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Our Commonwealth does best when everyone has the ability to reach their full potential and 

contribute to our society and economy. For our state to prosper, we all need jobs with decent pay, good 

public schools, safe and affordable housing, healthy places to live, and reliable transportation among 

other essentials. Yet these essentials are often not available to many people, particularly those who live 

in low-income communities and communities of color. This reduces their opportunities to thrive. 

Massachusetts, one of the wealthiest states in the nation, has the ability to build an economy in which 

everyone can participate fully. 

Our Commonwealth has taken some important steps to improve people’s lives. Because of public 

investments, Massachusetts’ students are at or close to the top in most academic measures. A greater 

percentage of people in the Commonwealth have health insurance than anywhere else in the U.S. The 

Commonwealth increased the minimum wage and boosted the state’s contribution to the Earned 

Income Tax Credit to increase after-tax incomes for low-wage workers. Most workers in Massachusetts 

also have access to earned paid sick time so they can care for themselves or their families without the 

risk of losing income or their jobs. But there is much more we can do to make sure that everyone in 

Massachusetts regardless of their race, ethnicity, or neighborhood, has a chance to lead healthy and 

successful lives.   

This report presents a snapshot of how Black communities and other communities of color in 

Massachusetts are faring in terms of education, economic opportunity, and health.  

Massachusetts, like the nation, is growing more diverse.  We will be stronger as an economy and 

society if our state policies help all of our people reach their full potential—no matter their race, 

ethnicity, sex or income. 
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STATE OF BLA CK MASSACHUSETTS: ISSUES IN EDUCATION  

 
 
Education plays a vital role for an individual’s success in life – and in creating a strong economy that 
benefits from the full potential of every member of the community. It provides knowledge and skills 
needed to participate and contribute effectively in society and in the economy. Massachusetts boasts 
the most highly educated workforce in the country. Yet, still 40 percent of our kids are not proficient in 
reading by third grade, a critical benchmark for success in school and beyond.1 Also, more than half of 
our kids don’t earn a college degree, an important driver to economic mobility.2 And we know that 
investments in education pave the road for success later in life. There are concrete policy actions that 
give kids the supports they need to thrive. These actions include increasing the availability and quality 
of early education and care, boosting quality education and wrap around supports for kids in grade 
and high schools, and expanding opportunities for all kids to pursue higher education. With the right 
policies in place, we can build a strong economy where all kids—including kids in lower- income 
communities, which have higher rates of Black and Latino/Hispanic children – receive the quality 
education and supports they need to thrive. 
 

 

Early Education and Care  
 
Quality early education and care sets up kids, families, and communities for success in the future. 
These programs lead to improved social and academic achievement, as well as better health for kids.3 
They are also an essential resource for parents, giving them the support they need to seek and keep jobs 
and provide for their families.4 And these working parents in turn contribute to their communities, 
leading to a strong state economy. Yet, because of cuts to state funding in Massachusetts, many low-
income kids, including many kids of color, are not currently in publically-supported early education 
programs.5 For those kids who can, quality is not always up to the level it needs to be because of low-
reimbursement rates, which mean that care providers can’t pay salaries that would attract and retain 
well-trained teachers.  
 
There is an extensive body of research showing that quality early education leads to long-term 

educational and socio-emotional gains. A study in Boston on the impacts of pre-kindergarten found 
large positive effects on language, literacy, and math skills for kids.6 Success of this program is mainly 
attributed to the use of explicit and intentional curricula as well as a coaching system for teachers that 
include support and professional development.7 Boston pre-kindergarten provides full school day 
supports to Boston kids without any income limits on enrollment. The program reflects the makeup of 
Boston schools, which consist of predominately Black, Hispanic, and half low-income kids.8  
 
But this was not just a Boston experience. One of the best examples is the 1960s High/Scope Perry 
Preschool Project that found that kids who participated, all of whom were black, living in a low-income 
district in Michigan, did significantly better throughout school and adulthood than kids who did not 
participate in early education and care.9 These kids were more likely to graduate from high school, 
have higher earnings, and own a home. They were also less likely to need special education and public 
assistance.10 In fact, the study found that these economic gains produced a return on their costs of 7 to 
10 percent per year.11 
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More recently, New Jersey initiated a high-quality preschool education program in the state’s highest 
poverty districts. The state fully funds early education for all 3- and 4-year-olds attending public 
schools, Head Start programs, or private centers. Kids in these programs on average experience broad 
gains in skills and knowledge, and reduced special education placement and grade retention.12 The 
state now funds and serves about 80 percent of 
preschool-aged children in those districts.13 
 
Not all preschool programs have produced the same positive gains for kids though. A 2010 study of the 
Head Start program found that the majority of the gains from the program did not last past 1st grade.14 
And in Tennessee, a Vanderbilt University study found similar results for students as they progressed 
towards 3rd grade, losing the advantage to kids who did not attend a program in the study.15 One 
possible reason for these outcomes is that many kids in the control groups for these studies still went to 
preschool. In the Head Start evaluation, over 60 percent of the control group children went to another 
pre-kindergarten program, just not a Head Start program.16 
 

Access 
 
Increasing access to preschool for all children 
is one important goal in early education and 
care. One way toward this goal is making sure 
that there are sufficient public investments for 
these programs. Investments in early 
education help kids prepare for school and 
future success, especially low-income kids and 
kids of color. Unfortunately, Massachusetts 
has cut funding to early education and care 
programs by about 20 percent over the past 15 
years, leaving many kids without support. 17 
As of June 2015, nearly 7,600 preschool kids 
were waiting for subsidized early education 
and care.18  
 
Statewide, only 36 percent of 3- and 4-year olds receive public support from Head Start, public pre-
kindergarten, or a subsidy from the Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care (EEC), 
which helps low-income families place their children with private centers or licensed family 
providers.19 The remaining low-income families must rely on private scholarships, pay full price, or 
forego early education and care entirely.20  
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And even with subsidies targeted to low-income 
kids—who benefit the most from a subsidy to 
early education and care—nearly a third don’t 
receive any public support.21 These kids, who are 
more likely to be Black or Latino/Hispanic, are 
the often the furthest away from opportunity.22  
 

Data from a few of our Gateway cities illustrates this problem. Gateway cities are mid-sized cities that 
have incomes and rates of higher education attainment that are below the state’s average.23 These cities 
are lower-income, less resourced, and have higher rates of families of color.24 As the chart below shows, 
kids in these cities are more likely to receive public support for attending an early education program 
than all kids statewide.1 For instance, in the cities highlighted below, public support for early education 
in care ranges from 53 to 79 percent, as compared to the state average of 36 percent. Public support is 
higher in these communities specifically because subsidies are targeted to low-income kids. Still, this 
support is far from universal. For instance, Worcester’s rate of 66 percent receiving public support 
means that roughly one-third of their 3 and 4 year olds still receive no support at all.  

                                                      
1 These particular Gateway cities were chosen due to data available from EEC. 

м ƛƴ о YƛŘǎ .Ŝƭƻǿ нлл҈ ƻŦ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ 5ƻƴΩǘ 
Receive Public Support for Early Education 
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Quality  
 
While enrolling kids in affordable early education programs is important, it is also critical to ensure 
that these programs are of high quality. Many variables contribute to high quality, and one of the most 
important is the education and training of the teachers leading the classroom.25 In Massachusetts, 
preschool teachers and early educators in center-based settings earn 40 to 55 percent less than 
kindergarten teachers.26 These low wages make it difficult to attract the best teachers and contribute to 
high turnover, which averages 25 to 40 percent annually.27  
 
The money for salaries mainly 
comes from rates charged to 
families or subsidized payments by 
the state. When the state reimburses 
providers below market rates, it can 
be difficult for providers to recruit 
and retain highly-trained teachers. 
Reimbursement rates paid to early 
education and care providers from 
the state are well below market 
rates and federal 
recommendations.28 
 
Thriving kids contribute towards shared prosperity and pave the way for a bright future. But even 

though we know how meaningful early education can be for these kids, we have been funding at levels 

that lead to long wait lists and make it difficult to be able to attract and retain highly trained teachers. 

Massachusetts’ education system is one of the best in the country,29 but gaps persist for low-income 

students and students of color. These gaps would decrease with greater availability of high-quality 

early education. 
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K-12 Education 
 
All students in the Commonwealth should receive the support they need, from early education 
through high school, to enable them to become well-rounded learners and engaged citizens. If we 
provide this support effectively, more of our young people will be able to provide for their families and 
contribute to their communities. Key academic supports include instruction from highly qualified 
teachers, health and wellness services, career exploration, and engagement with a wide range of 
enrichment activities including athletics and the arts.  
 
Unfortunately, these opportunities are much less abundant in under-resourced schools across the state. 
In many cases, this is driven by the fact that lower-wealth communities are less able to raise revenue 
through the local property tax. Communities with less property tax revenue to support their schools 
often have larger class sizes, fewer electives, and less common planning time for educators.30 Even 
though the lowest-income communities receive more state aid, they tend to have less total funding to 
invest in their schools than our most affluent communities.31   
 
Because they are disproportionately concentrated in lower-income school systems, students of color in 
Massachusetts are particularly affected by this lack of resources and academic supports (for the 
purposes of this K-12 Education section, “low-income” refers to students qualifying for free or reduced-
price school meals). While predominately low-income urban districts serve roughly a quarter of all 
students in the state, they have an outsized share of Black and Latino youth (see chart below).32 
Conversely, the other schools in the state tend to serve more affluent students and have roughly half 
the population of Black and Latino youth than they would have if these groups were distributed 
proportionately.  
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A handful of communities have particularly high populations of low-income students and youth of 
color. The 15 largest school districts in the state are home to less than a quarter of the state’s pupils, but 
53 percent of Black and Hispanic/Latino youth.33  Located in Greater Boston and several of the largest 
Gateway cities, 72 percent of the students in these large districts are low-income, about twice the state 
average.34 
 
Across the nation, high-poverty schools like these tend to have less experienced teachers, less rigorous 
curriculum, inadequate facilities and materials, higher rates of staff turnover and student 
disengagement.35 This is also the case in Massachusetts. Students in our highest-poverty schools are 
more than twice as likely to be taught by first-year teachers as those in low-poverty schools.36 Students 
with first-year teachers generally gain less ground academically.37 And unfortunately, the least 
experienced teachers are also more likely to be placed with students who are academically behind from 
the outset.38 Not surprisingly, there are greater rates of turnover among new teachers in high-poverty 
schools. Even experienced teachers leave high-poverty schools more quickly than those serving 
students that are more affluent.39  
 
While low-income districts in Massachusetts—like those in the rest of the country—don’t have the level 
of resources of the most affluent districts, our school funding system does provide greater resources to 
low-income districts than such districts receive in most of the county.40 As we see below, the quality of 
education in our low-income districts appears to be higher than in most other states. 
 
The concentration of low-income kids and kids of color in a small number of high-poverty districts is 
partly the result of past policy choices that denied many people of color the opportunity to create and 
build wealth. This prevented many residents of color from moving to areas with better schools or 
obtaining the resources to improve educational offerings in their communities (for more detail, please 
see the Wealth part in the Economy section). The impact of these past policies continues to reverberate 
today given the link between income and property wealth and the resources available in schools. 
 
Challenges and Successes in Boosting Achievement for Youth of Color  
 
All kids in high-poverty schools face barriers to reaching academic proficiency compared to those in 
upper-income schools.41 For instance, proficiency rates in math and English are lower in schools that 
are 60 percent low-income or greater relative to schools below that threshold.42 
 
Given their concentration in low-income schools, Black youth are not consistently provided the support 
necessary to reach key developmental points in literacy and mathematics that are connected to long-
term academic and life success. Only 40 percent of all Black third graders statewide were proficient or 
advanced in reading in 2015.43 This figure is a 4 percent increase from the 36 percent rate in 2006.44 
Early literacy can be improved through access to pre-kindergarten programs (for more detail, please 
see the Early Education part of the Education section). Similarly, recent progress on the 8th grade math 
scores has been significant. While only 36 percent of all Black 8th graders were at least proficient in 
math in 2015, this was a marked increase from only 17 percent who attained this proficiency in 2006.45 
Success in rigorous math coursework in high school predicts later success in higher education.46  
 
While the results for low-income students and students of color in Massachusetts are not what we 
would like them to be, we lead the nation on many measures of school performance. This is borne out 
in reading and math scores from the 2015 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), which 
allows us to compare performance across states. As a whole, Massachusetts ranked near the top 
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nationally on every NAEP measure.47 Fortunately, these positive results are not limited to middle and 
upper-income students. Our state also attained top rankings for low-income students, and was in the 
top 10 for the performance of Black students compared to Black students in other states.48 However, 
Massachusetts performed worse than many states in supporting the achievement of Hispanic/Latino 
students (see charts below). 

 
Massachusetts Student Performance on the 2015 NAEP 
 

 8th Grade Math, Massachusetts National Rankings by Race and by Income Level 
 

White Students Black Students Hispanic/Latino 
Students 

Low-Income Students 

    

 

 
8th Grade Reading, Massachusetts National Rankings by Race and by Income Level 
 

White Students Black Students Hispanic/Latino 
Students 

Low-Income Students 

    

 
 
Further analyzing the 2015 NAEP results for low-income students also shows clear signs of success. For 
example, low-income Black 8th graders in Massachusetts scored higher than this group did in any other 
state in math and ranked second nationally in reading.49 However, there were some significant 
differences for Hispanic/Latino students (see charts below). While low-income students in 
Massachusetts generally attained top national rankings, our state scores for low-income 
Hispanic/Latino students were close to the bottom nationally on reading.  
 

8th Grade Math, Massachusetts National Rankings For Low-Income Students by Race 
 

Low-Income White Students Low-Income Black Students Low-Income Hispanic/Latino 
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8th Grade Reading, Massachusetts National Rankings For Low-Income Students by Race 
 

Low-Income White Students Low-Income Black Students Low-Income Hispanic/Latino 
Students 

   

 
 
Despite the fact that they outperform peers in other states, Black students in Massachusetts scored 12 
percent lower than White students in 8th grade math. Hispanic and Latino students scored 11 percent 
lower than White students.50 Low-income students also performed 10 percent lower than their more 
affluent peers. The differences based on race and income in 2015 were essentially unchanged from the 
levels identified in NAEP results from 1998 and 2000.51    
 
Despite persistent challenges, Black and Hispanic/Latino youth have made recent progress in other 
areas. Between 2007 and 2014, the statewide dropout rate for Black youth was cut almost in half (see 
chart below).52 Latino youth had a similar decrease, although their dropout rate remains the highest 
among all racial groups in Massachusetts.53  
 

 
Graduation gains were driven in part by an increasing focus on dropout prevention across the 
Commonwealth. In Boston, for example, the Youth Transitions Task Force, a coalition of government 
agencies, educators, community organizations, and business groups worked to cut the dropout rate by 
more than half in a decade.54 Tactics undertaken by the task force included creating early interventions 
for off-track youth, increasing coordination between agencies, and opening reengagement centers that 
provided an array of resources for teens.55 
 
Options to Enhance Social and Academic Services in Schools  
 
Fortunately, education programs exist that more effectively serves disadvantaged students, enabling 
them to attain their full potential. For instance, a range of programs in Massachusetts and nationally 
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address social barriers to learning that disproportionately harm low-income students and students of 
color. These programs, known as wraparound services, can help students more fully benefit from their 
education.  
 
Wraparound services bring together health clinics, mental health services, prevention and wellness 
programs, and family resource centers to engage and support parents.56 Each of these elements requires 
sufficient staffing, oversight, facilities, and partnerships with service providers. To date, 
comprehensive wraparound services are not available to all students who would most benefit. In the 
absence of other funding sources, it is difficult for communities to afford the costs of sustaining or 
expanding these programs, particularly after related federal grants have expired.57  
 
Prominent initiatives featuring wraparound services that have also been successful include the Harlem 
Children Zone and the Children’s Aid Society Community Schools in New York City.58 Massachusetts 
has also created more robust systems of support, called “wraparound zones” in several cities including 
Holyoke, Lynn, Springfield, and Worcester. These efforts have helped improve academic performance, 
with particular benefits for younger students and English language learners.59 Schools within the 
wraparound zone program were 65 percent more likely to exit the state’s underperforming status 
compared to struggling schools without the program.60 One example is Springfield’s Alfred G. Zanetti 
school, which used a wraparound zone grant along with several other turnaround strategies to go from 
underperforming to the state’s top performance level.61 In cases like the Zanetti School in Springfield, 
social supports work in tandem with strong academics, creating an engaging, rigorous, and broad 
educational experience for youth.   
 
Additionally, education policy leaders are beginning to question whether the traditional model of a 
roughly nine-month school year with around six hours of classes each day is robust enough to address 
the interrelated challenges of concentrated poverty that face urban youth of color.62 This growing 
sentiment raises the importance of increasing the learning time available to students to create an 
education system capable of uplifting all children. Studies have found that as much as two-thirds of 
achievement gaps between disadvantaged youth and more affluent peers are driven by differences in 
out-of-school time, particularly during the summer.63 Over the summer, many high-income youth gain 
experiences and skills through enrichment their families have the capability to provide, while low-
income youth are less likely to receive this support. 
 
Schools and partner organizations have increased learning time for youth through summer, after-
school, and longer school days. Successful examples have helped young people build self-confidence, 
develop relationships with caring adult mentors, get career experiences, and boost their academic 
performance.64 However, for these initiatives to succeed it takes professional development for 
educators, engaging enrichment opportunities for kids, and academic support in areas where kids are 
struggling.   
 
Boston’s Orchard Gardens Pilot School is one strong local example of a quality extended day program. 
Orchard Gardens, which serves 95 percent students of color and 86 percent low-income kids, was one 
of the lowest performing schools in the Commonwealth before a turnaround over the past several 
years.65 Orchard Gardens extended the school day by roughly three hours, allowing enhanced 
professional development, improved instructional practices, and partnerships with community 
organizations.66 The school achieved rapid growth in academic performance (see chart below).67 Their 
improvement exceeded 87 percent of schools across the state in English and 98 percent in math.68  

  

http://www.massbudget.org/


 

MASSACHUSETTS BUDGET AND POLICY CENTER  •  WWW.MASSBUDGET.ORG                                                                       
11  

State of Black Massachusetts  

In the case of Orchard Gardens, like other 
extended time programs, sustained resources are 
necessary for lasting positive results. To promote 
the turnaround, Orchard Gardens depended on 
an infusion of funding, including federal grants 
covering roughly half the costs, which expired 
after three years.69 This situation left the partner 
organizations and Boston Public Schools 
scrambling to assemble sufficient funding.70 
Without additional resources, it unlikely that 
more students across our state who could most 
benefit can be served through programs like 
those at Orchard Gardens. 

 

Higher Education  
 
Earning a college degree provides a wide range of opportunities including improved job prospects, 
greater quality of life, and higher earnings. 71 Beyond the individual benefits, the Massachusetts 
economy as a whole stands to gain from increasing the skills of our state workforce.  
 
Despite the fact that the strength of our knowledge-driven economy depends in large part on the skills 
of our workforce, Massachusetts has cut higher education support in recent years. Between 2002 and 
2014, state spending on higher education declined by $249 million, or 18 percent. 72 This decline is more 
dramatic considering that enrollment increased by over 40,000 students during the same period.73 
During these years, the cost of obtaining a college degree at public institutions has significantly 
increased (see chart below). 
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State cuts to public higher education are a leading cause of the rise in tuition and fees, which in turn 
lead to increased student debt.74 Students who took loans to attend four-year public colleges in 
Massachusetts incurred an average of $25,500 in debt in 2010.75 This is almost double the levels from 
2000, which was $13,798 per student.76  
 
A vast majority—roughly 75 percent—of public higher education students in our state in 2013 took on 
debt to cover their expenses.77 Excessive debt can limit graduates’ ability to save and diverts resources 
that might otherwise flow more freely into the state economy. Most importantly, it can also discourage 
college attendance in the first place and make it harder to proceed successfully to a degree. 
 
The rising cost of college is a particular challenge for Black families who are less likely to have 
accumulated family wealth to help their children pay for higher education. Past policy choices 
prevented many Black people from purchasing homes at market rates and in desirable neighborhoods, 
which is often how families have accumulated wealth for themselves and future generations (for more 
detail, please see the Wealth part of the Economy section). Across the country, students of color take on 
more burdensome student loan debt on average (see chart below).78    
 

 
 
Where Are Black Students Attending Higher Education in Massachusetts?  
 
There are various other reasons why efforts to address the affordability and quality of public higher 
education are particularly relevant to communities of color. Black students in Massachusetts, for 
instance, are more likely to attend public colleges. Of the roughly 35,000 Black undergraduates in 
Massachusetts in 2013, over 20,000 attended community colleges, state universities, and the University 
of Massachusetts (UMass).79  
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The share of Black students attending public rather than private higher education is 8 percentage points 
higher than for all students (58 percent compared to 50 percent).80  The figures for both the number of 
Black students as well as the share attending public institutions have risen slightly in recent years.81  
 

 
 
Within public higher education, a majority of Black students attend community colleges, followed by 
smaller numbers at UMass and the state universities. In 2013, roughly 13,400 Black students attended 
community colleges, 4,300 attended the UMass campuses, and 2,700 attended state universities.82 
 

 

National Center for Education Statistics, IPEDS Database 
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A Pathway to Affordability ñProposals for Debt -Free Public Higher Education  
 
States, as diverse as Oregon and Tennessee, have taken a proactive approach to broadening access to 
public higher education by offering free or greatly reduced tuition and fees, particularly at community 
colleges.83 These states have embraced President Obama’s call to “make two years of college as free and 
universal as high school.”84  
 
Providing free public higher education would require significant new revenue to fill the gap between 
current sources of student support, such as state and federal scholarships (e.g. Pell Grants), and total 
tuition and fees for Massachusetts residents. Taking this approach, MassBudget estimates that making 
community colleges and state universities debt-free for all resident students would cost roughly $325 
million (see chart below.) Additionally, making the University of Massachusetts campuses debt-free for 
all resident students would cost the state $306 million.85 Even though this type of state support would 
be a very significant boost for most students, they would still have to cover the cost of books, housing, 
food, and other living expenses. (For more detail on options for debt-free public higher education in 
Massachusetts, see MassBudget’s paper Debt Free Higher Education: What Would it Take?) 
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Access with Quality ñRaising Achievement in Public Higher Educat ion  
 
Students of color have made positive steps in higher education and the Commonwealth has also 
pursued some promising initiatives. As it stands, Black, and Hispanic/Latino adults have earned 
college diplomas at higher rates since 2000 (see chart below).86 
 

 
 
Given that more college students of color attend public campuses, it is important to ensure that these 
institutions are well structured to support their success. It is clear that challenges remain towards 
reaching this goal. Across public higher education, Black and Hispanic/Latino students are less likely 
to graduate on time.87 At community colleges, this is a challenge for all students, as only 16 percent of 
all students obtain community college degrees within three years.88 However, results at community 
colleges greatly improve when using a broader six-year success indicator that includes obtaining a 
work credential, transitioning into four-year schools, as well as earning a two-year degree.89 Using this 
measure, success rates at community colleges increase to 47 percent for all students, 46 percent for 
Black students, and 39 percent for Hispanic and Latino students.90 
  
In its recently adopted Vision Project, the state Department of Higher Education has outlined a 
strategic plan for improving academic and social supports at our public campuses. This plan has 
suggested a range of options to improve success in higher education.91 It has called for more alignment 
with workforce needs and outlined other steps to maximize the career and life success prospects of 
graduates, particularly students of color. It has also called for significant public reinvestment in higher 
education. 
 
One emerging example of this effort is the Science Technology Engineering and Math (STEM) Starter 
Academies. This initiative, which began in 2013, supports students at community college in pursuing 
STEM majors and careers.92 Activities of the academies, such as orientations, introductory courses, and 

U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, American Community Survey, 3-Year Estimates 2005-2013 
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mentorship, help support students who need additional resources to succeed in high-growth STEM 
fields.  
 
Initiatives like this offer promise in improving the experience of students at community colleges, where 
over a third of all Black students in Massachusetts (inclusive of the total in both public and private 
schools) pursue their education.93 Programs that provide students a strong start, coherent pathways to 
careers after graduation, and intensive support along the way, align with effective community college 
practices identified by leading experts.94 However, these types of efforts could promote student success 
more broadly if they reached more students; only 1,300 students (out of the total of roughly 60,000 
students in Community Colleges) participated in STEM academies in 2014.95 Additionally, as of yet, the 
long-term results remain to be seen.  
 
 

 

  

http://www.massbudget.org/


 

MASSACHUSETTS BUDGET AND POLICY CENTER  •  WWW.MASSBUDGET.ORG                                                                       
17  

State of Black Massachusetts  

THE STATE OF BLACK MASSACHUSETTS: ISSUES IN THE ECONOMY  
 
 
A strong economy is one that works for everyone, where wages for typical workers grow along with 
growth in the overall economy.  From the late 1940s through the early 1970s, the benefits of economic 
growth (productivity) did lead to rising compensation for most workers, as shown in the left-hand 
portion of the graph below. Productivity and hourly compensation rose at very similar rates. This 
served to raise the living standards for millions of working households. However, since the mid-1970s, 
while productivity continued to grow, wage growth for most workers slowed considerably, creating an 
economy that has not been working as well for everyone.  
 

 
 

The failure of compensation to grow with economy-wide productivity is primarily a result of national-

level decisions. For the past 35 years, there has been an abandonment of full employment as a main 

objective of economic policymaking, a decline in unionization, and international trade policies that 

don’t support wage growth.96 Furthermore, value of the minimum wage has eroded over time.97 Poor 

wage growth has made it difficult for many working families to thrive, including many families of 

color. Nevertheless, states like Massachusetts can make policy decisions to improve wages and 

conditions of working people by concentrating on investments in education and infrastructure, raising 

the minimum wage, and modernizing the labor standards that enable workers to balance work and 

family obligations. 

Even in Massachusetts, one of the wealthiest states in the nation, for many working families the last 30 
years have been less about building economic security and improving their living standards, and more 
about the struggle simply to stay afloat. As shown below, the lowest-income households (those 
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currently making on average $11.74 per hour) saw very little income growth over the past three 
decades, adjusting for inflation. Median income households (those making on average $20.19 per hour) 
saw only modest gains. Only the higher income earners saw large gains. 
 

 
 

 
These wage trends are similar when broken down by race. For instance, from 1979 to 2014, Black 
workers in the lowest 20 percent of the income range (those making on average $9.29 per hour) actually 
saw their wages decline by 1.3 percent over 35 years (see graph below). Black workers at the median 
(making on average $13.97 per hour) saw marginal gains, with 1.3 percent growth over this same 
period. Only those in the top 10 percent of Black earners (making about $31.17 per hour) saw any 
substantial wage growth— a still very modest 18.4 percent. While the overall trend is similar for Black 
and White workers—meaningful wage growth only at the very high end of the income spectrum—
White workers at each level experience larger gains than their Black counterparts. Part of this gap can 
be explained by weak rates of job creation, higher unemployment rates, and different education 
profiles.98 Higher wages strongly correlate with higher levels of educational attainment. Historically, 
the education system left too many students behind, particularly kids of color. Recently, test scores of 
Black students and other students of color have improved in Massachusetts, narrowing the gap, but 
there is more that the state can do. (For more detail, see the Education section of this report.) 
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While deeper solutions to income stagnation and growing income inequality require action at the 

federal level, states do have some policy tools for improving local economies and economic conditions 

for people of color. Massachusetts already has taken an important step by adopting a gradual increase 

in the minimum wage to $11 an hour in 2017. 

Additionally, increasing investments in early education and care can make child care more available 

and affordable for working families. It provides the dual benefit of helping parents remain in the 

workforce and preparing kids for success in school and beyond (see the Early Education part of the 

Education section). 

Similarly, increasing investments in higher education that make college more affordable can strengthen 

our state’s skills-based economy over the long-term and better equip workers to support themselves 

and their families. College graduates tend to earn significantly higher wages than workers with a high 

school diploma or less (see the Higher Education part of Education section). Increasing investments in 

all types of education can build a strong foundation for a more productive and stronger economy. 

Further, our state government has a critical role to play in supporting the ability of all residents to find 
and keep good jobs. Investments that make public transportation accessible and affordable literally 
make it possible for people to get to work. Workforce training, meanwhile, provides people with the 
skills they need once they arrive on the job, allowing them to support their families and contribute to a 
stronger Massachusetts economy.99 However, since FY 2001, funding for workforce development 
programs has declined by almost 23 percent (see MassBudget’s Jobs & Workforce Budget). 
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Wealth  

Wealth provides families and communities with greater economic security and opportunity. It enables 
families to make long-term investments in their future,  like paying for higher education, making a 
down payment on a house, starting a business, saving for retirement, and absorbing financial shocks 
like losing a job. A family’s overall wealth includes money held in savings or checking accounts, real 
estate, stocks or mutual funds, and income set aside in retirement accounts.100 As distinguished from 
wealth, income from work tends to be used for day-to-day needs like housing costs, groceries, 
transportation, and clothing. Particularly for low-wage workers, income can be very unpredictable.  
 
The distribution of wealth in the U.S. is profoundly unequal. From 1983 to 2010, the top 1 percent of 
households captured nearly 40 percent of total wealth growth, while the bottom 60 percent experienced 
an overall decline in wealth.101  
 

 
The concentration of wealth at the top has a profound impact on households of color. With fewer 
resources to fall back on, these households are more vulnerable to a financial crisis or sudden loss of 
income. On average, Black households hold significantly less wealth than White households in the U.S. 
And these differences hold even for Black and White households of similar income levels, as shown in 
the graph below.102 For instance, if both a Black and a White working household earn $3,000 per month, 
the Black household will only hold 15 percent of the wealth of the White household. If a White 
household’s assets amounted to $1,000, for example, then a Black household’s net worth would be just 
$150. 
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If we zoom into Boston, similar results are 
found. Black household wealth in Boston is 
only a fraction of White household wealth. 
The median net wealth of White households 
stands at $247,500, whereas for Black 
households the median net wealth is just $8, 
enough for a sandwich and nothing more.103 
That means fewer financial resources to draw 
upon in times of emergency and less to invest 
in their own future and that of their kids.  
 
For most people, the primary way to build 
wealth is through homeownership. Homes are 
the most valuable asset owned by most 
middle-class households and comprise the 
majority of middle-class household wealth.104 
This major avenue of wealth generation has 
been at times closed off and at other times less 
available to communities of color. Past policy 
choices prevented many people of color from 
obtaining loans or other financial services, 
which would have allowed them to 
accumulate wealth for themselves and future 
generations. In 1934, the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) helped to spur 
homeownership specifically in American 
suburbs by insuring mortgages. Yet a series of 
policies adopted by the FHA at that time 
prevented people of color from obtaining 
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mortgages on suburban homes.105 Through a practice called ”redlining”106, the FHA also denied 
borrowers in the urban core, many of whom were people of color, from obtaining mortgages to 
purchase housing in their own neighborhoods.107 
 
The adoption of the Fair Housing Act in 1968 ended policies that had prevented many people of color 
from obtaining mortgages. But by that time, much damage was already done and neighborhoods in 
which a majority of people of color live have faced other discriminatory lending practices over the 
years. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, for example, mortgage companies targeted Black and Latino 
borrowers with high-interest mortgage loans. A series of reports prepared for the Massachusetts 
Community & Banking Council on mortgage lending patterns shows that even in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, people of color were more likely to receive high-cost mortgages even if they had the same 
income as White borrowers who qualified for market-rate loans.108 When the mortgage crisis hit in 
2007, it was often the communities with the greatest share of these high-interest loans that suffered the 
highest foreclosure rates.109 The targeting of people of color with high-interest loans resulted in 
households of color having much lower rates of homeownership than White households, losing much 
of the little wealth they had. In Massachusetts, White households are 2.2 times as likely to own a home 
as households of color.110  
 
Creating new businesses is another tool for the development of wealth. Successful business creation 

helps strengthen individual families, helps enrich local communities, and contributes to long-term 

economic growth. One challenge is that starting a business often requires a substantial up-front 

investment, either from personal resources or from outside investors. Tapping into such resources is 

more difficult for people who have historically had less access to wealth.  

Overall business ownership rates in 
Massachusetts are slightly below the 
national average, according to a 
Corporation for Enterprise 
Development (CFED) analysis of U.S. 
Census data.111 Both White individuals 
and individuals of color in 
Massachusetts own businesses at 
lower rates than their national 
counterparts. Consistent with the 
finding that Black families in 
Massachusetts have been able to 
accumulate less wealth, we also find a 
lower rate of business ownership 
among people of color.112 
 
Fortunately, there are public programs, such the Massachusetts Small Business Development Center 
(MSBDC) at the University of Massachusetts that can help overcome some of these barriers to entry. 
MSBDC is federal-state partnership that provides supports to small businesses, including training, 
technical assistance and financial plan development, and financing and loan assistance.113 The Boston 
Regional Office particularly strives to leverage resources for minority entrepreneurs. 
 
Just as low levels of wealth for low-income people and people of color are in large part the result of 

policy decisions made over the course of generations, many policy opportunities exist for reversing this 
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trend. Recently, Massachusetts enacted a 50 percent increase in the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), 

which will boost after-tax income for thousands of working families.114 The EITC is a refundable tax 

credit available to lower-income workers, primarily those with children. In addition to boosting the 

wages of low-income families, the EITC creates an opportunity for saving, as this is likely the largest 

lump sum payment they will receive all year. 115 Additionally, the state can invest in a state Individual 

Development Account (IDA) program. IDAs are matched savings accounts that enable low-income 

families to save towards the purchase of a lifelong asset, like a home, a business, or further education.  

The state and federal governments also can consider other policies that enable families to build wealth, 

such as stricter enforcement of housing anti-discrimination laws and assisting first-time homebuyers 

with lower interest rate mortgages. Since Black families and other families of color still face barriers to 

home ownership, stricter enforcement of housing anti-discrimination laws would support these 

families when purchasing homes in higher-value neighborhoods.116 Moreover, statewide and local 

programs that directly support first-time homebuyers can make homeownership more accessible. For 

instance in Boston, the Affordable Home Opportunities and financial assistance programs assist city 

residents with resources and services to purchase affordable homes.117 At the state level, Massachusetts 

offers affordable mortgages through its ONE Mortgage program for low- and middle-income people 

who are purchasing their first house. ONE Mortgage provides low-interest, fixed rate mortgages, 

covers the cost of mortgage insurance and provides counseling to help participants both purchase their 

houses as well as keep them over the long run. The program maintains low delinquency and 

foreclosure rates while serving lower-income borrowers and raising owner-occupied homeownership 

in poorer urban neighborhoods through pre-purchase education and post-purchase services.118 

Additionally, federal agencies, like Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, can work towards protecting the 

home equity wealth of Black and Hispanic/Latino homeowners by reducing mortgage principals and 

making other loan modifications for struggling homeowners.119 Many Black families still are feeling the 

effects of being subjected to subprime mortgages. Policies that enable agencies to reduce mortgage 

principals and modify mortgage loans can help these families protect their homes from foreclosure, 

preserving their home equity.120 

 

Poverty 

 
Massachusetts is stronger when all workers earn enough to pay for basic necessities and provide for 

their families. This economic security depends on reliable access to opportunities that offer good 

incomes and that allow workers to share in the benefits of economic growth. However, due to overall 

changes in our economy—in particular, that wages no longer keep pace with productivity growth—

many low-income working families find that, despite their best efforts, they cannot raise their 

standards of living. Massachusetts has one of the lowest poverty rates in the country, but it remains 

higher than it was in the years leading up to the Great Recession in 2008.121 In 2014, close to 1 in 9 

people in Massachusetts lived below the federal poverty level—or less than $19,000 a year in income 

for a family of three. (For more information on people in poverty by city and town in Massachusetts, 

like Springfield and Worcester, see the Kids Count Data Center.)  
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Still more troublingly, child poverty in the U.S. and Massachusetts has been growing since 1999. In 
2014, almost 1 in 6 kids lived below the federal poverty line in Massachusetts.  
 

 
 
For children of color, the challenges created by poverty are particularly acute. Thirty-one percent of 
Black kids and 38 percent of Hispanic/Latino kids live in poverty.  
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What’s more, close to a quarter of Black children and nearly 30 percent of Hispanic kids live in 
communities with concentrated poverty.122 These areas are dense residential communities of the poor 
that result in higher crime rates, underperforming schools, poor housing conditions, with limited 
access to jobs.123 Whether or not these children are poor themselves, they are at risk of a lower long-
term standard of living because they live in these under-resourced communities.124 
 
The official federal poverty measure – shown above – uses a narrow income standard to define 
poverty. It is based on the cost of food in 1963 that is multiplied by three and adjusted for inflation. In 
2009, the U.S. Census Bureau began to calculate a second poverty measure called the Supplemental 
Poverty Measure (SPM).125 The SPM is an alternative way to measure poverty that (among other 
things) takes into account that living expenses vary in different parts of the country. It calculates 
income more comprehensively by including a variety of non-cash benefits such as the value of housing 
subsidies and food assistance programs, and it also takes into account necessary expenses such as work 
expenses and out-of-pocket medical costs.126  SPM calculations reveal the strong impact of key public 
supports. Based on estimates from 2009 to 2012, approximately 813,000 people in Massachusetts on 
average were kept out of poverty through public supports, including 164,000 kids.127 
 
Key programs, like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) - formally called food 
stamps – has alone kept about 86,000 people out of poverty each year in Massachusetts.128 SNAP is one 
of the most effective anti-poverty tools in the nation, providing low-income households with debit 
cards to purchase food on a monthly basis. Likewise, tax credits like the Earned Income Tax Credit and 
the Child Tax Credit help lower-income working parents significantly boost their after-tax household 
incomes. Each year, about 74,000 kids in Massachusetts are kept out of poverty by these tax credits.129  
 
Increasing the minimum wage is a policy that can help raise the living standards of low-wage families. 

As mentioned previously, Massachusetts recently adopted a phased approach to increasing the state 

minimum wage to $11 per hour by 2017. But when the minimum wage reaches $11 per hour, many low 

wage families still will struggle to get by. In 2017, a full-time, year-round minimum wage worker will 

only earn $21,903 (adjusted for inflation). In order to address the challenge of low wages, there is a 

growing national movement to raise the minimum wage to $15 per hour for fast-food workers.130  
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Family-friendly protections are another policy tool that helps workers to better balance the daily 
challenges of being good parents and hard-working employees. One such policy, earned paid sick time 
(EPST), was implemented in 2015 in Massachusetts. EPST provides job-protected, paid time off to 
workers who need to address a health issue for themselves or for an immediate family member. Prior 
to the law, nearly a third of Black workers and nearly half of Hispanic/Latino workers in 
Massachusetts did not have the ability to take off job-protected sick time.131  
 
Similarly, another family-friendly policy is paid family and medical leave (PFML), which allows 
workers to take paid time off in order to address a serious health condition, support a family member 
with a serious health condition, or care for a new child.132 In Massachusetts, some workers get paid 
family and medical leave through their employers. However, most workers are not guaranteed paid 
time off to address serious health conditions or the birth of a child.133 In fact, only 13 percent of New 
England civilian workers have access to PFML, according to the U.S. Department of Labor.134 
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STATE OF BLACK MASSACHUSETTS: ISSUES IN HEALTH  
 
 
A healthy society provides more than just access to regular medical check-ups and world-class health 

care. Clean air and water, well-maintained housing, jobs that provide an adequate income, safe and 

uncontaminated places for children and adults to enjoy, and the availability of nutritious food, are all 

major factors influencing health. In a healthy community, children are born healthy and can grow up to 

be healthy adults. When people are healthy, they are better able to reach their full potential and make 

long and lasting contributions to society. Everyone in Massachusetts should have this opportunity, and 

making sure that all communities have the resources they need to be healthy benefits the entire 

Commonwealth. 

The economic well-being of a community has a significant impact on the health of its residents since it 

can determine whether or not families have clean and safe environments, stable jobs that pay well, safe 

and affordable housing, good schools, supermarkets, and other community resources. Unfortunately, 

many communities in Massachusetts lack these resources and the public systems that they need to be 

healthy. 

 

Healt h Coverage: An Important First Step  

Massachusetts has long been a leader in health care and for almost a decade has led the nation in rates 

of health insurance coverage, particularly for children.135 Massachusetts is also internationally known 

for its top-notch medical facilities.136 Furthermore, Massachusetts has led the way in helping people 

obtain the health insurance coverage that enables residents to get the medical care they need. 

 

Health care coverage in Massachusetts is impressive, thanks in large part to the state’s 2006 health 

reform efforts and subsequent expansions of coverage under the federal Affordable Care Act. There 

are, however, slight variations in health insurance coverage by race in Massachusetts. Overall, close to 

97 percent of Massachusetts residents have health insurance, far more extensive coverage than any 

other state.137 By comparison, though, 94 percent of Black residents in Massachusetts have coverage. 

Nevertheless, health insurance coverage for Black residents of Massachusetts is better than all other 

states but Hawaii (see chart).138 Massachusetts has the third highest rate for health insurance coverage 

for Hispanic residents nationally, also at 94 percent.139  
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These figures show that, though Massachusetts can rightly be proud of successful investments in 

almost-universal health insurance coverage, some families are still vulnerable to being without health 

insurance—whether because of employment instability or because of problems with maintaining 

publicly-subsidized coverage. Coverage can vary from place to place. In some towns in Massachusetts 

almost every person is insured, and in others close to one out of every ten residents is without health 

insurance.140 Accordingly, there is an important role for community-based outreach and enrollment 

programs, particularly those for immigrant communities and others with relatively higher levels of 

people without health insurance. 

 

Social and Environmental Factors Affect the Health of People and 

Communities  

Although health insurance coverage and medical care are important, most researchers now 

acknowledge that social and environmental factors play an even larger role in health.141 This means 

that differences in health among groups of people are highly dependent on the social and economic 

conditions in which people live, and are largely preventable. These differences show up from the 

earliest days of life, and continue throughout the lifespan, with the impact of social and economic 

factors accumulating over time. 
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In Massachusetts, Black and Latino/Hispanic families are more likely to live in low-income 

neighborhoods. These neighborhoods are less likely to have the resources that help create healthy 

communities. The schools are more likely to have fewer supports for the students, the infrastructure 

such as sidewalks and buildings are less likely to be well-maintained, and the residents are less likely 

to have access to safe parks and playgrounds.142  

Past policy decisions that kept families of color from buying homes in better-off White neighborhoods 

and that denied loans and other financial services to poorer communities of color have played a major 

role. Many communities of color were unable to create wealth for themselves or future generations 

because of these policies and, as a result, continue to live in neighborhoods with less opportunity. (See 

the Wealth part in the Economy section above for a full discussion of this issue.) Together, these 

conditions have made their mark on the health of communities of color in Massachusetts. 

To address the health of communities of color, and to consider how social and economic factors have a 

direct impact on health, a good place to focus is on the health of children. There are a few key 

childhood health indicators that are themselves important predictors of health conditions into 

adulthood: birth weight, lead exposure, asthma, and healthy childhood weight. These childhood health 

issues have a direct impact on a child’s physical, social, emotional, and academic development, all of 

which set the stage for lifelong well-being.143 

 

Many Factors Can Promote Healthy Pregnancy and Healthy Birth  

The health of a community can have a significant impact on the health of the mothers and infants who 

live there. Mothers who live in safe and stable housing, can get fresh and healthy food, are free from 

the deep stresses that can accompany economic or social instability, and are better positioned to have a 

healthy pregnancy and give birth to a healthy baby. Regular prenatal checkups are important, too, and 

they also are a factor of economic well-being.  

Babies born at a weight of 5.5 pounds or less are counted as “low birth weight.” Sometimes genetic 

reasons, including the size of the parents, explain this, but for many babies low birth weight is the 

result of a premature birth or of complications affecting growth while in the womb. 

Although some low birth weight babies are healthy, most are at greater risk for a variety of respiratory 

and other disorders, including heart problems, anemia, and infections. These babies are also at greater 

risk for poor growth through childhood and developmental problems.144  

In 2013 in Massachusetts, 89.1 percent of Black babies were born at a healthy weight, and 91.8 percent 

of Hispanic babies were born at a healthy weight. Overall, 92.3 percent of babies in Massachusetts were 

born at a healthy birth weight in 2013. 

Although there has been a slight increase in the share of babies born with low birth weight since 2001 

in Massachusetts, the good news is the rate for Black babies in Massachusetts has declined slightly (see 

chart).145  
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Because multiple factors affect a baby’s birth weight, the differences among these rates cannot be 

ascribed to any single factor. A recent examination by the Boston Public Health Commission on the 

slight improvement in the rate of low birth weight in the Black community speculated that the change 

could be in part due to the concurrent decline in preterm births and in the decline in births to teen 

mothers. The Commission also pointed to efforts in the city to address infant mortality and low birth 

weight with focused attention to the health of women prior to becoming pregnant, an emphasis on 

reducing social isolation among pregnant women, and helping pregnant women address hardships 

associated with housing instability, lack of healthy food, family medical issues, or other financial 

concerns.146 

Massachusetts has long made a commitment to adequate prenatal care for all pregnant women. The 

Healthy Start initiative, now fully incorporated into the state’s MassHealth program, promotes health 

insurance coverage of prenatal care for all pregnant women, regardless of income or immigration 

status. This means that no pregnant women should have to hold back on getting regular prenatal 

checkups due to concerns about health insurance. 

Another important support for healthy pregnancy comes from the Supplemental Nutrition Program for 

Pregnant Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). WIC is a vital resource for low-income pregnant 

mothers, providing healthy food and nutrition counseling. More than 10,000 pregnant women 

participate in Massachusetts’ program each month.147 Research has estimated that mothers’ 

participation in WIC can lead to as much as a 10 percent increase in birth weight.148 

Though WIC is largely federally-funded, state money also supports the program, as well as revenue 

from infant formula manufacturers’ rebates.149 State funding for WIC, however, has dropped 20 percent 

since 2001. 
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Lead Poisoning and Asthma are Among Environmental Factors Threatening 

Childhood Health  

Environmental issues associated with poorly-maintained housing, air pollution, and other conditions 

are often present in low-income neighborhoods and can have lifelong health impacts. For young 

children, exposure to environmental toxins and allergens can affect the development of the lungs, brain 

and other major organs.  

Lead Poisoning  

Lead poisoning—elevated levels of the substance in one’s blood—is a significant health hazard in some 

communities.150 Low-income children in poorly-resourced communities are at highest risk. Fortunately, 

government regulations over the years have taken this health risk to children head-on, leading to 

substantially reduced exposure to lead.  

Until it was fully banned in 1996, 151 lead was an important ingredient in gasoline; children playing in 

urban communities or in other places near roadways were at risk of breathing air contaminated by car 

exhaust. 

For generations lead was also a key ingredient in household paints. Simply by accidentally ingesting 

chips of old paint from window sills or walls, or by breathing air containing dust from lead paint, 

children can suffer permanent brain damage, learning disabilities, or behavioral problems.  

Lead exposure in childhood has lifelong health impacts, with symptoms sometimes not showing up 

until adulthood. The relationship between early childhood lead exposure and persistent poor academic 

performance in children is well documented. Children who have shown evidence of lead poisoning are 

significantly less likely to graduate from high school than non-affected children.152 In addition, there is 
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research exploring the possibility that lead poisoning might cause cognitive damage associated with 

forms of adult antisocial behavior.153 

Seven out of every ten housing units in Massachusetts were built before 1978, before the beginning of 

regulatory reductions in lead in the environment.154 In some towns, more than 90 percent of housing 

was built before the lead poisoning prevention laws banned the addition of lead in paint. In many 

communities, particularly those with higher concentrations of low-income families, the older housing 

stock places young children at direct risk for lead poisoning. Lead paint inside houses as well as lead-

poisoned dirt outside are major sources of lead poisoning for low-income children.155 With families of 

color in Massachusetts disproportionately living in poorly-resourced communities with more-poorly 

maintained housing stock, they are exposed to higher lead risk. 

A childhood lead poisoning prevention program is run out of the Bureau of Environmental Health at 

the state Department of Public Health (see chart). There is also separate funding to support payments 

for tests of children’s blood for lead exposure156, and a tax break for property owners that helps offset 

the cost of removing lead from residential buildings.157 

 

In 2014, approximately 3 percent of the Commonwealth’s children under four years of age had blood 

lead levels high enough to present a public health concern. This was close to 5,000 children, with 660 of 

them having a more dangerous “elevated” blood lead level. It is important to note that medical 

professionals consider that there is no safe level of lead in the blood.158 Although the state does not 

track childhood lead exposure by race, the Department notes that apparent racial disparities exist with 

respect to childhood lead exposure and it is working toward increasing the reporting of race and 

ethnicity data on lead exposure. The Department believes there is correlation between census tracts 

having higher rates of elevated blood lead levels and those with higher percentages of Hispanic or non-

white residents.159 Tracking lead exposure by race in addition to the detailed data also provided by 

towns will enable the state to better monitor the potential disparate impact of lead poisoning on 

communities. 

Asthma Triggers  
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Another environmental danger for young children’s healthy development is exposure to allergens and 

other asthma triggers. Asthma is a major cause of absenteeism from school, and one of the most 

prevalent chronic illnesses among children in the U.S. Asthma can be controlled with medicine, but it is 

also important to avoid or remove environmental triggers that can bring about an asthma attack, and 

the costs of asthma medication can be prohibitive for some families. 

Many of the most common asthma triggers are directly related to housing and other community 

conditions, including exposure to toxic chemicals. In Massachusetts, the identified “brownfields,” or 

properties that have been contaminated or are possibly contaminated, are more likely to be located in 

or near low-income communities.160 The Commonwealth developed an Environmental Justice Policy 

(currently under revision):  

to help address the disproportionate share of environmental burdens experienced by lower-
income people and communities of color who, at the same time, often lack environmental assets 
in their neighborhoods. . . . There are basically two frameworks of environmental equity: 
stopping the environmental ”bads,” such as a disproportionate burden of toxics; and promoting 
the environmental “goods,” such as assuring access to parks, green amenities, and recreational 
opportunities.161 
 

A recent analysis of brownfields redevelopment in Massachusetts noted that contaminated land is less 

likely to be cleaned up in communities with fewer economic resources. Particularly vulnerable are 

immigrant communities that might be less able to mobilize to fight placement locations of businesses 

that generate toxic chemicals and other contaminants.162 

In addition, for children living in low-income communities with older housing that may be poorly 

maintained, exposure to dust mites, cockroaches, mold, and air pollution such as exhaust from nearby 

roadways, can also have lifelong health consequences. Research has documented that because of 

historic patterns of housing and community development, low-income children of color have been 

disproportionately living in neighborhoods with poor-quality housing made with materials that can 

degrade into asthma-triggering allergens.163  

Close to one of every four Black children of middle school age has had an asthma diagnosis, according 

to the most recent data the Massachusetts Department of Public Health. The number may be higher for 

Hispanic middle schoolers (see chart—these numbers are estimates based on surveys.)164 
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There are some effective 

community-based programs 

targeting the environmental 

factors that can trigger asthma in 

children. For example, the 

Community Asthma Initiative of 

the Boston Children’s Hospital is 

an innovative asthma 

intervention program designed to 

reduce asthma-related emergency 

room visits, particularly targeting 

low-income children of color. The 

hospital found that asthma-

related hospitalizations and 

emergency room visits were particularly high for Black and Hispanic children. The hospital’s program 

has been remarkably successful, in large part because it goes directly to the environmental conditions 

that lead to asthma in Boston’s children. In this program, nurse case managers and other community 

health workers work directly with families in their homes, and provide extensive education in how to 

manage an asthma attack. They also use the home visits to help families identify and address 

environmental triggers for asthma, offering information about alternative cleaning products that are 

less likely to trigger asthma and providing special bedding and vacuum cleaners that can help reduce 

the asthma triggers that can be created by older housing materials. 

This pilot initiative is a national model, and is keeping down health care spending associated with 

childhood asthma. Unfortunately, MassHealth or commercial insurance does not yet cover these 

community-based, in-home services. 

 

Food-Related Issues Affect Childhood Health  

There are health consequences when communities have limited recreational facilities, safe places to 

play outdoors, or grocery stores that offer healthy and affordable food. There are health consequences 

when the schools that children attend do not provide affordable healthy food or snacks, or when 

children cannot afford to participate in after school activities and are more likely to be at home 

watching television. In such communities, children are at greater risk of becoming obese or overweight, 

and children of color in Massachusetts are more likely to be living in these under-resourced 

communities.165 

Childhood obesity is preventable, and there are successful community-wide efforts to support 

maintaining healthy weight. A recent study noted that obese or overweight children are more likely to 

remain obese into their adolescence.166 One of the best ways to prevent childhood obesity is to create 

conditions that promote a healthy lifestyle, for example being active and eating healthy food. 

Obesity Has Serious Heal th Implications  
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Children who are significantly overweight are at greater risk of cardiovascular disease and high blood 

pressure, diabetes or pre-diabetes, respiratory problems and joint problems, and sleep disturbances. 

Children who are obese are also at risk for a wide variety of psychological and emotional problems. 

Close to one of every five children or adolescents in the U.S. in 2012 was obese, and close to one of 

every three was either overweight or obese.167 

Obesity in children has long-term life impacts, such as adult obesity and the substantial associated 

health consequences. Obese adults are at significant risk of premature death from all causes, and at 

particular risk for high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, stroke, gallbladder disease, some forms 

of cancer, joint and muscular problems and difficulty with physical function.168 

Access to Healthy Food 

There is extensive documentation of the challenges facing low-income communities in obtaining 

healthy foods. The U.S. Department of Agriculture has mapped communities in Massachusetts, 

showing where it is hardest to regularly obtain healthy food, due to low income and lack of proximity 

to grocery stores. For low-income families without a car, there may not be convenient public 

transportation to a source of affordable and healthy food. In some areas, the closest sources of food are 

convenience stores, which are typically more expensive and have limited fresh produce and other 

healthy foods available. Data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture show that the low-income 

communities where people are least able to find healthy food169 tend to be those with higher shares of 

residents of color. 

Researchers have also recently documented that unhealthy messages communicated to children 

through food advertising is a leading cause of weight problems. Such advertising primes harmful 

eating behaviors for adults as well as children.170 Worse, researchers have found evidence that some 

food and beverage advertisements—particularly those promoting fast-food restaurants and sugar-

sweetened beverages—target these communities.171 

Rates of Obesity  

These challenges to healthy living prevalent in some communities where people of color live in 

Massachusetts may be contributing to rates of obesity and overweight. In Massachusetts, 

approximately 17 percent of Black middle school students were obese in 2013, a rate that was 

statistically significantly higher than the state overall estimate of 9 percent. The estimated rate for 

Hispanic middle schoolers was 14 percent.172 

In high school, approximately 14 percent of Black students were obese, essentially the same as the state 

overall high school obesity rate of 10 percent. However, approximately 17 percent of Hispanic high 

school students were obese, a rate that was statistically significantly higher than the state overall 

estimate.173 

What Communities Can Do  

It is notable that some Massachusetts communities have seen reductions in childhood obesity rates by 

taking on a multi-faceted community-based approach. Because of the multiple factors that lead to 

obesity in children, the solutions for reducing it vary. Ongoing education for children about the 

importance of healthy eating is important, as are efforts to improve the quality of food provided for 

school lunches and breakfasts.  
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Sixty cities and towns have taken on the challenge of increasing physical activity and improving eating 

habits through the Department of Public Health’s “Mass in Motion” campaign. Efforts include grants 

and technical assistance for community-based obesity prevention efforts, support for practices to 

improve eating and increase healthy play for preschoolers, regulations affecting some of the foods 

provided at school, and screening students for height and weight.  

The towns that have taken a comprehensive and coordinated approach to increasing healthy eating and 

improving overall fitness recognize the importance of social and environmental influences on healthy 

behavior. Among other initiatives, these towns are making a concerted effort to improve safe access to 

physical activity for children, to improve the quality of food provided in schools, and to increase the 

availability of healthy food in retail stores and restaurants. 

Another innovative program has expanded the ability of low-income families to use SNAP benefits 

(food stamps) at farmers’ markets.174 Although there are increasing numbers of farmers’ markets 

throughout the Commonwealth, and even indoor markets that offer produce during the winter 

months, farmers’ markets may not always be affordable for families struggling to get by. At many 

markets, shoppers may now use their SNAP card to purchase food, and in some programs may even 

get double the value of their benefits at the market.  

Achieving good health in every community will help bring Massachusetts closer to being a place where 

race and zip code would no longer be significant factors in determining well-being. Addressing the 

social and economic aspects of health that place barriers in front of people of color in Massachusetts 

will not only improve health person by person, but will also improve the health of the entire 

Commonwealth. 

These approaches will have direct consequences for the health of these children over the long term. As 

noted by the President’s Task Force on Health and Safety Risks to Children:  

Specifically, providing supports for families and caregivers that allow them to interact in a 
positive way with their children, creating safe and supportive physical and built environments, 
and ensuring that young children have access to adequate and healthy food are the key 
components that can help promote a healthy childhood and lay the foundations for a healthy 
adulthood.175 
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