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Another future he envisions for himself is more secular and ultj-
mately more compelling, “I'm 4 hip-hop head,” he says,
duce music. Thac’s my dream. I wanna be 2 DJ.
there, to have my own record label. I'm at a point
care. I'm about to go ahead and $4Ve up some more money and get my
oWn apartment and go to school, Nowadays I'm trying to get another
job right now, and trying to fulfill chat dream of being one of the great-

est rappers of all time. I don’t neyer normally tell nobody this, but a|
I'do is write and listen to music. So that’s what

a rapper, living the high life.”
After 21 violent, tumultuouys years of life, Elijah is a self-sufficient

survivor, though just barely. He still seems addicted to the adrenaline
rush of violence that he first experienced as a

leans. “T just love beating up somebody,”
bleed and just hurting them and just be
the same time, he scems to recognize th

“so I wanna pro-
That’s my dream right

now where I just don’

['see myself doing: being

six-year-old in New Or-
he says, “and making they nose
ating them on the ground.” A¢

at he needs to keep his urge to
be violent in check. “T try to keep it under control,”

people think that weird and crazy. I don’t want to go that route now,
because I'm more mature now. I'm forever saying I don’
more. I go to work, go to church and home. So God don’
beat nobody up no more. I'm pretty sure.”

The troubles in Elijah’s personal life obviously had roots in his
parentless early childhood in New Orlea
ated with “the different transitions [ had

experiences that I wasn't used to.”

he says, “because

ns, but that turbulence acceler-
to go through, a lot of different
On the other hand, he seems genu-
inely committed to improving his situation, As he puts it, “I ended [up]
trying—becoming a champion of al my problems. Being a problem
solver, and just believing that I can do everything.”

He admits that he’s sill “going through a lot of personal issues” with

his parents, but nevertheless he seems hopeful. “All T do is go to church,”
he says. “I have fun, chill with my friends, an

d just trying to be a good
ait-around American citizen.”
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The three families whose lives we have just glimpsed are oviowm_% not
representative. (Sadly, because of racial disparities in economic well-
being and incarceration, Elijah’s story is more typical of Emor. v.\ocﬁr M.M:
Desmond’s story.) But the differences among these three mﬁ.:rmm do help
us understand the troubling class-based disparities in parenting that f.é
emerged and grown in America in recent decades. These three FJEQ
happen to be black, but the class &mwm:anm. they mm:ﬂo:mﬂmﬁ.m are mﬁ._.nm%
as marked—and are growing at least as rapidly—among A&:.n families.
These changing patterns in parenting have great Emm_mnmwnn .mM_.
children’s prospects. I begin with a close focus on H.rn _mﬁnw scienti _n
research on brain development in young children, which Qm:.maw exact .w
what aspects of parenting help and hurt most in terms of a nr__n.w s nom:__-
tive and socioemotional development. I then zoom rmnw. to a wide-angle
view of class differences in parenting practices mmmonéﬂn over the last
several decades to explore how and why those class differences have

grown, to the relative disadvantage of poor kids.

Child Development: What We Are Learning

Recent research has greatly expanded our understanding of _._o.é young
children’s early experiences and socioeconomic environment influence
their neurobiological development, and how, in turn, early neuro-
biological development influences their later lives. These nm,nnﬁﬂ 2”.: out
to be powerful and long-lasting. “Virtually every aspect of Q:.MA :.Bms_
development,” write the authors of a _mmmBm.:qw mﬁ.:&\. by Hrm? mﬁmm
Academy of Sciences, “from the brain’s evolving circuitry to the n ild’s
capacity for empathy, is affected by the muﬁnom:.ﬁs.a E.& nxvn:n:nmﬂ
that are encountered in a cumulative fashion, beginning in the w”zmﬁm
period and extending throughout the early childhood years.”!® The
bottom line: early life experiences get under your skin in a most power-
m:_swww roots of many cognitive and behavioral differ~=ses that ap-
pear in middle childhood and adolescence are often alres... nresent hv
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112 OUR KIDS

Intuitively, we know that neglect is not good for a child, and abun-
dant evidence from neuroscience helps explain why: neglect during early
childhood reduces the frequency of serve-and-return interactions and
produces deficits in brain development that are hard to repair. A land-
mark randomized study of Romanian orphans who were institutional-
ized at an early age found that extreme neglect produced severe deficits
in 1Q, mental health, social adjustment, and even brain architecture,
Most of these impairments turned out to be reversible when children
were placed in home settings before the age of two, but they were in-
creasingly difficult to repair when placements occurred at later ages.?

The effects of toxic stress on brain development can be equally ap-
palling. The stress response itself (chat is, sharp increases in adrenaline,
blood pressure, heart rate, glucose, and stress hormones) represents a
highly effective defense mechanism, fashioned by evolution to help all
animal species deal with immediate danger. Moderate stress buffered by
supportive adults is not necessarily harmful, and may even be helpful,
in that it can promote the development of coping skills. On the other
hand, severe and chronic stress, especially if unbuffered by supportive
adults, can disrupt the basic executive functions that govern how various
parts of the brain work together to address challenges and solve prob-
lems. Consequently, children who experience toxic stress have trouble
concentrating, controlling impulsive behavior, and following directions.

Extreme stress causes a cascade of biochemical and anatomical
changes that impair brain development and change brain architecture at
a basic level.” Stress caused by unstable and consistently unrespensive
caregiving, physical or emotional abuse, parental substance abuse, and
lack"of affection can produce measurable physiological changes in. the
child that lead to lifelong difficulties in learning, behavior, and both
v._muwwnm_ and mental health, includin

and heart disease.

Scientists have developed the Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale
to measure the incidence of a selected list of events that can produce

toxic st * (See Table 3.1.) Exposure to one or two such events in

Parenting 113

n_r.Eroo& is not typically associated with bad adult outcomes. However,
i . .
the number of negative experiences increases, the rates of lifelong

dverse consequences escalate. Summarizing the results of many stud-

.. the Nobel Prize—winning economist James Heckman writes, “Early
1€S,

dverse experiences correlate with poor adult health, high medical care
a

osts, increased depression and suicide rates, alcoholism, drug use, poor
n ) - .
b _uanmoaam:nn and social function, disability, and impaired perfor-

; i ons 26
mance of subsequent generations.

Table 3.1: Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale

Household adult humiliated or threatened you physically
Household adult hit, slapped, or injured you

Adult sexually abused you

Felt no one in family loved or supported you

Parents separated/divorced

oo R W

You lacked food or clothes or your parents were too drunk or high to care
for you

7. Mother/stepmother was physically abused

8. Lived with an alcoholic or drug user

9. Household member depressed or suicidal

10. Household member imprisoned

As a child, Elijah experienced at least cight of these ten stressful
events, so his very survival is extraordinary. To be sure, some kids c._w.o
Elijah) seem resilient even in the face of severe, chronic stress. Innate re-
silience can be overrated, however, because the wear and tear of chronic
stress can have adverse physiological effects even on kids who seem to
be beating the odds.” This is sometimes called the “John Henry effect,”
after the pile driver who hammered hard enough to beat a steam engine,
but “worked so hard, it broke his heart; John Henry laid down his ham-
mer and died.”?® Statistically speaking, Elijah is living on borrowed time.

Kids at any socioeconomic level can encounter ~sch adverse
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116 OUR KIDS

Growing evidence indicates thac children who §rOW up in poy-
erty are at higher risk for elevated levels of cortisol, a frequently
studied stress hormone., Poverty seems to contribute to a context
of chaos that impinges on children’s physiology.3

A recent study found that the part of the brain responsible for
emotional regulation was impaired in adults who had been ex-
posed to the stresses of poverty as children years earljer.3

Canadian researchers found differences in the brain waves of
children from lower- and upper-

L]

class backgrounds that suggested
the former had more difficulty in concentrating on a simple task,
apparently because their brains had been trained to maintain
constant surveillance of the environment for new threats. %

Another recent study reported MRI evidence of slower brain

growth and less gray mateer in a small sample of young children

living in poverty compared to children from more affluent back-
grounds, though more research is needed befor,

e this finding can
be generalized. !

Kids from upper-income, well-educated homes benefit from
richer verbal interaction because their parents have larger vo-

cabularies and use more complex syntax.2 In a landmark study,

child development specialists followed 42 families in Kansas,
carefully observing the families’ daily verbal interactions one
hour each month over three years. ‘They estimated that by the
time the children entered kindergarten, the children of the pro-
fessional families had heard 19 millio

n more words than the
children of working-

class parents, and 32 million more words
than the children of parents on welfare, 3

According to one national study,
children know the alphabet when st

only 19 percent of poor children, %

72 percent of middle-class

arting school, as opposed to

) In short,

college-educated parents are more likely than high-

school-educated parents to volley when their kids serve, and kids from

. 117
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i i ised in
: homes are exposed to less toxic stress than kids raised )
CGHHH . - . . . D
itk ver, class-based disparities in cognitive, emotional, a
T s ly ages and remain stable over the

E o
8 M

. poverty-

4 2l capabilities emerge at very ear

; £ m.m.ﬁ.‘ﬂo_.u@
—_: m_ 1im ”Hﬂ H_“w _U. T m&. IS, T
at, whatever Hr,ﬂ Om—.;m& cto -_.A )SC

: s 45 is does not
Jife courses ¢ strongly in the preschool years.> Of course, th
rate mos

ter

n that la ; ; uggest the im-
gaca ities are God-given or Emmnﬁnna_nnn—. but it does sugg
disparities

. of focusing on early nrm_mrooa&n<n~owﬁn:n. . differ-
monm:nn. he new research findings tend to amplify class diffe

n HHoEMmEH wnn the short run, because well-educated parents are more
i f them, directly or indirectly, and to put them to wmn
Jikely to learn o _ As we'll see, a class-based gap in parenting
e mmHMH“Mmm .m._mamnm:ﬁ_% during recent decades. m.rdosn and
, sryies Tm.m vnn:rm learly love their children, but as their stories and ﬁr.n
o mn%gm_n _,.VMHEHN B&Mm clear, when it comes to parenting, love alone is
scientific res

n

Trends in Parenting

i tices in parenting have under-
u UM m;,<MmMM MNM”anMM MHM& S:rmnrn evolving views of
W .E.oM” éﬂro_ommmnm.ﬁ After World War II, the E:mémw.vmm.?
e i s M mM.m;.i Care by the famed pediatrician Dr. Benjamin
i Ms rents of the baby boom that children should be @MT
mw‘o““ W&awozwo“nﬂw at their own pace, not pushed to MEwnn ﬁMn mwwww”amw
w1 o relax and enj
ubm ot m&c,_.n :mm.:HuH.M :M MM@»NMMM_HM MMM&Q»Q:W rate since the
Ha wnmEEMM dominant ideas and social norms about good _uMT_
So.om_ MOMMMWH& from Spock’s “permissive wm_.asn._um.. .no a u.né :Wo»w:
nwﬂhwwﬁn_“ﬁ parenting,” in part because of the new insights into br
0
: . . &..
‘mnﬁwﬁvsﬁ”ﬁ”&nw“ﬁwh w%_wmhnwmwmwnmnmamsnm of society, through child-
is
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soccer referee (“That’s when you pull that parental card and say, “This is
it"”), but as his kids got older, he preferred Socratic dialogue (“Explain
to me why you are doing that. Have you thought of this?”)

By ¢ i
y contrast, Stephanie, whose parents “beat the hell” out of her,

believes in very tough love (“You can’t be soft. You gotta be hard, reall

hard”). Despite the undoubted fact that she “love[s her] kids to deat w
her first response to disobedience is a beating. Even Elijah—who é%m
beaten unconscious by his father after the arson episode, who displays
RB.mlﬂ_u_m insight into the costs of abusive parenting, and who talks
about the importance of “say[ing] good words” to children—doesn’
display any doubts about how to handle a wayward son. (“Dor’t get

’ ’ .
me wrong: I'm gonna beat him. I'm gonna teach him what's right from
wrong.”)

Figure 3.2: Class differences in verbal parenting
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Source: Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley, Meaningful D

can Children” more: Paul H. Brookes, 1995). e Sty Sy Ao
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This class-based difference in positive and negative parenting also
shows up in verbal interactions. A careful study of the daily verbal ex-
changes between parents and children found, as illustrated in Figure 3.2,
' that parents with professional degrees annually delivered about 166,000
. encouragements and 26,000 discouragements, whereas working-class
parents delivered 62,000 and 36,000, respectively, and parents on wel-
fare delivered 26,000 and 57,000.”

Why is this class-based difference in parenting approaches—what

we might term the “hug/spank ratioc’—so stark and pervasive? An
carlier generation of experts tended to attribute this difference to an ill-
defined “working-class culture,” but brain science has now shown that
poor, less educated, more isolated parents are more restrictive, punitive,
and harsher disciplinarians, in part because they themselves experience
higher levels of chronic stress.” Elijah recognized this about his abusive
mother: “When you come home as a mother, and you see bills on the
table, and you see the dishes ain’t washed, and you see your son’s room
not cleaned up, and you see everything messy, I think that’s why she’s so
angry. . . . I can’t blame her.”

Harsh discipline is not just a function of “working-class culture” nor

i SR

just a consequence of parental stress. It is often a sensible response to

vironments in which upper- and lower-class families live.
Well-off parents can use what the sociologist Frank Furstenberg and his

colleagues call “promotive” strategies, nurcuring their children’s talents in

comfortable settings that provide many opportunities and few dangers
(like the one where Desmond and his family live). Impoverished parents,
by contrast, use “preventive” strategies, aimed at keeping their children
safe in rough neighborhoods where dangers far outnumber opportuni-
ties (like the ones where Stephanie raised her kids).** As Stephanie put
it to us, “We don’t do all that kissing and hugging. That’s other races’
stuff. . . . You can’t be mushy in Detroit [or Atlanta]. . . . Be a thug!”
The evidence strongly suggests that the parenting style typical of
affluent and educated parents, characterized by nurturance, affection,

warmth, active involvement, and reasoned discipline—ir~ort, more
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Figure 3.3: Trends in family dinners, by parental education, 1978-2005 .

i s in which parents from different classes devote money and time
e Way:

To better understand what is happening, let’s take a closer look at
To

5 :

.mu.p 80% - MONEY

g . verage, parents from all socioeconomic strata have increased their

= On a > .

s 75%- m_ms&zm on child care and education over the past five decades. But that

Mw .Wns&:m“ always somewhat unequal, has become steadily more :“mn_cm_

m & 70% over the decades. (See Figure 3.4.) In fact, after the mid-1980s the Suw\

= ms.nmﬂ income families began to spend less in absolute terms, most y

E of ~ . o

8 B0t but not entirely) because they had less to spend, while higher-income

.w @ mﬁam:nm continued to spend more, partly (but only partly) because they

= % - — . = —_—— e e * H m.. -

o " . had more to spend. Between 1983 and 2007, %a.zmr:m wnHM?E by fam
559 lies in the top tenth of the income distribution increased by 75 percent

(] I_EJ|II|’—III.JIEI..1III L

T e Bl |
1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 200 2005 2010 ¢«

Source: DDB Needham Life Style surveys.

real dollars, compared to a drop of 22 percent in the bottom ﬁnsa.r
By 2007, the average child of parents in the top tenth of the nmoso::n
erarchy was the beneficiary of about $6,600 a year in nu:nrﬂa.:ﬁ
pending: nine times the amount (about $750) spent annually on a child
of parents in the bottom tenth of the income hierarchy. |

. The increase was concentrated in spending on private education and

Parents from all social backgrounds nowadays invest both more
money and more time in raising their kids than was true a generation
ago. The increased parental investments are focused on experiences
(especially enriched care for preschoolers) that foster cognitive and
socioemotional development. However, college-educated parents have
increased their investments of both money and time much more rapidly

than less affluent parents—and not just at the dinner table, as we shall
shortly see.

ild care, but a class gap in spending is also visible for music lessons,
summer camp, travel, school supplies, books, computers, extracurricu-
lar activities, recreation, and leisure. Moreover, even if income is held
constant, disparities by parental education also appear to be high mﬁ.:&
growing. This means that children of affluent 474 educated parents (like
Desmond and Andrew) have been getting a double dip, while children
“of poorer and less educated parents (like Michelle and Kayla) have been

s 7

These increased investments in child development have come mostly
at the expense of other aspects of home life (such as adult personal care
housekeeping, and consumer goods). Parents in all classes have been cut-
ting back elsewhere to focus their resources on their kids, but because af-
fluent, educated families have not only more money but also more time
(because they typically split child care between two parents), they have
been able to increase their investments much faster than poor parents

(usuall”  \gle moms). As a result, the class gap in investments in kids
has herame widar and 21

; 0
getting a double whammy.® .
These differences in parental investment, in turn, are strong predic-
tors of children’s cognitive development.®' In fact, the biggest increases
in" parental spending are concentrated in the preschool and college
3 i re especiall
* years: the two periods of development that SME./_ Wm P .w
important in determining upward mobility. Parents whe | afford it
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more likely to have a partner who also spends time with the kids. More.

over even among married couples, college-educated parents engage

more strongly in intensive parenting, with its emphasis on spending
time with children and on dads sharing child care responsibilities, The
higher incomes of married, college-educated parents need not come at
the expense of time with the kids, whereas less educated single moms
with jobs outside the home, like Stephanie, work hard merely to keep
their heads above water, and this cuts into the time they can spend with
their kids. So kids from affluent, educated homes get the best of both
worlds—more monetary investment (because their parents can afford it)

and more time investment (because their two parents are able to make

it
a priori

ty)—whereas kids from lower-class homes get the worst of both
worlds.
What are kids from less educated homes doing when they are not

getting personal attention from their parents? Studies of how children

actually spend their days suggest that the most important part of the

answer is TV, just as Darleen said when we asked about family dinners.
Children with well educated parents (like Desmond and Andrew) spend
less time watching TV and more time reading and studying compared
to children of less educated parents (like Kayla, Michelle, and Elijah).5
With the spread of the Internet, TV is being gradually replaced by Web-

based entertainment, but the basic fact remains: rich kids get more face
time, while poor kids get more screen time,

NONPARENTAL CHILD CARE

About a third of college-educated moms nowa

days are stay-at-
home-

moms, like Patty in Bend and Simone in Atlanta, but the other
two thirds of them must (like many high-school-educated moms) find
some sort of day care. Many studies have shown that better-educated
working moms put their children in higher-quality day care, ar least in
part because they can afford it. In turn, higher-quality day care generally
produces better results in terms of children’s cognitive and noncogni-

tive developr -nt, though some doubts remain about how strong that
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. chip is, and whether it tends to fade as the child progresses
relations _ﬂ o._ Not surprisingly; good day care makes less difference to
%H.oﬁmhwwownwn:ﬁ than good mmnnsnbml_u:r on average, children of
&EM educated parents get more of both.%

_ T 3 _. S ﬁ *fm.WI
3 ] 1 m oWl m ( cerns access to pro
s C ass mN.MH too n at least on

4

n w. Y i ~ L

ars, better-educated mothers of kids aged 0—4 have mgmnm._w.oa
ears, :
_mm ‘ al to more professional day care arrangements for their chi R.a_:
inform
. s less educated working moms have come to rely more vnm<w y
a
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unemployed parents, and these grandparens themselves tend to be poor
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