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For the unsung heroes—whose hard work
 is changing the arc of children’s lives






A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


THESE DAYS, when public attention turns to kids, the topic is invariably K-12 education, narrowly construed. The only thing that seems to matter is boosting youngsters’ reading and math achievement test scores. That’s how influential pundits, such as New York Times columnist David Brooks and scholars at think tanks across the ideological spectrum, have framed the conversation. It’s how the No Child Left Behind Act defines success, and it’s where the Obama administration is putting its dollars. The “Race to the Top” Education Department initiative pushed states to compete for $4 billion in 2010, with a promise of more in coming years, by toughening academic standards, holding teachers directly accountable for students’ test results, and expanding charter schools, all in the name of making students more literate and numerate.

Tankers of ink have been spilled in toxic debates over the virtues of this approach. “No excuses,” its proponents say: The single-minded emphasis on bridging the achievement gap calls schools on the carpet for practicing what former president George W. Bush derided as “the soft bigotry of low expectations.”1 The critics counter that it creates a teach-to-the-test regime, that it gives short shrift to everything from  art and music to civics and science, and that it ignores all the other factors—including life outside the school—that mold the lives of children and youth.2


It’s a false debate. Surely no one would deny that reading and math are keys to the kingdom of success, but it’s equally plain that children need more than a 2 R’s education. In the late 1960s, when I was the founding director of the Harvard Center for Law and Education, I came to appreciate this problem up close and personal. When parents showed up at legal services clinics with concerns about their kids’ health or welfare, the lawyers couldn’t do much; only when the problem had to do with school could they swing into action. To these rights-minded attorneys this made sense, because unequal opportunities in education, unlike inequities in health or welfare, could be challenged in court. But viewed from the parents’ or children’s perspective, it was foolishness. They’re right: It’s the kids, not just their left brain development between the ages of five and eighteen, we should concentrate on.

What transpires before kindergarten—in the first “school,” the family, as well as in preschool—influences everything that happens later in kids’ lives. And during their school years youngsters need more than good teachers. Growing up is a journey fraught with challenges. The hours after 3 P.M. and during the summer are critical. Children need to be emotionally and physically healthy. They need reliable and caring adult guidance through the shoals of adolescence and into the world beyond the schoolhouse. They need financial resources for college or vocational training. Most of all they need to feel connected to and part of a larger community and need to be aware of their options for finding their place in it as workers and citizens.

Some people feel that it is a family’s—not a government’s or a society’s—job to meet these needs. But in today’s America, in today’s economy, fewer and fewer families across the social strata are able to do so without help. If kids’ needs go unmet, the consequences for our society, our economy, and our future are enormous. Our children, as the lyric goes, are our future, and their growth into productive and responsible citizens is essential to the public interest.

The value of concentrating on kids, not just on the 2 R’s, was drummed into me immediately after the 2008 election, when I served on the Presidential Transition Team. My book The Sandbox Investment: The Preschool Movement and Kids-First Politics had been published the previous year, and it had attracted considerable attention among policymakers and politicians, academics and activists. I’d traveled around the country to talk about why early education was of such vital importance, and that visibility likely led to my appointment. There were just a handful of us in the education policy group, which was charged with crafting strategies on issues ranging from parenting to postgraduate education. I worked mainly on developing an early learning and child development agenda.

In the time between the election and the inauguration, seemingly every youth-related organization in the country wanted to meet with us, because they’d felt shut out of the policy conversation during the Bush administration, and so our small gang had to become instant experts on a host of topics. For an hour or so I’d have to bone up on vocational education in order to have plausible questions to pose, and later that day I’d need to be primed to talk about parenting programs. We met with all of them—the nurse home visitors, the vocational education lobby, the pediatricians, the advocates for  adolescents who had fallen (or jumped) off the conveyor belt, and lots more.

While everyone we spoke with had the best of intentions, almost all of them suffered from tunnel vision. University leaders didn’t connect with community-college supporters, let alone K-12 activists. Early-learning experts distinguished themselves from child-care advocates. Amid the jockeying for primacy of position and competition for scarce public dollars, none of these advocates could step back from the fray to contemplate the full array of needs from cradle to college.

Going from one conversation to the next, absorbing the views and contemplating the concerns of each group, I began to think about pulling the pieces together and devising a coherent system of supports that included, but didn’t begin or end with, rigorous K-12 education. What do kids need? How can we as a society have the greatest impact in assisting families to meet those needs? What would a realistic policy agenda look like that puts the needs of kids first? This book emerged from those questions.


Kids First proposes five big ideas for programs that would transform children’s lives—and America’s future. There’s nothing magical or definitive about the number five. It’s easy to remember, and we all like best-of lists. Whether it’s David Letterman’s “Top Ten Ways BP Can Improve Its Image” or U.S. News & World Report’s “Top 50 Colleges,” the list gives us something to focus on and debate about. So, too, the choice of five big ideas for kids.

When I asked friends and experts what belonged on my “big ideas” inventory, they offered scores of suggestions, ranging from reengaging disaffected youth to giving kids more exposure to the arts. My first cut contained a bakers’ dozen of ideas, including greatly expanded child care, a commission to assess the “child impact” of federal policies (just as we look  at environmental impact) and a “Berlitz for all” initiative to make American children true citizens of the world.

The five ideas that I’ve targeted share some key features. They don’t single out any particular group, but instead are universal in their reach, offering something of value for every youngster. Rather than tinkering at the margin, they’re game-changers that can alter the arc of children’s lives. Far from being untested, they’ve been proven to be effective. They are sturdy enough to be usable across the American landscape. And they’re affordable: Think Kia, not Cadillac.

What’s most important, these five ideas constitute the building blocks of a solid system of supports from cradle to college. Each of them is designed to reinforce the others, multiplying their impact. Conservative readers, have no fear: I don’t have in mind a Bureau of Child Welfare that manages the lives of the young. Quite the contrary—the aim is to make widely available what all parents want for their children, to treat every youngster as well as we’d want our own children to be treated. That’s the Golden Rule, and it’s sound ethics, whatever your ideology. What’s more, it’s good for kids and a solid investment for the rest of us.

I don’t expect everyone to agree with my choices—indeed, it would be great if people started to generate and mobilize around their own “big ideas” agendas. To be sure, some choices will have to be made and priorities set, because, politically speaking, long wish lists with outsized price-tags are dead on arrival. Kids are politically invisible, and that has to change. Shifting the focus—turning kids’ concerns into a widely accepted public priority—is what the kids-first agenda is all about. As the standard disclaimer goes, the buck stops here. If I can prod you, gentle reader, into thinking hard about what kids need and deserve, then I’ve accomplished precisely what I set out to do.






INTRODUCTION:

  FROM CRIB TO COLLEGE


ONE FINE SPRING DAY a few years back, a society matron and prospective donor toured the Salomé Ureña Middle School, a public school at the northernmost tip of Manhattan in Washington Heights, a neighborhood better known for drug deals than good education. She had her twenty-something son in tow, and although he’d gone to the best prep school that money could buy, he marveled at what he saw: classes taught by City University of New York professors; one-on-one tutoring; a clinic that provides everything from eye exams to orthodontia; an after-school program whose riches include dance lessons led by members of the New York City ballet corps, Chinese cooking, and a bike-building class; summertime explorations; even some evening classes for adults that might appeal to just about anyone.

“I wish I’d had a school like this,” the young man said.

He’s not the only one. Most of us know what’s good for kids when we see it. We know the kinds of support children need if they’re going to reach their full potential. And we have created some superb programs that deliver what’s needed—not only in the leafy suburbs and the urban Gold Coasts but  in seemingly unpromising places like Washington Heights as well.

Whether it’s helping young families who are about to have their first child; providing high-quality early education and child care from crib to kindergarten, a time when children’s minds are especially malleable; opening dawn-to-dusk, year-round schools that link children and families to the trove of opportunities available in the larger world; finding stable and caring adults who can help teens make their way; or underwriting their long-term dreams for college and a better life, America knows how to do it.

Over the course of the past half-century, literally thousands of experiments across the country have sought ways to raise healthy, happy kids by removing the biggest obstacles to their success. They’ve focused on everything from improving their reading skills to reducing teen pregnancy, from confronting attention deficit disorder to making summer an opportunity to learn in new ways. Close-grained research has ferreted out which of these ventures really work.

Stable, middle-class families clamor for this kind of help—and rightly so, because such initiatives can change the course of a child’s life. The impact is greater still for youngsters from poor and broken families who live in dicey neighborhoods. Without such support, they have only the remotest chance of making it.




FAR FROM NIRVANA 

If all families had the option of enrolling their children in programs as good as the best we’ve devised, America would be Nirvana for the young. But what’s available doesn’t come close  to Nirvana. Although there are oases of top-notch offerings scattered across the country, they can accommodate only a handful of fortunate children. Many families are obliged to settle for mediocrity; many more receive little, if anything, of value. On a single block, sometimes in a single household, great things may be happening for one child, while nothing is being done for the youngsters who live next door or the siblings who’ve been left out.

Wealthy families can afford to make up the gaps themselves—to blanket their children with support from crib to college. They start off with nannies to assist at home, then spend whatever it takes to get their kids into prestigious preschools, which promise to give toddlers a leg up in the mini-rat-race. These academies of early learning, which charge upward of $20,000 a year, with a generous contribution expected as well, have pupil-teacher ratios rivaling an Oxford tutorial, and some of their teachers possess credentials that could land them university jobs. The most renowned, like the 92nd Street Y in New York City and the Lab School at the University of Chicago, are harder to get into than Harvard. Nursery University, a pithy 2008 documentary, detailed the contortions that parents go through in order to secure a coveted place for their three-year-old scions-to-be. There are meetings with “application consultants” who charge $4,000 for seven sessions; heated arguments between parents over whether to say on the application that their child is eager to “engage” or “explore” the richness of the school’s activities; and speed-dialing the morning after Labor Day simply to secure an application form.

Preschool is just the start. Well-heeled parents search out private schools with a pipeline to the Ivy League, and hire tennis coaches to turn their children into budding Roger Federers.  They pull strings to secure internships in archaeological digs or their congressman’s office, sustaining their kids’ interest in academics and more, honing their talents, and impressing their elders. They rely on the best tutors and the finest therapists and pediatricians. They turn to friends, friends of friends, and professionals to make the necessary introductions for their teens or to guide wayward adolescents back on track. And they set up trust funds to pay the college tab, which may run a quarter of a million dollars—and that doesn’t count grad school.

Middle-class parents can find themselves spending every spare penny to approximate such advantages for their own kids, while families at the bottom of the economic ladder don’t even have pennies to spare. The fate of their children is essentially determined by the luck of the draw. The fact that only a few of them consistently get the assistance that leads to success—assistance that we know perfectly well how to deliver—reflects a failure of leadership and public will.

It’s not just the left-out kids who wind up losing—the rest of us also pay dearly. Brainpower has been America’s comparative edge, and our fortunes are intertwined within and across the generations. As Harvard economists Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz elegantly demonstrated in The Race Between Education and Technology, our global economic superiority can largely be explained by the fact that during much of the twentieth century the United States had a thirty-five-year lead, compared to other industrialized nations, in the spread of higher education. But this historic advantage has evaporated during the past forty years. Other countries have sprinted past us, in education as well as in an array of supports that enable youngsters to take full advantage of the education that’s available.1


Americans are not blind to what is happening. Since the founding of the republic we’ve prided ourselves on being good  stewards who leave the country in better shape for the next generation. No longer. In a 2008 nationwide poll commissioned by the nonpartisan think tank, First Focus, just 27 percent of voters said that the lives of children would be better than their own; more than twice as many said things would be worse.

We know what needs to be done to improve children’s capacity for success and with it the future of the nation. What’s more, we know how to do it. Yet while we say that we love kids—insert the phrase “for the children” into any policy pitch, the pollsters report, and popular support rises 10 percent—as a nation we fall short.

Youngsters make great photo-ops for politicians, whether at a child-care center or a high-school graduation. But the photo is where this public love-fest ends. Although the United States is the richest nation in the world, a 2009 study of thirty countries that belong to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (essentially the richest countries in the world) reports that the child poverty rate in this country is twice the OECD average. We spend a third less than the OECD average on young children; we rank near the bottom when it comes to infant mortality and child mortality; and the average educational achievement of an American youngster is seventh worst, behind the Slovak Republic.2


“We are living in an age of reverse-generativity,” with the old taking from the young—taking money, freedom, and opportunity, wrote New York Times columnist David Brooks. “In the private sphere, seniors provide wonderful gifts to their grandchildren, loving attention that will linger in young minds, providing support for decades to come. In the public sphere, they take it away.” The federal government spends less than $3,000 annually for each child—and seven times more for a senior.3


During the past half-century, without anyone paying much attention, Washington has steadily and substantially trimmed the share of the federal budget that’s spent on children. Between 1960 and 2008, the nonpartisan think tank First Focus reported in Children’s Budget 2009, the share of domestic expenditures devoted to youth has fallen a jaw-dropping 22 percent. The kids’ share did rise in the first year of the Obama administration, but much of that increase came from the onetime stimulus package—in fact, if it weren’t for the stimulus, the percent of the federal budget spent on youth would have been smaller than in 2005.4


In 2010, the Obama administration proposed a 10 percent boost—mostly in mandatory programs like the Children’s Health Insurance Program, generally known as CHIP. Although that’s good news, it doesn’t match the increase in the overall budget. In other words, youngsters keep getting an ever-smaller slice of the federal pie.

And the situation for kids is likely to get much worse. In the short term, gridlock in Congress means federal funding for youngsters isn’t going to grow, since Republicans have shown little interest in kids’ needs. The long-term picture is especially grim. Because of the ever-mounting cost of Medicare and Social Security, by 2019 the share of the gross domestic product that goes to support children is predicted to fall from 2.4 percent to 1.9 percent—a 20 percent decline.5 “The squeeze between growing entitlements [Medicaid and Social Security] and existing taxes—a squeeze affecting children’s programs—is taking place now,” a 2008 report by the Urban Institute and the Brookings Institution concluded. “By action and inaction, both political parties bear responsibility for choosing this path and for allowing other priorities to take precedence.”

Things are no better in the states, which, unlike Washington, have to balance their budgets and remain awash in red ink. Across the country, the school day is getting smaller, class sizes are getting bigger, and summer programs, health clinics, and after-school activities—the “frills” that can actually spell success or failure—are being eliminated.

Whether you’re motivated by social justice or enlightened self-interest, this is policy perversity. The cost to the American economy of a high-school dropout is about a quarter of a million dollars, and a career criminal costs the country $1.5 million. “If the United States had in recent years closed the gap between its achievement levels and those of better-performing nations such as Finland and Korea, the gross domestic product in 2008 could have been between $1.3 and $2.3 trillion higher,” a McKinsey report concluded. “This represents 9 to 16 percent of GDP.”6


A mountain of research by geneticists, neuroscientists, child psychologists, and economists converges on the proposition that investing in the future of children yields handsome long-term gains for youth, in happier and more successful lives, as well as for the rest of us, in greater prosperity and a livelier democracy. Economists calibrate the benefits of a good parent-support program at more than three times higher the cost. For an exemplary preschool, the lifetime benefit/cost ratio can run as high as seventeen-to-one, a figure that Warren Buffett couldn’t hope to match on Wall Street.7





THE GOLDEN RULE 

What’s needed is a new paradigm for how we think about youth—a kids-first approach. The guiding principle is as simple,  and as powerful, as the Golden Rule: Every child deserves what’s good enough for a child you love.

Making kids a national priority doesn’t require breaking the bank by sending every toddler to the equivalent of the 92nd Street Y prekindergarten or every teen on a summer safari to Botswana. Increasing total federal spending on children by about 20 percent, $265.9 billion in 2010, and shifting dollars to where they can do the most good, would make a powerful difference.8 All children deserve the kind of support that gives them their best chance to learn and to grow—to acquire the skills and resiliency necessary to meet the challenges that life invariably throws at them. This isn’t a one-size-fits-all agenda, but support that can meet their particular needs—support that’s family-centered, effective, and unwavering. After all, isn’t this what you’d want for your own child?

Children’s policy generally concentrates on ways to help kids from the wrong side of the tracks. While that’s understandable, since in the lottery of life poor children often fare the worst and need the most, it’s a mistake to think that a kids-first solution simply requires us to do something for them. The Golden Rule standard isn’t about charity or acts of noblesse oblige: All children, not only those who grow up without money, would prosper if a web of crib-to-college supports were available in every community.

The old joke is that the most important decision any child can make is choosing his or her parents. The point, of course, is that no one exerts more influence on children’s lives than their parents. And the conventional wisdom is also true in some important respects: While all families hope to do what’s best for their kids, poor parents are less successful than their middle-class counterparts—how much time they spend reading and talking to their children is a good example.9 But the  worst harm to children is done by abusive and neglectful parents; and contrary to common surmise, middle-class youngsters are just as likely to be its victims as poor ones.10


As you’d expect, in many ways poor kids do fare the worst. Those children, more than one out of five whose family income falls below the poverty line are more likely to do badly in school, become teen parents, and, later on, have a hard time finding a job. Ten percent of them don’t have ready access to a doctor; a third rarely, if ever, see a dentist; and one in six can’t always count on eating enough to lead an active, healthy life. By the time they enter kindergarten they lag on measures of cognitive skills as well as social and emotional development, and those early differences expand as they progress through school. Matters are only marginally better for the 20 percent of kids whose families earn between 100 and 200 percent of the poverty level, the amount required to cover basic expenses.11


These statistics of woe have become so numbingly familiar, the assertions about our public indifference so predictable, that what might be called “child poverty fatigue” has settled in—we know these facts and don’t do anything about them. But while middle-class youngsters aren’t confronted with all these disadvantages, their situation is hardly cause for complacency.

What’s happening in our schools illustrates why middle-class parents should be concerned. In tests of reading and math readiness administered to youngsters when they arrive at kindergarten, the gap between middle-income kids and those born to wealth is just as big as the gap that separates the poor from the middle class. More than 10 percent of middle-class children repeat a grade or drop out before the end of twelfth grade.12


A host of factors makes life hard for youngsters across the social spectrum. With mothers and fathers working long hours and dependable child care hard to come by, millions of middle-class youth are left on their own after school, just as those living in tougher circumstances are, often for three or four hours at a stretch. That makes them much more likely to do worse academically and to get in trouble with the law.13 More than 2 million youngsters have been made homeless by the recent flood of foreclosures; especially hard hit are families striving for a toehold in the middle class, many of them with young children.14 Rich and middle-income teens are as likely as poor adolescents to be drug-abusers. And regardless of the amount of their parents’ paycheck, one youngster in five suffers from a mental disorder such as attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), anxiety, or depression, which often goes undiagnosed and untreated. Whether they’re rich, middle class, or poor, such youngsters are likely to arrive at school unprepared to learn. Their reading and math scores suffer, and they are more likely to be left back and to drop out.15


Any of these problems can derail a child. The aim of a kids-first approach is to make the availability of cradle-to-college help something that American families take as much for granted as well-baby checkups—to make the array of supports that kids need as commonly available as kindergarten.




A KIDS-FIRST AGENDA—FIVE BIG IDEAS 

What does it take to turn the Golden Rule into good policy? What kinds of support produce the biggest results for children, and which can be scaled up to reach millions of them? The chapters that follow combine analyses of state-of-the-art  research with on-the-ground accounts of powerful initiatives. Each chapter lays out one of five ideas that make up the kids-first agenda.

Here they are:1. Give new parents strong support.

2. Provide high-quality early education.

3. Link schools and communities to improve what both offer children.

4. Provide mentors to youngsters who need a stable, caring adult in their lives.

5. Give kids a nest egg that helps pay for college or kick-start a career.



These policies would improve every youngster’s chances of success. They would promote fairness as well as efficiency. They’ve been proven to work in even the grimmest circumstances. They can be put in place on a wide scale. They command widespread popular support. They give concrete meaning to our sense of stewardship for the next generation. They’re affordable. And because they represent wise investments, they can keep America competitive.

A kids-first agenda isn’t a utopian fantasy. Each aspect of the model is up and running somewhere in the United States, and each has attracted bipartisan support in Congress. If children’s advocates and their allies mobilize behind the agenda, understanding that their particular priorities would be enhanced if the whole package were enacted, the system could be operating nationwide within a decade.16


“In New York City there are fifty isolated innovations,” said Michael Zisser, executive director of University Settlement in New York City, which offers its polyglot Lower East Side constituency everything from nationally renowned Head  Start classes to free meals for seniors, when I spoke with him. “But those innovations aren’t changing how the system works.” We’re habituated to thinking about good programs rather than effective systems. Yet even the best programs—programs proven to succeed, such as Big Brothers Big Sisters, which mentors adolescents, or the Nurse-Family Partnership, which educates new parents—are overwhelmed by the enormity of the challenge to make a difference, not just in one aspect of a child’s life, but potentially in transforming lives. Not even the most dedicated Big Sister can do much about the school her “Little” attends or help her pay for college; not even the savviest nurse in the Nurse-Family Partnership can assure parents that there’s a good prekindergarten for their three-year-old.

Families live with the consequences of this hit-or-miss approach. When parents search out opportunities for their own children, they often encounter gaps, stretches of time when nothing is available, and so the progress their youngsters have made melts away. Well-to-do parents stress out over who’s going to mind their kids during the seemingly endless stretch between the end of summer camp and the start of school. For parents who can’t afford summer camp or can’t find a decent prekindergarten, those gaps persist for months and even years.17 It’s these holes that the kids-first agenda is meant to fill.

Rallying around a common set of ideas isn’t just a political tactic. Each item on the agenda builds on and reinforces all the others—positive family ties, an intimate world of early learning, a good school that’s the centerpiece of the neighborhood, a caring adult for support, and a stake in the future. Bringing them together strengthens them all. In fact, the kids-first agenda is best conceived not as five separate proposals but as one big, overarching idea—an interlocking system in  which home care readies kids for preschool, preschool readies them for school, and school readies them for college. With such a system in place, each initiative would have the opportunity to achieve its fullest potential—and so would each child.




SUCCESS STORIES IN UNLIKELY PLACES 

Devising a seamless kids-first system is anything but child’s play. There’s no call for top-down uniformity—America isn’t France, where the famous boast is that, at 10 A.M. on a given day, every fifth grader in the republic is being taught about the Napoleonic Wars. Rather, this agenda is a call for the formation of links among multiple offerings, public and private, each with its own proven competencies. Because the public schools stand as the biggest player on the block, having all but cornered the market on five-to-eighteen-year-olds, they make a natural linchpin. To become an asset and not an obstacle in a kids-first world, though, those schools will have to change, becoming less rule-minded and more limber. That’s a tall order, yet there are hopeful signs that it can happen, even in some of the nation’s most notoriously bureaucratic school districts.18


The point isn’t to force every family into lockstep, either, but to enable families to take advantage of whatever is right for their own kids, whether it’s a good preschool or a pair of glasses. That’s how to make the next generation healthier, wealthier, and wiser.

It’s easy to find good examples in the world of youths born to privilege, where the web of support seems to have been fabricated from platinum. We could have an extended look at the Crème de la Crème Preschools—yes, that really is what  they are called—where “Disney meets Harvard,” as one reporter aptly described it, and where two-year-olds study French and tackle tennis.19 Another stopover might be IvyWise, an education consulting company that, for $30,000-plus, transforms students’ hobbies into internships and summer adventures that leap off their college application forms. And so on and so on.

We’re fascinated by the lives of the rich and famous, and their children’s lives as well, but it’s not just in such rarefied habitats that we can find models for the rest of us. The real news is that all of the working parts for a kids-first America can be found—and are thriving—not only in the most privileged neighborhoods but in some of the most unlikely corners of the republic. In a dirt-poor barrio on the Rio Grande, the high desert near Los Alamos, a backwater town in Maine, or a Chicago neighborhood where gunshots are as common as birdsong, you can come across remarkable parenting programs, child development centers, preschools, community schools, mentoring initiatives, and scholarship opportunities. All of these ventures easily pass the Golden Rule test, for they’re as good as anything you’d choose for your own children. Bring them together and bring them to scale—then you have a system of support for kids as inclusive as what we unblinkingly provide to the elderly, a great improvement over the now-you-see-one-now-you-don’t hodge-podge that currently passes for children’s policy in America.




“I WISH I’D HAD A SCHOOL LIKE THIS” 

What would a kids-first America look like? You can get an idea at schools like Salomé Ureña Middle School, which so impressed  the wealthy young man we met earlier. It’s one of twenty-one schools in impoverished Washington Heights and nearby neighborhoods that are run by the Children’s Aid Society, a 150-year-old nonprofit, in tandem with the New York City public school system. These schools offer help to expectant mothers and new parents. They sustain families and engage kids from the time they’re infants through high-school graduation. They’re the country’s finest example of a kids-first model.

The Children’s Aid Society provides doulas to help mothers during childbirth and in the first months afterward. At the Children’s Aid–run schools, parents can enroll in a course that hones their parenting skills and makes them more savvy job-seekers as well as more knowledgeable participants in the life of the schools. There are Early Head Start classes for infants and toddlers. Transitions are apple-pie easy, since preschool and kindergarten are housed in the same building. The children who go through the full progression are usually at the top of their elementary-school classes.

Children’s Aid delivers health care and social services, high-power programs for developmentally delayed youngsters, and a packed calendar of activities before and after school as well as on Saturdays and holidays. It recruits partners such as the Alvin Ailey Dance Company and the New York Public Library to share their talents and resources. Companies such as LensCrafters contribute; and Legal Aid offers free counsel. There are buzzing summer programs as well as tutoring that sharpens academic skills, field trips, and sports.

Students help out in the community, volunteering in local clinics, spending time with shut-ins, and tutoring younger kids. An after-school class for preteens situates a discussion of sexuality in the big picture of life prospects; it’s one of the few documented success stories in this field, cutting pregnancy  rates by two-thirds.20 Because there’s a social worker on the premises, kids have someone to turn to with their problems. Their parents can also solicit advice; and, because teachers can rely on a professional who understands troubled youngsters, there are fewer of those dreaded trips to the principal’s office, and fewer suspensions as well.

Parents are encouraged to meet with their kids’ teachers, not just on designated parents’ nights, but whenever they think it might be helpful. They can take advantage of a range of classes—everything from cooking and computers to conversational English and citizenship education—and this day-and-night bustle of adults helps to keep the gangs away.

Although most of the students in these schools come from poor families, many of them are defying the odds by beating the citywide averages in reading and math. Children’s Aid’s engagement extends through high school, as trips to scout out colleges, help with college applications, and one-on-one conversations about future plans make higher education a realistic option for students who, discouraged by their lack of prospects, might otherwise have dropped out.

Here, education for parents of infants and toddlers segues into good preschools, which in turn segue into public schools with an array of health and social services, with summer and after-school programs matched to the ages and needs of the students. Not surprisingly, evaluations of the Children’s Aid schools report impressive results, including everything from higher grades to fewer pregnancies.21


The best way to appreciate what this means is by honing in on the particulars—say, watching teenagers build a bicycle, learning some math and reading along the way, or seeing adolescents dance with the ease of young professionals. A visitor might listen in as an eighth-grader talks about a writing project  with a college professor, or as this same student, in turn, helps a third-grader who’s struggling with a reading assignment; see the grin on the face of a child who has just had a painful cavity filled; or sit in with students who are taking courses at Columbia and City College, where, amid the Gothic spires, they can glimpse a future entirely different from what they might otherwise have contemplated. These are high-ambition schools that embed youngsters in an expanding network of community connections, building social capital by creating a daisy-chain of successes, tying that support to schools that increase youngsters’ skills and knowledge. If this strategy works, young adults will emerge from the experience ready to take on the world. And in some of these schools, it is working.

No one is declaring “mission accomplished.” For one thing, the doulas and Early Head Start classes reach only a fraction of the families—as ever, money is the constraint. What’s more, the model depends on a solid academic core, with talented teachers and a well-tested curriculum, but the quality of education in these Washington Heights schools varies from excellent to mediocre. And the final element of the kids-first agenda—a nest egg—is missing, so some kids will graduate from high school with all the skills and motivation you’d want but without the money they need for college tuition. Still, what’s happening in these schools represents a kids-first system geared to helping youngsters achieve their potential—the kind of system that ought to be available to all our children.




WHY SHOULDN’T EVERY CHILD BE SO LUCKY? 

With public dollars tight, it makes sense to start with poor youngsters, since their needs are most acute and the payoff is  likely to be most impressive. This is what social scientists call “progressive universalism.” But if the kids-first solution never transcends the poverty divide it will almost surely fail. When he headed Head Start in the 1970s, Edward Zigler, a Yale psychology professor and a patriarch of child development research, predicted that unless these classes for three- and four-year-olds were made available to middle-class as well as poor kids, the program would be perennially starved for funds. He was right—since its inception, Head Start has never had a big enough budget to enroll more than half of all eligible youngsters. That experience persuaded Zigler that prekindergarten should be open to all, and history backs him up. Even as the 1960s’ War on Poverty has receded into history, with Head Start as its lone survivor, the big-ticket social initiatives that endure are those, like Social Security and Medicare, which reach everyone. “Programs for the poor,” Zigler bluntly told me when we spoke of his experiences, “are poor programs.”

Beacons of excellence can be found in every state in the union, and we’ll look at some of them in this book. They include parent education that has transformed the lives of thousands of South Carolina families; a Washington, D.C., preschool that enrolls the children of both indigent immigrants and K-Street lobbyists; community-linked schools in Chicago with top-flight art courses and health services on the premises; mentoring in Portland, Oregon, that salvages kids who, by the time they are five, have been pronounced doomed to failure; and a money-in-the-bank nest-egg scheme in Maine that is convincing parents to rethink what lies ahead for their children.

You walk out of one of these special places awed by what is happening there, seeing how children for whom the society has such modest expectations can come alive with possibility.  At the same time, you come away troubled that so few youngsters, whatever their background, are lucky enough to have such experiences. It’s as if they’ve won the lottery. Why shouldn’t every child be so fortunate?
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IN 1923, A FORTY-TWO-YEAR-OLD woman named Mary Breckinridge—a Kentuckian born to privilege, the granddaughter of a U.S. vice president, and the daughter of an ambassador to Russia; a widow at twenty-five, and later, daringly for those times, a divorcee; and a nurse who had served in France following World War I—journeyed to the desolate Kentucky hollows. Her two children had died before the age of five, and those tragedies had motivated her to look for ways of giving Appalachian youngsters a shot at a decent life.

The odds against her were long. There were few roads in the region, doctors and nurses were rarities, and hospitals nonexistent. Most women gave birth at home attended by self-taught midwives, whose harsh ministrations exacted a terrible toll. One woman in a hundred died during labor, and a tenth of the children died before their first birthday.

Observing nurse-midwives in Europe, Breckinridge had been struck by the idea that nurse-midwifery was something America needed: “It grew upon me,” she said, “that nurse-midwifery was the logical response to the needs of the young  child in rural America.” She went to England for training, since the practice of nurse-midwifery was then unknown in the United States. Back in the States, she crisscrossed remote Kentucky terrain on horseback to see for herself the kind of help that pregnant women and young mothers needed. She recruited nurses, founding the Frontier Nursing Service in 1925. Not only did the nurses deliver babies expertly, they also helped those mothers navigate the first years of the children’s lives.1


The Frontier Nursing Service, which Breckinridge ran until she died in 1965, is still going strong (instead of riding on horseback, the nurses now drive SUVs). It has radically reduced infant and maternal mortality in the region, and it has become a worldwide model, not just for serving rural areas but for offering help to parents—the first big idea on the kids-first agenda.2





THE IMPRIMATUR OF SCIENCE 

Four decades of research in neuroscience and genetics have given the imprimatur of science to Breckinridge’s intuition that helping families do a better job of raising their babies can recast the fortunes of the next generation.3


Studies of how the brain functions show that at no other time in a person’s life does the brain develop as rapidly as during the first years—with 100 billion neurons at birth, a baby’s brain creates and discards neural synapses at an astonishing rate. At a 1997 White House conference on brain development, then–First Lady Hillary Clinton proclaimed a scientific revolution of Copernican dimensions: “Fifteen years ago we thought a baby’s brain structure was virtually complete  at birth. Now we understand that everything we do with a child has some kind of potential physical influence on that rapidly-forming brain”—and, by implication, on an individual’s entire life.4


“Birth-to-five” advocates appropriated this evidence to argue that what happens during the first years of life is an irreversible “use it or lose it” proposition. While this claim badly distorted the data—and terrified parents—the key finding, that early brain development forms the scaffolding on which later refinements can be built, was right.

Geneticists were long skeptical of these claims. Drawing on hundreds of IQ studies, they argued that the fate of children was lodged in their genes, and their position was widely accepted. 5 The Bell Curve, a book by Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray that recycled and popularized this claim, has sold more than half a million copies. If these geneticists were right, then Mary Breckinridge was on a fool’s errand when she sent nurses to coach new families—if the die was cast, childrearing wouldn’t much matter. A new generation of studies, however, decimates the “nature, not nurture,” paradigm.

Research conducted by University of Montpellier psychologist Michel Duyme found that when four- and five-year-old French children who had been abused and neglected as infants were adopted by caring families, their IQs increased by as much as 25 points. So much for the idea of immutable intelligence. What’s more, the youngsters who were raised in well-to-do homes, where parents presumably took fuller advantage of the teachable moments, gained the most.6


Even more startling were the results of a study of thousands of twins carried out by University of Virginia psychologist Eric Turkheimer.7 Quantitative geneticists have rested their case on the consistent finding that identical twins, who share  all their genes, are far more alike in intelligence than fraternal twins, who share only half of their genes. But those researchers had a fatal blind-spot—until Turkheimer came along, they had studied only middle-class twins.

Among twins with well-off parents, Turkheimer found, virtually all the variation in IQ could be attributed to genes. But the story was exactly the opposite for twins from poor families: The IQs of identical twins didn’t vary any less than the IQs of fraternal twins. Heredity explained almost none of the IQ variation for these children. The impact of growing up impoverished, with little social or economic capital, overwhelmed the genetic capacities of these children. “If you have a chaotic environment, kids’ genetic potential doesn’t have a chance to be expressed,” explained Turkheimer when we discussed his findings. “Well-off families can provide the mental stimulation needed for genes to build the brain circuitry for intelligence.” If that’s the case, then less-well-off families could be taught to do the same.

Molecular geneticists, who open up this genetic black box to specify biological causes, have come to the same conclusion—nurture makes all the difference. Recent studies have identified instances in which variations in a child’s home life determine what’s called “gene expression”—the form, or allele, that the gene takes. The gene linked to aggressive and potentially violent behavior, for instance, is effectively deactivated when an individual grows up in a caring and intimate family; and a relatively stress-free environment has the same benign effect on the gene that regulates the brain’s production of serotonin, a neurotransmitter thought to play a major role in the biochemistry of depression.8


Genetics and neuroscience have converged on a paradigm-changing model of human development, one that emphasizes  the interplay of genes and the environment. This new frame looks at nature through nurture, not nature versus nurture. It is the “nurture” part of that equation that Mary Breckinridge and her successors have sought to affect.




“AMERICA’S SMALLEST SCHOOL” 

To child development researchers, these reports from the laboratory are stunningly obvious.9 The discipline grew out of the insight, based on close observation of behavior at home and in the nursery, that what transpires between pregnancy and the start of school can mold a child’s destiny. Prenatal health care, nutrition, exposure to toxic environments, poverty, race, psychological state—all these factors contribute to stress for expectant mothers.10 Stress leads, in turn, to more premature and low-birth-weight babies as well as more problematic childrearing, all of which can subvert the futures of children.

“We have been desperate to treat anxious, pregnant women, to see if making them less anxious will have an effect on the kid,” University of Rochester psychologist Thomas O’Connor told me. “If responses to stress are tied to the immune function, psychological outcomes, maybe intelligence, then all bets are off. We could save the world by making moms less stressed in pregnancy.”

Better parenting would break the un-virtuous cycle of generation after generation of abuse and neglect in middle-class homes as well as poor ones. Children are more likely to grow up smarter and more caring when, during the earliest years, their parents are warm and positive, authoritative rather than authoritarian, mindful of the dangers they run, attentive to signs of ill health, and prone to reading, playing, and talking  with them. “The infant brain is hardwired for relationships,” noted New York University psychology professor Lawrence Aber, “and the optimal growth and development of the human brain in the early years is largely dependent on the nature and quality of a child’s few and most important human relationships.”11


The young are often resilient—they must be in order to survive. 12 They devise ways of coping when their parents are distant and unaffectionate, or when they are disciplined harshly and arbitrarily, but those coping strategies often do not bode well for their futures. “Better parenting results in children’s better behavior,” wrote Yale psychology professor Edward Zigler and his colleagues, delivering a message that most mothers and fathers intuitively understand.13 That’s why offering families the buttressing that enables them to do the best they can for their kids matters so much.

Some people are natural-born parents, and others aren’t, but most of us have a great deal to learn about how to raise a child. (If you’re skeptical, check out the curriculum of the Nurse-Family Partnership and see how much you know about, say, decoding an infant’s wide repertoire of facial expressions.) Yet it’s been poor families—who can potentially gain the most—who have had the least help. Even as middle-class mothers stock the nursery with Baby Einstein and Baby Mozart, treating these gadgets as if they were Baby Lourdes, mothers making Burger King wages must scrimp to purchase a secondhand crib. “Infant-development strategies, like other forms of social capital, are perversely distributed in America,” New Yorker writer Katherine Boo pointed out, “fetishized in places where babies are fundamentally secure and likely to prosper, undervalued in places where babies are not.”14


Having more money surely makes things easier, for being poor often means having to live in a chancy and insecure  world where simply surviving can become a consuming preoccupation. But poverty isn’t the only explanation for the infant-development gap. Poor children whose parents find the time to read to them and play mind-stimulating games with them do much better on IQ tests than those growing up in a home barren of books—in fact, the home learning environment explains half of the relationship between poverty and achievement-test scores.15
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