Educating Our Kids in order to Break the Cycle of Poverty

Children are expected to arrive at kindergarten able to sit still and pay at-
tention during class time, resolve conflicts with their classmates, and follow
simple directions. They have an advantage if they are familiar with basic
language and vocabulary, if they enjoy hearing stories and being read to, and if
they have some knowledge about letters and numbers. These basic skills allow
them to participate effectively and increase the likelihood that they will thrive
in school and beyond.'?

Children in poverty are less likely than middle-class children to develop these
skills before kindergarten.>* Too often, poor children have fewer early learning
experiences® than their better-off peers. For example, poor and low-income
children tend to live in homes with fewer books and less language stimulation.”

As aresult, they are likely to fall behind when school begins.**%1° Some
research indicates that poor and low-income children arrive at kindergarten
already a full year behind other children on cognitive measures.'! These dif-
ferences in kindergarten readiness translate into later academic struggles, high
school dropout, adult difficulties finding work, and poorer health.!**

Breaking this cycle of poverty in Memphis requires investing in our youngest
children and ensuring that they have nurturing and enriching early experi-
ences, including high-quality early care and educational opportunities. The
earliest years of life are a period of rapid brain development. Young children’s
brains are creating the vital early connections that form the basis of learning
how to use language and numbers, how to control their emotions, and how to
get along with others—the essential ingredients of school readiness.?

For children to arrive at kindergarten well prepared, they need parents and
educators in their lives who support their early learning. Preschool and home
learning help prepare children for kindergarten, regardless of their background.
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Education starts in the home.

Children are born learning! Preparing for school
starts in the first days of life by nourishing a
child’s natural curiosity. In optimal home learn-
ing environments, parents develop strong bonds
with their children, engage in educational ac-
tivities with them, and provide books and other
learning materials.?!*?

Young children who grow up in high-quality
learning environments are better able to develop
emerging cognitive skills, such as early literacy
and numeracy skills.?* These early skills, in
turn, are connected to better reading and math

skills in elementary school.242627

Since language development and reading are
fundamental to all areas of learning, one of the
most important things parents can do with their
children is read to them regularly.’ Introduc-
ing children to books and reading fosters their
ability to learn more easily in formal school
settings.”® When it comes to reading with young
children, more is better. Reading at least once
each a week promotes early reading achieve-
ment.?” Most experts recommend that parents
read to children daily!

Middle-income parents read to their children more often than low-in-

come parents.

In the 2010 Census, 53 percent of parents
nationwide reported reading to their toddlers at
least seven times a week and 49 percent report-
ed reading to their preschoolers seven or more
times each week. Among low-income fami-
lies, these numbers drop to 45 and 40 percent,
respectively.’*® Young children in Memphis are
read to less than national averages.

At the beginning of the 2011-2012 school year,

389 parents of kindergarten students at five

Memphis City Schools (MCS) were asked about
their families’ early childhood reading prac-
tices. The good news is that about two-thirds
reported reading to their children several times
each week. At the same time, only 29 percent
of middle-income parents and 13 percent of
low-income parents reported reading to their
children daily. Alarmingly, 19 percent of low-in-
come parents reported that they never or rarely
read to their children (FIGURE 1).
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Middle-income parents are more comfortable reading to their children

than low-income parents.

Why might so few parents in Memphis read to
their children daily? While chaotic and stress-
ful lives can sometimes get in the way of read-
ing with young children, parents’ own reading
abilities could be another influence. According
to Literacy Mid-South, over 120,000 adults in

Memphis cannot read or write.*! However, most

parents of new kindergarteners reported that
they enjoy reading to their children.

As FIGURE 2 shows, middle-income parents were
more comfortable reading than low-income
parents.
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FIGURE 3:

How Often Does
Your Child Ask to
be Read To?

Source: Memphis City
Schools (MCS), Office of
Research & Evaluation,
Pre-K data, 2011-2012

FIGURE 4:
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Source: Memphis City
Schools (MCS), Office of
Research & Evaluation,
Pre-K data, 2011-2012

Middle-income children show more interest in reading
than low-income children.

Similar patterns of reading behavior were found when parents reported how
often their kindergarten children asked to be read to or looked at books alone.
Among middle-income children, 40 percent asked someone to read to them
each day, whereas only a 26 percent of low-income children did so (FIGURE 3).
Just over 46 percent of middle-income children and 38 percent of low-income
children looked at books by themselves daily (FIGURE 4).
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Middle-income parents believe their children like being
read to more than low-income parents.

We also see a strong income-based difference in the degree to which parents
believe their children enjoy reading. 92 percent of middle-income parents
believe their children really enjoy reading, compared to only 76 percent of
low-income parents (FIGURE 5).

Although many children in our community are developing a healthy interest
in reading and books, the evidence indicates that there are income differences
in attitudes toward reading. Low-income kindergarteners and their parents
were less likely to read than their middle-income counterparts.
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“It takes a village to raise a child.”

Parents’ early reading and teaching practices help children develop the skills
needed to succeed in school. But parents cannot do it by themselves. In Mem-
phis, many families struggle to provide for their children. Poverty, low levels of
social support, and high levels of parental stress place these children at risk for
behavioral problems and reduced cognitive outcomes.*

Participating in pre-kindergarten (Pre-K) and other high-quality early educa-
tion and childcare (Head Start, for example) can help parents provide impor-
tant educational experiences for young children. Research has demonstrated
that these programs not only prepare children for kindergarten, but also set
them on a path to continued success in school and reduce their risk of nega-
tive outcomes.**** In Memphis, children who attend MCS Pre-K, Head Start,
or another structured child care center arrive at kindergarten more ready than
children who spent the year before kindergarten at home with a relative.”

Over the last six years Memphis City Schools has responded to these needs by
more than doubling the number of Pre-K slots — from 1,800 in 2005 to over
4,100 today (including 1,400 combined MCS Pre-K and Head Start slots).

Still, there are more eligible children than available slots. Because of this
discrepancy, students who are at greatest risk for academic challenges are given
top priority for enrollment. MCS determines this risk through developmental
screening and assessment of family risk factors. Extensive research on early
childhood development has identified many risk factors associated with reach-
ing kindergarten unprepared.**-3

These risk factors include:

e Growing up in a family that struggles financially

® Teenage motherhood

e Parents with less than a high school education

¢ Having only one parent at home

e Difficulty with language
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Most children who apply for MCS Pre-K have 1 or 2 family
risk factors.

Among the 3,644 families who applied for MCS Pre-K the 2011-2012 school
year, only 14 percent had none of these family risk factors, while 71 percent
of families had 1 or 2 risk factors (FIGURE 6). Despite these struggles, these
parents took an important step to help their children succeed by signing

them up for Pre-K.
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FIGURE 6:
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FIGURE 7:

Brigance Screening
Score by Number
of Family Risk

Factors

Source: Memphis City
Schools (MCS), Office of
Research & Evaluation,
Pre-K data, 2011-2012

Children with fewer family risks perform better on devel-
opmental assessments.

In addition to assessing family risk among children applying for Pre-K, MCS
also screens for developmental delays using the Brigance Screening 11, a valid
and reliable measure of skills in four key areas—physical motor development,

social-emotional development, language development, and acquired knowl-
edge 9%

Brigance scores range from 0 to100 points,” but on average these children
scored below 50 even if they had no family risk factors. (FIGURE 7) Further-
more, scores tended to be lower for children with more family risk factors.
(Since only three children had all 5 family risk factors, they were not included
in this analysis.)
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Clearly, children whose families applied for MCS Pre-K have great potential
to benefit from the quality educational experiences offered. Moreover, those
who could not be offered a spot in a MCS Pre-K (due to limited capacity) will
likely arrive at kindergarten less prepared to succeed unless they find other
high-quality services.

While there are other high-quality options for preschool experiences, there are
not enough slots available for all children. Shelby County currently only offers
some combination of Head Start or Pre-K to 7,400 children each year, which
is roughly half of the estimated 14,000 3- and 4-year-olds in Shelby County

living in poverty.

There are other childcare and early education programs in Shelby County, but
availability, location, and cost of high-quality programs are often barriers to
low-income families and their children.’? Overall, our community has seen an
increase in the availability of quality early educational care. However, many
young children are still left unserved and more efforts at multiple levels are
needed to break the cycle of poverty through early education.

60



References

1. Reynolds AJ, Ou SR. Alterable predictors

of child wellbeing in the Chicago longitudinal
study. Children and Youth Services Review. 2004;
26: 1-14.

2. Duncan GJ, Dowsett CJ, Claessens A.
School readiness and later achievement. Devel-

opmental Psychology. 2007; 43(6): 1428-1446.
3. Hart B, Risley TR. Meaningful differences in

the everyday experience of young American chil-
dren. Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes Publish-
ing Co; 1995.

4. Lee VE, Burkam DT. Inequality at the
Starting Gate: Social Background Differences in
Achievement as Children Begin School. Washing-
ton, DC: Economic Policy Institute; 2002.

5. Snow CE, Burns MS, Griffin P. (Eds.).
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children.
Washington, DC: National Academy Press;
1998.

6. Serpell R, Sonnenschein S, Baker L, Ga-
napathy H. Intimate cultures of families in early
socialization of literacy. Journal of Family Psy-

chology. 2002; 16(4): 391-405.

7. Hoff E. The specificity of environmental
influence: socioeconomic status affects early
vocabulary development via maternal speech.

Child Development. 2003; 74(5): 1368-1378.

8. Zimmerman FJ, Gilkerson ], Richards JA,
Christakis DA, Xu D, Gray S, Yapanel U.
Teaching by listening: The importance of adult-

child conversations to language development.
Pediatrics. 2009; 124: 342-249.

9. Willms, D. (2007). Wait to Fail. Presenta-
tion to the Canadian Education Association.

01

10. Sell M, Imig, D. Understanding the Relation-
ship Between Family Income and School Readiness
in Memphis; 2011, February 18. Available at:
http://www.theurbanchildinstitute.org/sites/all/
files/2011-02_School_Readiness.pdf. Accessed
on February 1, 2012.

11. Stipek DJ, Ryan RH. Economically dis-
advantaged preschoolers: Ready to learn but

further to go. Developmental Psychology. 1997,
33(4): 711-723.

12. Adler NE, Boyce T, Chesney MA, Cohen
S, Folkman S, Kahn RL, et al. Socioeconomic
status and health: The challenge of gradient.
American Psychologist. 1994; 49: 15-24.

13. Cowell, AJ. The relationship between
education and health behavior: Some empirical
evidence. Health Economics. 2006; 15(2): 125-
146.

14. Duncan, Greg., Kathleen Ziol-Guest, and
Kalil A. Early-Childhood Poverty and Adult At-
tainment, Behavior, and Health. Child Develop-
ment. 2010; 81(1): 306-325.

15. Elo IT. Preston SH. Educational differen-
tials in mortality: United States, 1979-85. Social
Science & Medicine. 1996; 42(1), 47-57.

16. Lodi-Smith ], Jackson ], Bogg T, Walton K,
Wood D, Harms P, Roberts B.W. Mechanisms
of health: Education and health-related behav-
iours partially mediate the relationship between
conscientiousness and self-reported physical
health. Pyschology & Health. 2010; 25(3): 305-
319.

17. Nocon M, Keil T, Willich SN. Education,
income, occupational status and health risk
behavior. Jowrnal of Public Health. 2007; 15:
401-405.




18. Yeung WJ, Linver MR, Brooks-Gunn

J. How money matters for young children’s
development: parental investment and family
processes. Child Development. 2002; 73(6): 1861-
1879.

19. The Urban Child Institute. Strengthen Shel-
by County by Investing in Early Childhood. 2012.
Available at: http://www.theurbanchildin-
stitute.org/articles/research-to-policy/policy/
strengthen-shelby-county-by-investing-in-early-

childhood. Accessed on: March 20, 2012.

20. Perry BD, Pollard RA, Blakley TL, Vigi-
lante D. Childhood trauma, the neurobiology
of adaptation & “use-dependent” development
of the brain: how states become traits. Infant

Mental Health Journal. 1996; 16(4): 271-291.

21. Zero to Three. Getting Ready for School
Begins At Birth; 2011. Available at: http://www.
zerotothree.org/child-development/social-emo-
tional-development/gettingreadyforschool

beginsatbirth.pdf. Accessed on March 20, 2012.

22. Bradley RH, Caldwell BM. Caregiving and
the regulation of child growth and develop-
ment: Describing proximal aspects of caregiving

systems. Developmental Review. 1995; 15: 38-85.

23. Collins WA, Maccoby EE, Steinberg L,
Hetheringotn EM, Bornstein MH. Contempo-
rary research on parenting: The case for nature

and nurture. American Psychologist; 2000; 55:
218-232.

24. Morrison, F. J., & Cooney, R. R. Parenting
and Academic Achievement: Multiple Paths to
Early Literacy. In J. G. Borkowski, S. L. Ramey,
& M. Bristol-Power (Eds.), Parenting and the
Child’s World: Influences on Academic, Intellec-
tual, and Socioemotional Development Mahwah,

NJ: Erlbaum. 2001; 141-160.

62

25. Son S, Morrison FJ. The nature and impact
of changes in home learning environment on
development of language and academic skills in
preschool children. Home Learning Environ-
ment on Development of Language and Aca-
demic Skills in Preschool Children Developmental
Psychology. 2010, 46(5): 1103-1118.

26. Griffin EA, Morrison FJ. The unique contri-
bution of home literacy environment to differ-
ences in early literacy skills. Early Child Develop-
ment and Care. 1997; 127: 233-243.

27. Melhuish, E. C., Phan, M. B., Sylva, K.,
Sammons, P., Siraj-Blatchford, 1., & Taggart, B.
Effects of the Home Learning Environment and
Preschool Center Experience Upon Literacy

and Numeracy Development in Early Primary
School. Journal of Social Issues. 2008;(64):
95-114.

28. Raikes H, Pan BA, Luze G, Tamis-LeM-
onda ST, Brooks-Gunn J, Constantine J, et

al. Mother-child book reading in low-income
families: Correlates and outcomes during the
first three years of life. Child Development. 2006;
77: 803-1128.

29. Paratore JR. Approaches to family literacy:
Exploring the possibilities. The Reading Teacher.
2005; 59: 394-396.

30. United States Census Bureau. Reading to
children by any family Member-characteristics
of families and households with children age 1
to 5. A Child’s Day: 2009; 2011. Available at:
http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/children/
data/sipp/well2009/tables.html. Accessed on
March 20, 2012.

31. Hartman, A. Literacy Mid-South Helping
Memphians Read. WMCTV. 2012. Available
at http://www.wmctv.com/story/16358079/
literacy-mid-south-helping-memphians-read.
Accessed on April 12, 2012.




32. The Urban Child Institute. The State Of
Children in Memphis and Shelby County: Data
Book (5th ed.); 2010. Available at:
http://www.theurbanchildinstitute.org/sites/all/
files/databooks/TUCI_Data_Book_V_2010.
complete.pdf. Accessed on March 20, 2012.

33. Gormley W, Gayer T, Phillips D, Dawson
B. The Effects of Oklahoma’s Universal Pre-Kin-
dergarten Program on School Readiness. New York,
NY: The Center for Research on Children in
the U.S., Georgetown University, 2004.

34. Sammons, P., Elliot, K., Sylva, K., Mel-
huish, M., Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, B. The
Impact of Pre-school on Young Children’s

Cognitive Attainments at Entry to Reception.
British Education Research Jowrnal. 2004; 30(5):
691-712.

35. Sell M. The Effects of Pre-K Experience on
“Kindergarten Readiness Indicator” Scores: 4-year
Trends, Memphis, TN: Memphis City Schools;
2009. Available at:
http://www.mcsk12.net/docs/Data/PreK/
Effects%200f%20Pre-K%20Experience%20
on%20KR19%20Scores%20-%204%20Year
%20Trends.pdf. Accessed on: March 20, 2012.

36. Magnuson K, Duncan G. The role of family
socioeconomic resources in racial test score gaps.

Developmental Review. 2006; 26: 365-399.

37. Magnuson K, Meyers M, Ruhm C, Wald-
fogel J. Inequality in Preschool Education and
School Readiness. American Educational Research

Journal. 2004; 41: 115-157.

38. The Urban Child Institute. Research to Poli-
cy January 2011: The Implications of Teen Parent-
ing for Early Childhood Development in Memphis.
2011. Available at: http://www.theurbanchildin-
stitute.org/articles/research-to-policy/overviews/
the-implications-of-teen-parenting-for-early-
childhood. Accessed on April 13, 2012.

39. Brigance, A.H. Brigance Preschool Screen-I1.
North Billerica, MA: Curriculum Associates,
Inc. 2005.

63

40. Glascoe, F.P. Technical Report for the Brig-
ance Screens. North Billerica, MA: Curriculum
Associates, Inc. 2005.




