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A few months ago I heard—via the grapevine—that one 
of my donors thinks our programs for inner-city kids at 
UrbanPromise in Camden, N.J., are “too expensive.” 

I guess he feels that the $7,000 cost we incur to educate a 
child in one of our private Christian schools (versus $16,850 
per child in the local public schools),1 or the $1,500 we pay 
to employ a teen for seven weeks during the summer, or the 
$350 we spend to keep a child in a full-day, six-week summer 
camp is just too much money—not enough “bang for the 

buck.” 
For a few weeks I brooded over the comment. I wasn’t 

sure how to respond. I tend to think twice before biting the 
hand that feeds me, so I wanted to be sure I thought through 
my response before I hit the reply button. Ironically this 
funder—a Christian I should add—has no problem sending 
his children to private schools, taking his family on a summer 
vacation, or tapping into his vast social network to get his 
kid a summer internship. All of these activities cost money—
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towards the young man.
“What’s up?” I asked, trying not to look like an overly 

concerned adult.
“Waiting for a friend,” he muttered.
“What’s your name?” I continued.
“Angelo.
“Angelo.” I pressed, “Where do you go to school?”
“Up the street.” He motioned towards the public high 

school a few blocks down Federal Street. The school houses 
about 1,300 students and is ranked 315 out of 316 schools in 
New Jersey. Yes, that’s the second worst high school in the 
state. According to a recent article, it graduates about 55 
percent of the students who enter in the 9th grade.2

“Do you like it?” I continued. “Like your school?”
“Not really.
“Why not?”
“Four fights today,” he confessed. “There’s a group of 

kids. They just pick fights.”
“Would you be interested in coming to our school?”
“Yep! But can’t afford it.”
I motioned for Angelo to follow me, took him up the 

steps of the school, and introduced him to Principal Marlowe. 
They began to discuss possibilities of getting him enrolled in 
our school—with a scholarship. My “expensive” programs just 
got more costly.

Criminologists might refer to Angelo as a “high-risk 
youth.” Youth workers prefer not to use terms like “high risk” 
because of its pejorative implications. Labels like “high risk” are 
negative. Youth workers prefer phrases like “youth growing up 
in high-risk communities.” But criminologists do not necessar-
ily see things as youth workers do. Criminologists would insist 
that Angelo, because he is sitting on a curb at 1:05 p.m. on 
a weekday and is not in school, is high risk. If Angelo is not in 
school, the likelihood of him graduating from school diminishes 
significantly. If Angelo is afraid to go to school, he is prone to 
wandering the streets—or sitting on curbs. If Angelo is roving 
the streets, the probability of him getting involved in criminal 
activity is appreciably increased. According to criminologists, 
by sitting on my curb at 1:05 p.m. on a weekday afternoon, 
Angelo is no longer just a kid growing up in a high-risk com-
munity. He is “at risk” of getting into all kinds of trouble. 

In 1996 Vanderbilt University economist Mark Cohen 
wrote a definitive paper called “The Monetary Value of Saving 
a High-Risk Youth.” I know the title sounds a little cold and 
calculating, but that’s why economists are economists and not 

large amounts of 
money. Not that 
it is incompatible 
to be a Christian 
and take your 
family on a sum-
mer vacation or 
lobby your friends 
to help your kid 
secure a résumé-
padding internship. 
I have no problem 
with sharing the 
gifts God gives us 
with our fam-
ily. I do have a 
problem, however, 
with the notion 
that organiza-
tions working with 
impoverished, 
inner-city youth 
have to always 
cut corners, do 
bargain-basement 
programming, and 
stretch the dol-
lars like saltwater 
taffy. Why is 
money spent on 
one group of kids 
justifiable but the 
same amount 
spent on other 
kids deemed “too 

much”? It’s an interesting statement about values. 
One afternoon I walked briskly across the parking lot at 

our ministry, located on the corner of 36th and Federal Street 
in East Camden. It was just after 1 p.m., and I was late for 
my meeting. I picked up my pace. Out of the corner of my 
eye, I caught a glimpse of a young man sitting on the curb—
about 8 feet from the front door of our high school. Odd. I 
kept walking. From the depths of my subconscious emerged 
the old youth worker. “Why is this kid sitting on a curb, in our 
parking lot, at 1:05 p.m.? I stopped, swiveled, and headed 
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How much is too much to 
educate “at-risk” urban 
youth?
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youth workers. Economists generally don’t lead heartwarming 
renditions of “Kum Ba Ya” and “Amazing Grace.” Economists 
crunch data, make financial forecasts, and play with numbers. 
So Cohen decided to sit down with his calculator and calculate 
the potential cost to society of Angelo sitting on a curb at 
1:05 p.m. on a school day. Cohen wanted to assess the actual 
monetary value of saving a high-risk youth like Angelo from a 
life of crime and low productivity. 

I never found numbers very fun. My dad was an accoun-
tant; I headed in another direction. For me, budgeting and 
doing financial forecasts for our ministry have always been a 
little like filing tax returns—painfully tedious, but required. But 
I am glad there are guys like Cohen who find joy in numbers. 
His findings are staggering. According to Cohen, if you factor 
in taxes on lost income over a lifetime, potential prison costs, 
parole costs, remedial programming, law enforcement, and 
potential support for kids through welfare, the cost to society 
is—ready for this?—approximately $2 million. In economic 
terms, Angelo sitting on my curb at 1:05 p.m. is potentially 
a $2 million liability to society. (Of course, this doesn’t even 
touch on the exorbitant human costs to Angelo, his family, 
and his neighborhood.)

If you think Cohen is exaggerating, visit a juvenile court-
room. I recently spent an afternoon at the Camden Court 
House. A group of UrbanPromise staff were supporting a 
16-year-old who had gotten in trouble with the law. The 
young man already had a rap 
sheet a foot long, but with our 
help he was now taking strides 
to turn his life around. As I 
looked around the courtroom, 
I made a mental calculation 
of the cost to the taxpayer 
of this one-hour hearing: a 
judge, two court reporters, a 
public prosecutor, a defense 
lawyer, a woman who moni-
tors electric ankle bracelets, a 
social worker, a psychologist, 
and several security guards. 
All salaried and with benefits. 

Our young friend had no idea that his afternoon in court was 
fueling an expensive industry. And every time this young boy 
returns to the courthouse or goes to jail, society's costs con-
tinue to escalate.

New Jersey spends $690 million on 15,000 prisoners each 
year. At $46,000 per bed3, this is the largest growing por-
tion of the state budget. As our politicians continue to slash 
budgets, I think Cohen’s data becomes increasingly relevant. 
In our city, for example, state aid will be reduced from $71 
million to $54 million. That’s real money. Fewer police, fewer 
firefighters, fewer social workers, fewer parole officers, less 
money for libraries and communities services. I realize that 
there are policy issues that need to be changed in regards to 
sentencing, but I also realize that if we can save more kids like 
Angelo from dropping out of school and engaging in crime, 
the monetary savings to our society will be profound. 

My ministry budget for the entire year is $3.2 million. This 
comes from individuals—mostly church folk who already tithe 
a portion of their salary to their church, warmhearted people 
who want to make a difference in the world. Most are tired of 
watching politicians tangle over government-run programs that 
seem to produce little or no results. Most are dismayed and 
angered when they read about growing prisons, failing schools, 
and a drug industry that shows no signs of slowing. 

That might seem like a lot of money for an urban minis-
try, but when compared to the cost that Cohen projects for 

youth who get swept 
up into the system, it 
is a drop in the bucket. 
According to Cohen, if 
UrbanPromise moves 
just two kids from the 
“high-risk” category to 
the “productive and en-
gaged” category, we are 
saving taxpayers at least 
$4 million. I know for a 
fact that we are moving 
more than two kids from 
the high-risk category 
each year. Each day 

UrbanPromise alumni Tony 
Vega returns to Camden as 
role model and teacher.

Girls hanging out at 
UrbanPromise after-
school program

Students enjoy quality Christian education 
at UrbanPromise's CamdenForward School.
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teens were employed as camp leaders. It may not seem like a 
lot of youth, but based on the camp’s success, Carl is adding 
another site in the fall. More kids will be pulled off the streets 
into programs that encourage academic, social, and spiritual 
growth. Fewer kids will be sitting on curbs during the middle 
of the school day.

Ten years from now I expect a whole new generation of 
Christian leaders will be raised from Trenton’s toughest neigh-
borhoods—neighborhoods that traditionally have sent more 
kids to jail than to college. Just like Carl, these young leaders 
will go to other cities and make a difference. They will return 
to Trenton as social workers, teachers, pastors, and youth 
workers. I have seen this happen in Camden many times over 
the past 25 years.

Cohen was shortsighted in only attaching a monetary 
value to saving “high-risk” youth. He forgot to calculate the 
impact of young men and women offering their lives and gifts 
to God. He forgot to attach the monetary, social, and spiritual 
value that each young person—like Carl—can have on others 
when he or she returns to the community and impacts the 
younger generation.

Are our programs too expensive? No. The real risk lies in 
not spending more.

Bruce Main is president of UrbanPromise Inc. (UrbanProm-
iseUSA.org; UrbanPromiseInternational.org), an adjunct 
professor at Eastern University’s Campolo School for Social 
Change in Philadelphia, and the author of five books, including 
Why Jesus Crossed the Road (Tyndale, 2010), Holy Hunches 
(Baker, 2007), and Spotting the Sacred (Baker, 2006).

(Editor’s note: due to space limitations, the endnotes for this 
article have been posted at EvangelicalsforSocialAction.org/PRISM-
endnotes.)
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500 kids are off the streets and engaged in activities that are 
leading towards self-sufficiency and contributing to society. In 
essence, 500 kids are not sitting on the curb at 1:05 p.m. on 
a Wednesday. And more good news: They are not sitting on 
the curb at 3:30 p.m. or 6:00 p.m. on Saturdays or on school 
holidays.

Just for fun, what if 500 kids are “saved” over the next 
five years? That would total a $100 million payback on a $16 
million investment. Even Warren Buffett might retire with that 
kinds of gain.

Besides looking at Angelo through an economic lens, 
there are other reasons for investing (and spending money) 
on programs impacting kids like Angelo. Last November, I 
received a phone call from Carl Clark. Carl started with our 
ministry in 1988 as a camper. He grew up in one of the worst 
housing projects in East Camden. His uncle was a big-time 
drug dealer on the Eastside. His mother was chronically ill. 
No father in the household. Carl came to our after-school 
programs and summer camps, secured a summer job with our 
ministry, and eventually went to the College of New Jersey on 
a full scholarship. He studied business and spent his post-grad-
uation years as a banker.

“Can we meet for breakfast?” he asked, in a greatly ma-
tured voice, over the phone. “I have something I need to talk 
with you about.

“Absolutely!” I replied, thrilled that one of my old kids had 
called me.

The next week we sat down at Denny’s, drank coffee, and 
ate our double stack of pancakes. Carl quickly got to the point

“I just finished The Purpose Driven Life,” he began. “I 
think I’m supposed to leave banking and start an UrbanProm-
ise in Trenton. What would I need to do?” 

Somewhat surprised by his certainty, I pressed him a little. 
“Why do you feel called to do this? You know, there is no 
security in nonprofit work.”

“I see myself in these kids,” con-
tinued Carl. “You know, Bruce, if it 
wasn’t for people who invested in me, 
there is no way I’d be where I am. If 
I’m not supposed to do this, who is?” 

I had no answer for Carl. I could 
hardly think of another person as 
qualified as Carl—educated, commit-
ted, visionary, street-smart, and full 
of faith. 

This past summer Carl birthed 
a summer camp in Trenton’s West 
Ward. It’s a tough community—high 
rates of violence and a proliferation of 
gangs. As Carl explains, “The gangs 
have their own after-school programs. 
They rent out space for younger kids 
to come and play video games.”

About 100 flooded through the 
doors each morning this summer. Ten 

Celebrating UrbanPromise Academy’s 100 
percent graduation and off-to-college rate!


