
Pathways Winter 2008

The Debtors’ Quagmire

Boys are in crisis. Or are 
they? It’s all the fashion to 
worry about their lagging 

classroom performance, with a 
Newsweek cover story in 2006 pro-
claiming “The Boy Crisis,” and U.S. 
department of Education Secretary 
Margaret Spellings saying such a 
crisis “has profound implications for 
the economy, society, families and 
democracy.” 

In new research on Baltimore school 
children, doris R. Entwisle, Karl l. 
Alexander, and linda S. Olson find 
no evidence of boys “in crisis” when 
they start school: Boys and girls 
enter school performing at about 
the same rate in reading. A gap 
favoring girls does, however, open 
up over the elementary years, but 
only among disadvantaged youth 
who receive meal subsidies. disad-
vantaged boys fare poorly for two 
reasons: They are especially likely to 
have behavior problems; and their 
parents expect them to perform less 
well at school. This research sug-
gests, then, that the so-called boy 
crisis is really a poor boy crisis. 
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It is well known that Americans are racking up debt. This has left widening swaths 
of the population at risk of personal financial collapse and downward mobility. 
Indeed, personal bankruptcy filing increased from 288,000 per year to 1.5 million 

per year between 1980 and 2004, and decreased thereafter only when bankruptcy 
reform made the law less debtor-friendly.

Bankruptcy law reform reduced the number of bankruptcies, but did it also work 
to reduce the amount of debt? In a recent article, Michelle J. White argues that re-
form made lending less risky for creditors, since they knew that borrowers were less 
likely to declare bankruptcy and avoid repayment. As a result, incentives to offer more 
and higher levels of credit to families increased, and credit card debt spiked higher 
in 2006 than in any year before the 
reform. 

It follows that lenders have been 
a main beneficiary of bankruptcy 
reform. While reform may have 
made borrowers less likely to declare 
bankruptcy, it’s done little to stem 
the underlying forces driving massive 
debt accumulation in the first place. 

White, Michelle J. 2007. “Bankruptcy  
Reform and Credit Cards.” Journal of  
Economic Perspectives, 21(4), 175–199.

Segregation is entrenched. And 
segregation matters. These are 
the two truths around which our 

understanding of racial inequality has 
long been built: We know that residential 
racial segregation is woven deeply into 
the fabric of American life, and we know 
that such segregation is an important 
source of racial inequality.

But now there are signs that persis-
tent segregation may be breaking down. 
Using newly marshaled long-term data, 
Jeffrey M. Timberlake and John Iceland 
find that America’s major racial and 
ethnic groups are increasingly living 
together in the same residential neigh-
borhoods. Although black Americans 
continue to be the most racially segre-

gated group, the declines in segregation 
have also been most rapid for this group. 
Additionally, when members of racial 
and ethnic minority groups secure more 
income, they are increasingly able to use 
these gains to move into higher status 
neighborhoods. 

Obviously, racial residential segrega-
tion remains extreme, so extreme that 
Douglas Massey once referred to it as 
a system of “American apartheid.” But 
there are now at least some signs that 
this system may be weakening.
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