
INTRODUCTION

Discrimination in Philadelphia schools and among 
employers is linked to household and child food 
insecurity. This research is based on interviews 
conducted by Children’s HealthWatch—Philadel-
phia where we interviewed 669 mothers of young 
children under age 4 at the emergency room at St. 
Christopher’s Hospital for Children. During the in-
terviews, caregivers were asked about household 
and child food insecurity and lifetime experiences 
of discrimination. The majority of the mothers inter-
viewed were between the ages of 22-29, indicating 
that the possible times of experiences of discrimi-
nation reported occurred between 1990s to present.

Education

Within the US education system, there is well- 
documented discrimination in the way public schools 
are funded. When local property taxes dictate how 

much the schools have to spend, lower-income and 
minority communities have fewer resources for their 
schools. There is also irrefutable evidence that school 
administrators and teachers disproportionately dis-
cipline boys and girls of color, which negatively af-
fects their learning, health, and success, and puts 
youths on the road to prison.1,2 

In Philadelphia, the school system has been grossly 
underfunded,3 limiting access the students have 
to basics needed for an education including safe 
buildings, books, supplies, smaller class sizes, and 
support outside the classroom. 

In 2016, African-American and Black students made 
up almost 53% of Philadelphia’s school population, 
yet they received 80% of all out-of-school suspen-
sions.4 According to the US Department of Education 
national data from 2013-2014, Black students are 
2.65 times more likely to be suspended, and more 
than three times more likely to be suspended mul-
tiple times, than their peers.5 
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"To get a good education, my sons have to take two busses 
and a train through the hood to get to school. They fight 
all day, but here they were tired, cold, and supporting each 
other just to get home safe.”

— Angela S., Witnesses to Hunger: Philadelphia
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"The first time I experienced racism was when I 
went to a job interview. When I walked in and told 
them who I was, they told me I don't 'look like an 
Emily' and the postion was filled. As I got older, I 
realized how wrong they were. I really do look like 
Emily. That's the only way I can look — like me, 
myself and I. That's who I was born to look like.”

— Emily E., Witnesses to Hunger: Philadelphia

Angela Sutton from Witnesses to Hunger, a Chil-
dren’s HealthWatch partner organization, explains 
that because the schools in her neighborhood are 
so poorly supported, she sends her children to 
schools that are far away from her own neighbor-
hood. Her family sacrifices time, sleep and so much 
energy just to get a quality education.

Employment

Discrimination in the job market and in the labor 
force is also widely reported. When discrimination 
occurs at work, it manifests in lower wages — espe-
cially for women of color — as well as lost oppor-
tunities to get hired and keep a job. Discrimination 
also manifests in the wage gap. In Philadelphia, 

compared to a dollar paid to white men, employers 
pay Latina women 58 cents, Black women 70 cents, 
and white women 89 cents.6 Wage discrimination 
can have a long-term ripple effect, setting women 
of color up to earn lower wages throughout their 
lives, further compounded by gender discrimina-
tion. Tianna Gaines-Turner, a member of Witnesses 
to Hunger, described how she experienced gender 
discrimination when she was applying for a promo-
tion at work. Her boss explained they will never 
promote women to positions of decision-making 
power. Emily Edwards, also a Witnesses to Hunger 
member, was discriminated against because of her 
skin color when applying for a job. It deeply af-
fected her income and her ability to pay bills.

The experience of racial and ethnic discrimination 
is an experience of trauma that causes serious men-
tal, emotional and physical health problems.7, 8 When 
it happens in schools and in the labor force, it is 
obvious that the violence of racism is an explicit act 
of keeping people of color in poverty and struggling 
to meet basic needs. It also sews mistrust, distrust 
and resentment in teachers and supervisors, and 
truncates the opportunities of Philadelphia fami-
lies to achieve economic security.

THE DATA ON DISCRIMINATION AND 
FOOD INSECURITY

Female caregivers reporting one or more experi-
ences with discrimination in school, while applying 
for a job, or while at work were much more likely 
to have household and child food insecurity than 
their counterparts who reported no experiences of 
discrimination. 

• School – Food security differs significantly 
by experience of discrimination. Women who 
reported discrimination at school are 60% 
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Household food insecure Child food insecure

more likely to report household food insecurity 
compared to those who reported no experiences 
with discrimination (22.2% vs. 13.9%). For child 
food insecurity, the differences are similar, but 
not statistically significant.

• Applying for a job – Women who reported 
discrimination while applying for a job were 
77% more likely to report household food 
insecurity compared to those who reported 
no discrimination experiences. There was 
more than a 100% increase in the percentage 
of caregivers reporting child food insecurity 
compared to their peers who did not experience 
discrimination while applying for work (12.3% 
vs. 5.9%). These data indicate that there is a 
significant association between food insecurity 
and the ability to secure employment.

• At Work – Women who reported discrimination 
in the workplace reported similar rates of food 
insecurity as those who reported discrimination 
during the employment search process.

SOLUTIONS

While these results are preliminary and the data 
is still being collected, it is evident that household 
food insecurity in Philadelphia is associated with 
caregivers’ experiences of discrimination in school 
and in the workforce.

Philadelphia lawmakers, employers, and educators 
can take action to reduce food insecurity through 
eliminating practices of discrimination in Philadelphia 
systems, institutions and policies, and in their every  
day practices in educating, hiring and employment. 

Education 
There are major funding and structural inequities 
in the state of Pennsylvania, and there are efforts 
underway to create fair funding formulas. Phila-
delphia is also considering banning out-of-school 
suspensions for young students, and is building out 
a network of community schools. These are positive 
endeavors, yet there is more the city can do.

FIGURE 1
Household and Child Food Insecurity is higher among those with one or more  
Experiences of Discrimination (EOD) in school, applying for a job, or at work.
Number of participants: n=669

*  Indicates statistically significant 
differences at alpha (p<.05)

**   Indicates statistically significant 
differences (p<.01)
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• Ensure hiring practices focus on fair processes 
and equal pay, and that anti-discrimination 
policies in hiring and in workplace settings are 
properly enforced.

• Promote increased wages in occupations where 
women outnumber men such as childcare, 
teaching, retail, and the food service industry. 

• Promote family-friendly supports such as paid 
family leave. Ensure workers know their right to 
paid sick leave.

• Expand training programs that combine 
education and support services, which have a 
track record of preparing disadvantaged workers 
for in-demand jobs and increasing employment 
and earnings.

• Implement a fair funding strategy for Philadelphia 
to have the resources needed for all children.

• Prioritize building a competent and diverse 
teaching force.

• Provide all school professionals proper training 
in recognizing their racial, ethnic and gender bias; 
ensure that all school personnel help students to 
feel physically, emotionally and academically safe.

• Consistently review gender, racial and ethnic 
discrimination in school discipline policies, 
make them easily available to the public, and 
create meaningful policies to prevent continued 
discrimination.

• Increase the number and availability of school 
counselors and mental health professionals, and 
minimize amount of school police.

Employment & Wages

Philadelphia has passed legislation to prohibit ask-
ing applicants about their previous wages to help 
prevent the continuing wage gaps in the city. While 
this is a positive step, there are more opportunities 
to improve hiring and labor practices.
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An excellent education and meaningful, gainful 
employment help families to get out of poverty and 
to flourish. Yet, discrimination in these arenas keep 
families in a state of humiliating poverty and food 
insecurity, causing health problems and education-
al and societal harm. Philadelphia can and must  
do better.
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