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Introduction


Low-income families living in poverty neighborhoods often face numerous challenges. As the previous chapters illustrated, serious hardships, and earnings and government support that do not adequately cover basic needs force many low-income families to choose between necessities such as health care and food (America’s Second Harvest, 2002; Boushey, Brocht, Gundersen, & Bernstein, 2001; Hastings, Taylor, & Austin, 2004). Moreover, the neighborhood environments of low-income families can negatively impact a number of important outcomes including employment, crime, health, and child and adolescent developmental outcomes (Chow, Johnson, & Austin, 2004; Sampson, 2001; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002). These challenges have traditionally been addressed through three different types of programs: 1) earnings and asset development to increase financial self-sufficiency, 2) family strengthening to promote health, educational attainment and well-being, and 3) neighborhood strengthening programs to improve the physical environment, increase resources and opportunities, and increase resident participation in neighborhood affairs. This analysis describes the rationale and core elements of promising programs within these three areas. 

The term “promising program” is defined as innovative services or programs that are relatively free standing, self-contained and typically have their own funding streams.  These programs are distinguished from “promising practices” which are defined as interpersonal or inter-organizational processes used for the delivery of innovative services or programs.  The reason for selecting the term “promising” is that the frequent use of the term “best practices” is misleading since there usually are no metrics or sufficient outcome data to “prove” that a program or practice is the best. Examples of promising practices are described elsewhere (Austin, Lemon, & Leer, 2004)

Earnings and Asset Development

Increasing the earnings and assets of low-income families has traditionally been a focus of many anti-poverty strategies. Promising programs within earnings and asset development can be divided into two overall categories, as noted in Figure 1: 

1) Employment programs 
a) place-based programs that target employment services to an entire neighborhood 

b) linking low-income parents to “good jobs”

c) the use of work incentives and supports

2) Asset development programs 

a) promoting banking and savings accounts 

b) promoting low-income car and home ownership

c) linking families to the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 

[insert Figure 1]

Employment programs

Place-based programs:  In conjunction with other promising employment programs, place-based employment programs show considerable promise. For instance, the Neighborhood Jobs Initiative (NJI), developed by Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, uses a saturation strategy to target employment services to an entire neighborhood. The goal of the NJI was to substantially increase employment and earnings among a large number of residents within the targeted neighborhoods so that regular employment would become a community norm. Implemented from 1998 to 2001 in five high-poverty neighborhoods (Washington DC, Chicago, New York, Hartford and Fort Worth) each site adapted their programs using the following three components: 1) employment-related services and activities, such as job development, training and counseling; 2) financial incentives to work, including increasing participants use of the Earned Income Tax Credit, earnings disregards for TANF recipients, child care subsidies, Medicaid, food stamps and wage subsidies; and 3) community support for work, including increasing the quality and quantity of residents social networks to facilitate the sharing of information (Molina & Howard, 2003). 
By using a placed-based program that targeted an entire neighborhood, the NJI was specifically intended to reach the “working poor”—a segment of the workforce that is not generally “captured” by social service systems. Targeting an entire neighborhood was considered helpful in linking low-income workers to a system of supports and services that would raise their income and benefits (Molina & Howard, 2003). Additionally, a second strategy was to see if there was a “ripple effect” if a large enough number of people in the neighborhood obtain and retain good jobs that in turn would create positive changes in the neighborhood. These “spillover effects” (Molina & Howard, 2003, p. 5) were intended to improve a wide range of neighborhood indicators including health, education and safety. 

There is evidence to suggest that program participation and employment outcomes in some NJI sites were promising. For instance, the Chicago site (Project JOBS with 2,772 unduplicated participants) and the Fort Worth site (Near Northside Partners Council with 1,199 unduplicated participants) were successful in achieving a high rate of voluntary program participation. Facilitating good program access to services included the presence of bilingual staff; offering services close to residents home, providing services during non-business hours, and conducting home visits (Molina & Howard, 2003). Additionally, the Hartford site (Hartford Areas Rally Together, HART) focused its employment activities on the construction sectors and was successful in helping participants secure living-wage employment. For instance, Molina and Howard (2003) conducted a random case record review of 100 HART files and found that 59 participants had been placed in construction jobs; those placed in 2000 had an average hourly wage of  $19.66 and those placed in 2001 had an average hourly wage of $16.45. These findings suggest that within the NJI, sites that facilitated program access and targeted employment activities toward certain sectors were successful in increasing participation and linking residents to living-wage jobs. 

Linking low-income parents to “good jobs”:  In addition to the use of place-based programs, employment programs that focus on linking parents to “good jobs” also represent a promising practice. “Good jobs” are typically defined as jobs with starting salaries above the minimum wage, and jobs that have a high potential for job retention and career advancement. Research lends support for the potential effectiveness of employment programs that target particular industries and occupations. Foster-Bey and Rawlings (2002) found that after controlling for education, less educated women in manufacturing and health services sectors appear to have higher earnings—suggesting that it is possible for single mothers with low educational levels to earn higher wages if they are in the right industry. Foster-Bey and Rawlings (2002) note that targeting specific industries may be an effective approach to promoting economic self-sufficiency among single welfare mothers. Andersson, Holzer and Lane (2003) drew similar conclusions in their study on worker advancement in the low-wage labor market. Findings revealed that when worker characteristics were held constant, smaller firms and industries related to retail trade and services paid lower wages than larger firms and those in manufacturing or construction. They conclude that one of the most promising programs to increase earnings and advancement of low-wage workers is to facilitate their employment within “good jobs” (e.g. within firms and industries that pay higher wages). 

The Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Jobs Initiative (JI) represents a large-scale employment program that focuses on linking participants to “good jobs.” The JI was implemented  between 1995 and 2003 in six cities: Denver, Milwaukee, New Orleans, Philadelphia, St. Louis and Seattle. Five core principles guided the Jobs Initiative: 

1) Quality of the job is key, 

2) Retention is even more important than placement,

3) Employers and disadvantaged job seekers are equal participants,

4) The target population includes all disadvantaged job seekers in the region, and

5) Systemic change is required to accomplish and sustain goals on a broad scale (Fleischer, 2001 p. 6). 

The successful activities for linking participants to “good jobs” included forming collaborations with targeted industries or sectors in order to facilitate the placement of participants in these sectors. The occupations with wages above the minimum wage and those with opportunities for career advancement were targeted. The key strategies for engaging employers included framing the collaboration as beneficial to the employers’ bottom line (e.g. saving recruitment and training costs) and using brokers with extensive experience in the industry who had credibility with the employer and were able to facilitate a strong working relationship between the staff at JI and the employer. Engaging employers at all levels and ensuring that employers were involved in the design of job-training programs were also noted as important strategies in working with targeted industries. (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2000, Fleischer, 2001). 

Overall, within all five sites, descriptive information on the status of program participants suggests that the JI may have beneficial effects on employment (54% retention after one year) and earnings ($8.06 per hour to $9.13 per hour after one year) (Fleischer, 2001). In addition, parents who obtained “good jobs” (e.g. jobs with higher wages, health insurance and career advancement potential) reported improvements in the grades and behaviors of the children. These effects appeared to be particularly important for parents with risk factors; for instance, parents who had been incarcerated or whose children had been in foster care reported that a stable income helped them to better address the health and development needs of their children, and parents felt more involved in their children’s lives. Young single parents, as well as immigrant parents reported similar positive parenting and child outcomes. Moreover, qualitative data also suggested that as parents attained and retained “good jobs,” their participation in their communities, neighborhoods and children’s schools increased. For instance, parents reported attending parent-teacher conferences more frequently after becoming employed and forming more formal and informal social networks with neighbors (Iversen, 2002).

Despite these promising results, the qualitative research in the JI suggest that once employed, workers faced challenges in trying to make enough money to support themselves and their children, trying to stay employed and trying to advance in their new careers (Iversen, 2002). The challenges in job retention and advancement are common among low-income workers, and Miller, Molina, Grossman, & Golonka, (2004) identified the following four strategies to improve job retention and advancement among low-wage workers:

1) The use of post-employment case management to link participants to needed services and providing support with job or personal problems,
2) Working directly with employers to create job retention programs or Employee Assistance Programs that provide counseling and assistance with personal problems, 
3) Addressing common barriers such as child care, transportation problems, and limited assets and financial knowledge by using strategies such as a database of available child care slots; financial education programs to increase knowledge of asset development; and the use of van pools to assist participants in getting to work, and
4) Education and training continue to be critical to career advancement. In particular, the use of a “map” or “pathway” to “good jobs” is needed to provide participants with a clear and individualized plan to reach a particular career goal. A key feature is the emphasis on partnering with employers and industries that have high potential for advancement.

Use of work incentives and supports: In addition to place-based and “good job” programs, another promising program involves the use of work incentives to help supplement the low wages of the working poor and support services such as health insurance, transportation assistance or child care to help them maintain their employment. One large demonstration project, launched prior to the implementation of welfare reform, illustrates the promise of work incentives and supports. Implemented in Milwaukee from 1994 to 1998, New Hope Project was voluntary program with participation that was not conditional on welfare receipt or the presence of children. The program included an earnings supplement that was provided to participants who worked a minimum of 30 hours a week and whose income was still below 200 percent of the poverty line. The participants not covered by employer-provided health insurance were also provided with subsidized health insurance and subsidized child-care was also provided. Additionally, participants who could not find work after searching for eight weeks were referred to a wage-paying community service job in a nonprofit organization. These benefits were available to New Hope participants for up to three years (Huston, Miller, Richburg-Hayes, Duncan, Eldred, Weisner, et al., 2003)


The research on the impact of New Hope on families and children has been quite promising. Huston et al. (2003) reported that the New Hope participants have higher rates of long-term employment, and higher earnings than a control group. New Hope also appeared to be especially beneficial to participants with moderate levels of work barriers and Hispanic/Latino and African American participants. Moreover, at the five-year follow-up, the New Hope participants had better housing safety, better self-reported physical well-being, greater awareness of community resources and financial incentives such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), and fewer self-reported depressive symptoms than the control group. The New Hope parents also had fewer parenting problems related to discipline than did the control group, children spent more time in center-based care (as opposed to home-based care) and children spent more time in after-school programs than children from the control group. At Year 5, the New Hope children performed better academically than control group children and New Hope parents reported better child social behavior than the control parents (Huston et al., 2003). 

Asset development programs

Promoting banking and savings accounts: The programs to increase the number of low-income families who are linked to banking and financial institutions represent promising asset development programs. The research suggests that approximately 10 million households do not have bank accounts; these “unbanked” households tend to be low-income and headed by African Americans, Hispanics, young adults and those who rent their homes (Kennickell et al., 2000, as cited in Caskey, 2002). Indeed, 22 percent of low-income families do not have a bank account (Barr, 2003). Many unbanked families must use commercial check cashing services that charge fees to cash paychecks and provide other services such as money orders and facilitating payments to utility vendors. Indeed, most commercial check cashing outlets charge 2 to 3 percent of a check’s value just to cash it. For a family that takes home annual earnings of $18,000, use of commercial check cashing services can cost at least $400 a year (Caskey, 2002). 

Not surprisingly, one of the most frequently cited reasons that low-income families do not have bank accounts is that they have no financial savings to keep in the accounts (Caskey, 1997; as cited in Caseky, 2002). In an effort to address these issues, promising programs seek to link low-income families to the banking system, increase financial literacy and provide opportunities for families to save money. For instance, the Illinois Department of Human Services in collaboration with the coalition Financial Links for Low-Income People (FLLIP) implemented a financial education and asset-building program for welfare recipients and low-income workers. The FLLIP program implemented two components: a Financial Education Program (FEP) to increase the financial literacy of low-income families (Rand, 2004) and an Individual Development Account (IDA) program to increase the number of savings accounts with matching funds from public and private sources held by low-income families. 


Promoting low-income car and home ownership: As a result of establishing a bank account, low-income families are in a better position to acquire assets, such as cars and homes. Many low-income parents must rely on public transportation to get to their jobs. As more and more employment opportunities move to suburban areas, while low-income workers remain in urban areas, the use of public transportation becomes more problematic. Low-income parents often face public transportation commutes that can last one or more hours, making the coordination of child care arrangements particularly difficult. Car ownership programs represent a promising practice to address these transportation barriers, while also increasing the assets of low-wage workers. Indeed, research suggests that access to a car can increase employment and earnings and among welfare recipients, car ownership is associated with an increased likelihood of employment (Holzer et al., 1994, as cited in Hayden & Mauldin, 2002; Ong, 1996; as cited in Hayden & Mauldin, 2002) 

Hayden and Mauldin (2002) reviewed seven car ownership programs and identified a number of common elements within these programs. They note that the overall strategy of the car ownership programs is to make cars available to low-income workers. Hayden and Mauldin (2002) identified the following most promising practices used by the car ownership programs:

1) Case management: Many clients have never owned a car are entering the workforce for the first time, and are typically managing a number of different additional challenges. The expenses and responsibilities associated with car ownership can be an added stressor and case management services may help offset potential problems,

2) Training and education: Helping participants understand the responsibilities of car ownership, including providing information on basic car repair and maintenance, safe driving and financial management,

3)  Structuring payments to include all car ownership costs:  In developing car budgets with clients, it is important to include all car ownership costs including the car payment, gas, insurance, maintenance, and repairs, 

4) Assisting clients with insurance: Because of insurance rate-setting criteria that is based on neighborhood of residence and credit scores, car insurance can be disproportionately high for low-income residents and some may need assistance with these costs in order to own a car,

5) Partnering with banks and credit unions: Rather than having loan or lease payments processed within the nonprofit—which often would require an entirely new system, nonprofits can partner with banks and credit unions to provide these services, which also helps to link low-income participants with the banking system,

6) Recruiting staff with industry-related experience: A staff person who is knowledgeable about used car sales or basic car mechanics can provide expertise on the wholesale value of cars, estimating repairs, identifying problems, and using connections to auctions, wholesalers and used car dealerships, and

7) Tracking success: Programs should not only know the number of cars provides to participants, but also the employment, earnings and asset status of these participants. 

In addition to car ownership, promising asset development programs also promote home ownership among low-income families. Indeed, home ownership has been linked to a number of positive outcomes for children and families—as well as for neighborhoods. For instance, homeownership is associated with increased self-esteem on the part of the homeowner, better child and youth academic and cognitive performance, reduced child behavioral problems, a higher-quality home environment, neighborhood stability, and higher rates of participation in formal neighborhood organizations (Rohe, Van Zandt, & McCarthy, 2002; Haurin, Parcel, & Haurin, 2002). 

A promising practice in promoting home ownership for low-income residents is to increase their access and use of financial services that are tailored to meet the needs of residents of low-income neighborhoods. The move toward increasing access to financial services was partially fueled by the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA). The CRA was enacted in 1977 as a way to address the practice of “redlining” (banks refusing to make loans to people from certain poor neighborhoods) and amendments during the 1990s strengthened the legislation. The CRA encourages banks and credit unions to meet the needs of the communities in which they are located, including the credit needs of residents from low-income neighborhoods (Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council, 2004). 

Although there is some evidence to suggest that the CRA increases credit for homeownership and other capital in low-income neighborhoods (Litan, 2000, as cited in Barr, 2003), the monitoring of the CRA is often criticized as inadequate in terms of the degree to which financial institutions abide by the legislative regulations (Barr, 2003).  In an effort to improve financial services and home loans to low-income families, Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFI) were created. CDFIs are “private-sector, financial intermediaries with community development as their primary mission” (Community Development Financial Institution [CDFI] Coalition, 2004, pg. 2). CDFIs focus both on economic gains, as well as improvements in the neighborhoods they serve. They focus on activities that serve to revitalize poor neighborhoods, including providing capital to help businesses, organizations and services within low-income neighborhoods, as well as encouraging low-income home ownership. CDFIs provide a variety of services intended to help low-income residents become more self-sufficient. Typically CDFIs provide financial services, loans and investments and training and technical assistance to clients who may have limited or poor credit histories. These efforts are intended to help improve both the economic self-sufficiency of low-income persons and assist them in purchasing a home (CDFI Coalition, 2004).  

Linking families to EITC:  The federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is a refundable credit for families who earn less than 200 percent of the federal poverty level. The EITC was enacted in 1975 and expanded in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s to become the single largest aid program for low-wage workers.  In a review of the literature, Berube (2003) noted four overall benefits of the EITC: 

1) In 1999, 4.7 million people (including 2.5 million children) were lifted out of poverty by the EITC (Center on Budget and Policy priorities, 2001, as cited in Berube, 2003),
2) The EITC may help to promote work; for instance in 1984 before the EITC was expanded, 73 percent of single mothers worked, compared to 81 percent in 1996 (Eissa, & Liebman, 1996, as cited in Berube, 2003),
3) The EITC may help reduce income inequality through its impact on raising the income of working poor families (Liebman, 1998, as cited in Berube, 2003); and 

4) The EITC may help low-income workers build assets—research suggests that over half of EITC recipients use tax refunds on things like school tuition, car repairs, moving to a new neighborhood or putting money into a savings account (Smeeding, Phillips, O’Connor, 2000, as cited in Berube, 2003).
Despite the many potentially beneficial impacts of EITC, research suggests that 10 to 15 percent of eligible working poor families do not apply for the credit (Gordon, Mendel, Waldron, & Hunt, 2003). Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that families who use commercial tax preparation services to claim the EITC actually end up spending an average of more than 10 percent of their refund on tax preparation, electronic filing or high-interest refund loans (Berube, Kim, Forman, & Burns, 2002). In fact, the commercial tax preparation services tend to be concentrated in low-income neighborhoods; zip codes with a high rate of EITC filers house up to 50 percent more electronic tax preparation services than zip codes with a low rate of EITC filers. Moreover, in 1999, an estimated $1.75 billion in EITC refunds were used toward paying for commercial tax preparation, electronic filing and high-interest refund loans (Berube et al., 2002).   

Outreach campaigns and free tax preparation services represent promising programs to increase the number of families claiming the EITC, as well as to address the problem of low-income families having their EITC refunds diverted to commercial tax preparation and high-interest refund loans. For instance, Philadelphia’s Campaign for Working Families used a variety of strategies to increase the number of families claiming the credit (Houstoun, 2004). The Campaign was implemented by a collaboration of organizations and was guided by an advisory group made up of government representatives, as well as representatives from business, banking, labor, legal services, advocacy groups, consumer credit counseling, faith-based, library and workforce programs. The Campaign conducted a wide-ranging media and outreach effort to increase awareness about the EITC. A range of media outlets was used and information was provided in both Spanish and English. Moreover, in order to assist families in claiming the EITC, the campaign placed volunteers in income tax assistance (VITA) sites throughout Philadelphia with particular attention to underserved areas, especially those comprised of immigrant families. Through collaboration with existing organizations in immigrant communities VITA sites were able to provide culturally and linguistically appropriate outreach and tax assistance services to these communities. The staff and volunteers at VITA sites provided free tax preparation services for families wishing to claim the EITC (Houstoun, 2004). 

In addition to the goal of increasing the number of families claiming the credit, another goal of Philadelphia’s Campaign for Working Families was to increase the financial self-sufficiency of families. In an effort to expand the EITC campaign to broader self-sufficiency issues, some VITA sites were linked with banks that assisted participants with banking services and credit problems, including offering workshops that addressed such topics as strategies to save money, consumer credit counseling, and a program that allowed participants with poor banking experiences to obtain checking accounts if they participated in and passed four workshop sessions. Another approach to increasing self-sufficiency included the accessing of public benefits for participants. The staff from social service organizations were stationed at the VITA sites to provide benefits counseling and to assist families in applying for benefits for which they were eligible (Houstoun, 2004). 

The information on the number of families claiming the EITC in Philadelphia suggests that the Campaign was successful. For instance, between tax year 2001 and 2002 (when the Campaign was implemented) there was a 5.2 percent increase in EITC filers, and a 7.7 percent increase in overall claims. Moreover, the percentage of tax filers who claimed the EITC increased from 24.7 percent to 27.2 percent and EITC, child tax and dependent care returns filed at the VITA sites totaled over $10 million (Houstoun, 2004).  

Similar EITC campaigns have been launched in a number of cities across the country (Gordon et al., 2003). The National Tax Assistance for Working Families Campaign, funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation was launched in 2002 in 27 cities to help low-income families learn about the EITC, connect to free or low-cost tax preparation assistance, and use tax credits to build assets (Gordon et al., 2003). 

Family Strengthening


Families living in poverty and families residing in communities with a high concentration of neighborhood poverty are at risk for a number of poor outcomes. Children living in poverty experience an increased risk of mortality, learning disabilities, adolescent pregnancy, delinquency, mental health problems, and educational difficulties (Roosa, Jones, Tein, & Cree, 2003). Research also suggests that children living in neighborhoods with a high concentration of neighborhood poverty (typically defined as 40 percent or more of residents living in poverty) are also at risk for similarly poor outcomes (Averett, Rees, & Argys, 2002; Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993; Chase-Landsdale, Gordon, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1997; Loeber, & Wikstrom, 1993). Some of the most promising programs for strengthening families are highlighted in Figure 2 and include: 

1) Promoting healthy child and family development, including nurse home visitation programs, parenting education programs, and programs implemented through California’s First Five;
2) Educational programs to help young children be ready for entrance into school and to succeed academically; and 

3) Facilitating receipt of support services, including outreach strategies and strategies to streamline application and eligibility processes.  

[insert Figure 2]

Promoting healthy child and family development


Low-income children and families are at an increased risk for a variety of health problems. Intensive prevention services to pregnant women and parents of young children represent a promising program to prevent health problems. For instance, home visitation programs in which a registered nurse makes home visits to low-income pregnant and parenting women represents a program designed to address these increased health risks. In the Nurse Family Partnership program, nurses visit first-time low-income mothers during pregnancy and continuing until the child is two years of age (Promising Practices Network, 2004a). Nurses visit mothers two to four times a month. During pregnancy, home visits are focused on such health issues as diet, reduction in cigarette, alcohol or drug use, and assisting women to identify any pregnancy complications. Once the child is born, nurses provide health education on child illnesses and resources to access if their child becomes ill. The child development education program is aimed at increasing a mother’s understanding of her child’s behavior and facilitating positive child-parent interactions. Nurses also provide emotional support and problem-solving assistance to mothers and try to involve family members and friends as much as possible. Nurses follow a specific protocol and carry no more that 25 cases. A number of studies suggest that the Nurse Family Partnership Program is linked to a variety of positive outcomes for mothers and children (Olds, Eckenrode, Henderson, Kitzman, Power, Cole, et al., 1997). 


In addition to nurse home visitation programs, the Early Head Start (EHS) program also represents a promising health promotion program that targets low-income families. The EHS is funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (U.S. DHHS) and provides a variety of services to low-income pregnant women and families with children up to three years of age. The goal of EHS is to promote healthy prenatal outcomes for pregnant women, enhance child development for young children, and support healthy family functioning (U.S. DHHS, 2004a). The EHS services are delivered through one or more program structures: 1) center-based, 2) home-based and 3) combination of center- and home-based services. Evaluation studies suggest that participation in EHS is linked to improved cognitive, linguistic, social and emotional development in children, and improved parent-child interactions (Love, Kisker, Ross, Schochet, Brooks-Gunn, Paulsell, et al., 2002).  
 

In addition to home visitation programs and EHS, services specifically aimed at increasing a parent’s knowledge of healthy child development and positive parenting skills represents another promising program for promoting healthy child and family development within low-income families. Parents who are knowledgeable about child development and effective parenting techniques help to raise children who are healthier. For instance, the Dare to Be You (DTBY) program is aimed at increasing the parenting skills of low-income parents of children 2 to 5 years of age. The sessions typically include a joint activity between parent and child, followed by separate age-appropriate activities for parents and children that are focused on improving parenting skills (Promising Practices Network, 2004b, p. 2). The research suggests that DTBY has a number of positive impacts on both parents and children (Miller-Heyl, MacPhee,& Fritz,1998; as cited in Promising Practices Network, 2004b).


In an effort to promote healthy child and family development, California passed the Children and Families Act of 1998, (i.e. Proposition 10), which brings together several different types of health promotion programs. Proposition 10 established First Five California, a statewide program to provide a comprehensive system of child development services from the prenatal stage to age five. Each California County has established its own First Five Commission that oversees service delivery within particular communities. The First Five California programs span a variety of different services including programs to improve child care, parenting behaviors, health care access and use, and intervention for high–risk families. The specific programs vary depending on locality. Overall, the long-range goals of these programs are to improve family functioning through integrated, accessible, inclusive and culturally appropriate services, improve child development so that children are ready for school upon entering kindergarten and to improve child health (California Children and Families Commission, 2000).

Educational programs


In addition to promising programs to promote healthy child and family development, efforts to help offset the negative impact of poverty on children’s educational attainment also represent promising family strengthening programs. Among the most effective educational programs for low-income children are early childhood education programs that target children between the ages of zero and five. For instance, the Carolina Abecedarian Project is a well-known early education program that has proven to be effective in increasing academic achievement, as well as cognitive ability. The program operated within one site in North Carolina from 1972 to 1985 and was targeted to “at-risk” low-income families with infants up to six months of age. The program was comprehensive in nature and involved a preschool component and a school-age component. A number of different studies have reported that, when compared to a control group, children who participated in the Abecedarian Project fared better on a variety of cognitive and academic measures. (Martin, Ramey, & Ramey, 1990, as cited in Promising Practices Network, 2004c; Ramey & Campbell, 1984, as cited in Promising Practices Network, 2004c).


The use of intensive educational interventions for young low-income children can have a number of short and long-term positive effects. Another promising educational program targeted to low-income families that uses a different model is Washington State’s Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program (ECEAP). The ECEAP is targeted to families with children who are at least three years of age, who are not yet enrolled in kindergarten, and whose families are at or below 110 percent of the federal poverty level for the past 12 months. The program is a comprehensive, family-focused, pre-kindergarten program that is intended to help low-income children succeed academically. A second goal of the program is to encourage family self-sufficiency. An eight-year longitudinal study of ECEAP suggests that the program may be effective in improving educational outcomes for low-income children. When ECEAP children were compared to a comparison group, results revealed that they had better school behavior and better academic progress; and ECEAP parents participated more frequently in their children’s activities outside of school than parents in the comparison group. (Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 1999, as cited in Promising Practices Network 2004d).  

 Facilitating receipt of support services and benefits 
Many low-income families who are eligible for benefits such as food stamps, health insurance, and child care assistance are not enrolled in these support services.  In 1999, only 43 percent of working families who were eligible for food stamps received them (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2001, as cited in O’Connor, 2002). In addition, only five percent of low-income children without health insurance who were eligible for Medicaid or State Child Health Insurance Programs were enrolled (Broaddus, Blaney, Dude, Guyer, Ku, & Peterson, 2002, as cited in O’Connor, 2002); and only 12 percent of eligible low-income families received child care assistance in 2000 (U.S. DHHS, 2000, as cited in O’Connor, 2002). Moreover, in California, many eligible low-income families may not be taking advantage of California’s Healthy Family’s Health Insurance program. Linking low-income families to available support services may help parents to maintain their employment, while also improving family health. Yet, research suggests that determining eligibility and applying for support services and benefits can be time-consuming and confusing. For instance, the U.S. General Accounting Office ([U.S. GAO], 2001) found that a family applying to 11 of the most used support services would need to visit up to six different offices and complete six to eight different applications—a task that could be difficult for a working parent when offices are only open during business hours. The U.S. GAO (2001) also reported that the application and eligibility processes for low-income families were not only cumbersome for families, but also for case workers who had to decipher financial eligibility rules and process applications that are often duplicative. 

The promising programs that facilitate the receipt of support services and benefits are focused on expanding access as well as simplifying and streamlining application processes. For instance, Miller et al., (2004) identified five stategies to help link low-income working families to support services:

1) Aligning eligibility policies across programs can make it easier for applicants and case workers to determine eligibility,

2) Simplifying and aligning application and re-certification procedures can reduce the number of forms families need to complete and reduce the number of visits they need to make to government offices,

3) The use of web-based eligibility calculators can help streamline eligibility determination,

4) Expanding access to benefits and support applications by out-stationing eligibility staff at faith and community-based organizations, schools or clinics or co-locating several support programs in one office can increase the number of families enrolled in support services, and

5) Outreach, marketing and educational campaigns can also increase low-income families’ awareness of support programs. 

Neighborhood Strengthening


Studies consistently find an empirical association between neighborhood-level socioeconomic disadvantage and many other neighborhood-level indicators of social distress including unemployment, crime, health problems, child maltreatment, low educational achievement and mental, physical, behavioral and educational problems--especially among children and youth (Aneshensel & Sucoff, 1996; Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Jargowsky, 1997; Pettit, Kingsley, Coulton & Cigna, 2003). Neighborhood improvements are thought to help influence a variety of outcomes for low-income families. As highlighted in Figure 3, promising programs to strengthen neighborhoods include:

1) The use of community development corporations, which are defined as neighborhood-based nonprofit business ventures, most often focused on improving housing options in low-income neighborhoods (Blanc, Goldwasser & Brown, 2003), 

2) Comprehensive community initiatives, which are long-term strategies to increase collaboration, planning and coordination of funding among community based organizations in low-income communities (Blanc et al., 2003), and

3) Community organizing to increase resident involvement in community planning, decision-making, and advocacy in order to bring resources into a neighborhood.

[insert Figure 3]

Community development corporations

Community Development Corporations (CDCs) are nonprofit organizations governed by community boards that often include representatives from financial institutions, government or foundations. CDCs address the problems associated with neighborhood poverty through revitalization efforts, physical improvements, economic development, social services and advocacy (Hess, 1999; Walker, 2002). Most CDCs are assisted by organizations that provide technical assistance and support, as well as financial assistance (Walker, 2002).  

In a survey of CDCs in 23 cities, Walker and Weinheimer (1999) documented the types of activities and strategies being used. These included rental and homeowner housing development (94%); planning and community organizing activities that involved active engagement of residents (80%); homeownership programs including financial counseling, assistance with down payments, and assistance with housing repair or rehabilitation (69%); commercial and business development, including improvement and promotion of commercial districts, commercial building renovation, and technical assistance and financing (60%); workforce and youth programs, including job training and skills development for both adults and youth (55%); building community facilities such as schools, community centers, health clinics, and homeless shelters (45%); and developing open space programs such as park improvements, and community gardens (29%).


CDCs benefit the community in the following ways: 

1) Improve physical aspects of the neighborhood (e.g. affordable housing units, improved commercial sites and community facilities,

2) Increase the number of homes and businesses that are owned by residents of the neighborhood,

3) Work with community residents and organizations to help bring in external resources and assets to improve neighborhood conditions (e.g. private sector developers, financial institutions and corporations), and

4) Improve resident participation in community planning and organizing efforts (Stoecker, 1996; Walker, 2002).

During the 1990s, there was a considerable increase in the capacity and activities of CDCs. In an exploratory study conducted by The Urban Institute on the impact of CDCs within five urban neighborhoods, residents reported that neighborhood quality had improved and that these improvements were partly the result of CDCs. Econometric research suggested that in two of the five sites, CDCs were linked with higher property values and all five of the CDCs engaged in activities to involve residents in community planning (Temkin et al., forthcoming, as cited in Walker, 2002).  

Comprehensive Community Initiatives

Comprehensive Community Initiatives (CCIs), represent a second potentially promising neighborhood strengthening program. CCIs are large-scale approaches to improving conditions in poor neighborhoods through increased collaboration and coordination among various organizations within the neighborhood to address neighborhood poverty and fragmented service delivery (Hess, 1999). One prominent example of CCIs is the Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Community Initiative (EZ/EC Initiative), a federal initiative that awards large grants to urban and rural communities to engage in collaborative activities. Local governments, community-based organizations, and residents are typically involved in planning and implementing services that meet the needs of the neighborhoods, including workforce development, housing, public safety, infrastructure, environment, health, education, and other human services (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 2004b; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 1997). The EZ/EC Initiative also includes tax incentives for businesses that invest in the targeted communities.
Many different activities and projects fall under the rubric of CCIs, however Hess (1999) identifies four major approaches used by CCIs: 

1) CCIs coordinate existing institutions serving the community. Coordination efforts are generally focused on bringing together the work of CDCs, community-based organizations, as well as government agencies in an effort to improve service delivery and address pressing problems in the community, 

2) CCIs increase the capacity of community institutions. Strategies to improve organizational capacity often involve increasing effective connections between community organizations and resources and actors outside of the community,

3) CCIs attempt to increase both the social capital in a community and participation of residents in the planning and management of the CCI. Most CCIs use community planning or community building strategies to gain resident input and foster resident leadership, and 

4) CCIs differ from other community practices in their formation and governance. CCIs bring together a variety of nonresident organizations in an effort to expand the definition of community stakeholders based on the notion that poor neighborhoods do not have sufficient power to effect neighborhood change themselves and that the neighborhood needs to be viewed differently by external power brokers (Hess, 1999). 


CCIs differ in their target locations and populations; some focus on entire cities, some on particular communities, and some on particular populations within a community (Fishman & Phillips, 1993). Compared to city-wide efforts, Fishman and Phillips (1993) suggest that CCIs focused on particular neighborhoods are more manageable, allow for greater resident participation in planning activities, and are better able to understand the particular local context in which they operate.


In their review of CCIs, Fishman and Phillips (1993) identified six overall approaches used within CCIs: 

1) Research and data were used to clearly define problems within neighborhoods,

2) Planning and start-up phases took considerably longer to build trusting relationships than many staff had expected. Although the CCIs often moved slowly, staff also reported that a slow progression was necessary in order to build trusting relationships,

3) Timely allocation of funding where large amounts of funding available at the outset often created pressure to spend the money too quickly,

4) Determining type of governance was critical (e.g. a task force elected by neighborhood residents, an advisory group of funders and experts, or a combination of these groups to help govern the initiatives),

5) Collaboration was perceived as a critical strategy where inclusivity and egalitarian processes were viewed as particularly important, and 

6) Evaluation issues affected many CCIS (e.g. vague goals that were difficult to measure, difficulty in measuring the impact of long-term strategies and assessing complicated relationships between funders and grantees). 

Community organizing


Both CDCs and CCIs include community organizing as one of their strategies, yet some have argued that community organizing efforts that are focused exclusively on mobilizing residents of poor neighborhoods to address their own concerns are qualitatively different than CDCs and CCIs. Indeed, Blanc et al. (2003) note “…CDCs and CCIs tend to prioritize the development of technical expertise and the formal involvement of institutional leaders, rather than mobilizing low-income community residents to identify and address their own needs” (p. 7). Civic participation, which refers to the participation of community members in decision-making about services, policies and matters affecting their community represents an outcome of effective community organizing.


Some have noted that community organizing is a poorly understood practice approach. For instance, O’Donnel and Schumer (1996, as cited in Hess, 1999) note that “few funders understand organizing: few even know it exists as a field of philanthropic endeavor, and those who do tend to view it as insurrectionist”.   In an effort to clarify the core elements of community organizing, Hess (1999) has identified the following characteristics: 
1) Local, democratic control: direct constituency involvement seeks the ideas and concerns of  community members  in order to meet community needs and increase community participation,

2) Power of a mass-based constituency: the power of community organizing stems from the direct involvement of a large constituency of residents in multiple issues,

3) Leadership development: community leaders are viewed as essential for constituency control over the organization, as well as the capacity to mobilize a large number of people to participate and take action, 

4) Organizational permanence and growth: focus is on cultivating a capacity to address neighborhood issues over time, and 

5) Promising change: focus is on changing institutions and norms within society at-large, especially on how decisions about the community are made. 
Blanc et al. (2003) provide one example of community organizing in their study of the Logan Square Neighborhood Association (LSNA), a mixed-income community with a large low-income Latino population in Chicago. The issue of school overcrowding served as mechanism through which LSNA was able to form a close school/community partnership. Once strong ties with schools were formed, LSNA launched school-based programs that brought parents into the classroom to work alongside teachers. The students in neighborhood elementary schools increased their educational achievements, even while the demographics remained unchanged. In addition to work in the schools, the LSNA also developed an organizing campaign for affordable housing (e.g. required all developers to set aside 30 percent of new housing units as affordable housing, focused on the needs of renters and homeowners, successfully lobbied the state legislature to make the existing affordable homeownership program accessible to residents who could not buy an entire building, and provided homeownership counseling to residents).  Based on the successes of the LSNA, Blanc et al. (2003) identified the following four strategies for effective community organizing:

1) Foster strong interpersonal relationships and trust among individuals, 

2) Develop grassroots leadership.

3) Integrate long-term strategies to build power and change policy with short-term strategies that provide skills and resources to community members, and 

4) Maintain a vision based on the needs and dreams of community members. 

Conclusion

Low-income families living in poverty neighborhoods often face difficult circumstances and daily hardships. This analysis has identified a variety of promising programs to address these challenges: 1) earnings and asset development, 2) family strengthening, and 3) neighborhood strengthening have traditionally been the focus of many anti-poverty approaches. The promising employment programs include place-based programs that target employment services to an entire neighborhood, linking low-income parents to “good jobs,” and the use of work incentives and supports. The promising asset development programs focus on promoting banking and savings accounts, promoting low-income car and home ownership and linking families to the EITC. Family strengthening programs that focus on intensive prevention services to pregnant and parenting women, parent education, early childhood education, and expanding access to supports and benefits represent promising programs. Finally, promising neighborhood strengthening programs include community development corporations, comprehensive community initiatives, and community organizing. Taken together, these programs represent the most well-established approaches to increasing economic self-sufficiency, promoting child and family well-being and improving the conditions of poverty neighborhoods.  
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