, accounting for more than 30 
percent of the earnings differences. Were we better able to understand what specific family factors 
lead some disadvantaged youth to rise above their circumstances, perhaps we could develop more 
effective tools to combat poverty. Until then, focusing on school reform seems to me the best bet.
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