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 CONNECTICUT

Census: Income Gap A Matter Of Degree
 With Less Education, Minorities Lose Ground In

Earnings

August 20, 2002
By MIKE SWIFT And ROBERT A. FRAHM, Courant
Staff Writers

Mariely Cotto, 20, of Hartford, has her high school
diploma, but she's far from satisfied with her paycheck.

"I'm trying to get a better job," the Dunkin' Donuts
cashier said Monday. "I want something that pays me
better than $7 an hour. To get a better job, you have to
go to college."

Jose A. Gonzalez, who lives in Windsor and owns
Multi-Services International Inc., a financial and
immigration services firm in Hartford, says the 1990s
were pretty good times for him.

Gonzalez, a college graduate, said his income is roughly
on a par with the median household income for Latinos
in Windsor - about $70,000.

Nevertheless, he was flabbergasted to learn that,
according to the 2000 Census, Windsor is one of a few
towns in the state where both blacks and Latinos have a
higher median household income than whites.

"Windsor has a lot of professionals," said Gonzalez,
struggling to explain the demographic curiosity. "It's a
really middle-class town."
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The divergent experiences of Cotto and Gonzalez, both
born in Puerto Rico, represent a key demographic
discovery in a mountain of new data from the 2000
Census being released today for Connecticut.

During the 1990s, a time of economic boom for much of
the nation but earnings stagnation for much of
Connecticut, blacks and Hispanics did not close the
income gap with whites, according to the new data. In
fact, the gap apparently widened - between 1989 and
1999, median household income was slightly up for
non-Hispanic whites in Connecticut, and slightly down
for blacks and Latinos, when adjusted for inflation.

Just as the paycheck gap widened between racial and
ethnic groups, the diploma gap failed to narrow as well,
and experts said there almost certainly is a connection.
While a third of adult whites in Connecticut now hold at
least a four-year college degree, only about one in 10
Hispanics and one in seven blacks have a bachelor's
degree or higher, according to the new census.

As the nation has shifted away from a manufacturing
economy, "the payoff for a college education has
grown," said Jacqueline King, director of the Center for
Policy Analysis at the American Council on Education
in Washington. "There is growing value in a bachelor's
degree and declining value in a high school diploma."

The Census Bureau recently reported that for all
Americans, a bachelor's degree is worth roughly $1
million in additional earnings over a person's career; a
graduate degree is worth even more in additional
earnings over a high school diploma.

In Connecticut, minority students enrolled in record
numbers at state colleges throughout the '80s and '90s,
accounting for 23 percent of all students in fall 2001 -
up from 8 percent in 1984, when the state began an
aggressive recruiting campaign. But too many minority
students are dropping out before graduating, according
to state reports.
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town, including the size
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below.
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Minority students also are disproportionately
concentrated at lower-level programs, including
two-year colleges, the state Department of Higher
Education said earlier this year in its most recent annual
report on the racial makeup of the state's public and
private campuses.

Changes in the way the government classifies race
between the 1990 and 2000 censuses, and the relatively
poor quality of the data collection in 1990 in
Connecticut, also may account for part of the apparent
persistence of the income gap between whites and
minorities in the state, experts said.

And the news was not all bad for minorities: poverty
rates declined somewhat for both blacks and Hispanics
during the decade.

Educational attainment is not the only reason for the
continued income disparity.

In part, the income gap grew because an older, mostly
white, well-to-do population was able to expand its
wealth rapidly during the stock market boom of the '90s
while lower-income groups had less money to invest,
said Arthur Poole, who tracks minority enrollments for
the state higher education department.

"The rich have gotten richer," said Poole, director of the
department's Office of Educational Opportunity.

And in a slow economy, which central Connecticut
suffered through during much of the past decade, "it's
probably fair to say that the lower-income groups will
bear a disproportionate share of the pain," said Michael
P. Meotti, president of the Connecticut Policy and
Economic Council.

Meotti said CPEC's ongoing research on census data
back to 1960 suggests that like an aging slugger who
can no longer get around on a fastball, metropolitan
Hartford may be losing the education -and therefore the
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pay -edge it has enjoyed for decades over places like
Raleigh, N.C.

"Other regions have really closed the gap with Greater
Hartford," Meotti said. "By the next census, if Raleigh
doesn't have a higher median family income than
Greater Hartford, I'll be surprised."

The new census data reflect a vast storehouse of
demographic information about income, poverty,
commuting, housing, taxes and education that will help
define Connecticut's image over the next decade.
Businesses use census data to decide where to locate
and how to sell their products. Social scientists will
scrutinize it for much of the coming decade.

Even in a first glance at the information made available
today, Meotti and other experts said there were some
intriguing hints at significant demographic shifts in the
state.

New London County, for example, was the only county
in Connecticut in which median income for blacks,
Hispanics and whites all grew substantially in the
1990s, the new census data show.

"There is one thing going on in that part of the state that
is not going on elsewhere in the state that probably
drives this, and that is the huge workforce needs of the
two Indian casinos," Meotti said.

And while a big paycheck doesn't come with many
casino jobs, Meotti said, large casino organizations may
offer chances for advancement and the construction
boom that came with building the casinos during the
1990s may have given minorities and whites more
opportunities to bolster their income.

Windsor was notable in the new census data as the only
town in the state with a large black and Hispanic
population where both groups earn more than white
households.
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"Windsor is doing something that is rare in Connecticut
and probably rare in the country," Meotti said. "It is
growing more diverse while maintaining solid
middle-class economics."

But across Greater Hartford, the new census also carries
some problematic findings for minorities: Blacks and
Latinos who have seen their paychecks grow are not
moving into neighborhoods comparable in affluence to
whites who have the same income, according to an
analysis by the Lewis Mumford Center for Comparative
Urban and Regional Research at the State University of
New York at Albany.

"It seems like there's a kind of a ceiling effect on the
kind of neighborhood they have access to," said John R.
Logan, director of the center and a sociologist who has
long studied segregation.

"It's hard to prove anything with census data," Logan
said Monday. "But the pattern that we find is much
more consistent with the continuation of discrimination
in housing than with the idea that people live where
they do because of their income or because of their
preferences."

Courant Staff Writer Nicole Neroulias contributed to
this story.
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