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Abstract: Brain imaging research suggests that growing up in a disadvantaged environment
causes the brain to develop differently. 7 For example, living in an environment affected by chaos and
poverty can lead to changes in the brain's stress system that increase a child’s vulnerability to chronic
diseases later in life.8
Studies of very young children have identified distinctive patterns of brain activity associated
with family income and socioeconomic status, especially in brain areas related to social and emotional
development, language ability, and learning and memory.9-11
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What is a risk factor 7- A risk factor is a condition that is statistically associated with a given outcome. For
example, children who grow up poor are more likely than other children to drop out of high school. Poverty, then, is a risk
factor for high school dropout. Not all poor children will drop out of high school, of course. They are said to be at risk
because as a group they have a higher incidence of dropout.

Research has identified specific aspects of a child’s environment that are associated with later outcomes. Commonly
studied risk factors include poverty/income, maternal depression, and low maternal education. They are strong predictors of
later outcomes including academic performance, cognitive development, and social and emotional well-being. 12-14

Risk factors like these can affect children even in the first years of life. Early risk is associated with later behavioral
and academic outcomes. For example, risk exposure during infancy appears to be more detrimental for children’s school
readiness than later exposure. 13,14

Family income and economic well-being are important predictors of children’s well-being. Family income and
economic circumstances have a powerful effect on children’s development. Like other risk factors, low family income
affects children mainly by affecting their home environments and the parenting they receive in ways that hinder optimal
development. 3,16

Income-related differences in parenting appear early. For instance, lowerincome mothers are, on average, less
affectionate, less responsive to their infants” distress signals, and more likely to have harsh parenting styles.17,18

In poor and low=income families, the home environment is more likely to be chaotic, and parents are more likely to
be stressed and unresponsive. They show less sensitivity and provide less cognitive stimulation.2, 13,19 Research shows that
lower-income mothers talk less and spend less time in shared activities with their children than do middle-income mothers,
and are less engaged when their children talk to them.20

Poor children have fewer stimulating experiences and learning materials than higher-income children. 14,21 The
effects are apparent in the first years and often last into adulthood. Low-income children, even in the first three years of life,
are more likely to have lower cognitive scores and increased behavioral problems. 19

Better-educated parents tend provide more positive home environments. Like family income, parental education is
a strong influence on children’s home environments. In some research on child outcomes, maternal education is a better
predictor than family income.23

In a brain imaging study of young children, there were measurable effects of maternal education on brain regions
involved in attention skills.23 In another study, parental educational level was related to children’s educational and occupational
success at age 48.25

Among mothers of infants and toddlers, increases in education have been shown to promote improvements in
young children’s home environments and language development. Parents’ education appears to be especially beneficial for
children of poor, young, or single=-mothers. 15,26

Maternal depression is a grave threat to children’s healthy development. Maternal postpartum depression is the
mast common medical complication of childbearing. Although most women experience some brief depressionlike symptoms
in the first week or two after giving birth, national research shows that 10 to 15 percent of new mothers are afflicted by major
depression—often lasting six months or longer.27-29
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Common symptoms of postnatal depression include sleep disturbances, feelings of guilt, and loss of interest in daily
activities. Not surprisingly. then, new mothers who suffer from untreated depression are unlikely to be able to provide the
positive experiences their infants need.

On average, depressed mothers spend less time touching and talking to their babies, and their interactions tend to be
more negative. Studies repeatedly show that depression is associated with parenting styles that are either understimulating or
overstimulating 27 28

If left untreated, maternal depression in a child’s first vears can have negative effects on cognitive development,
behavior, and school readiness. There appear to be biological effects as well: recent research has discovered distinct patterns
of brain activity and stress hormone levels in children of depressed mothers.27

After reviewing a quarter century of research, scholars convened by the National Research Council concluded that
profound social and economic transformations are posing serious challenges to the efforts of parents and others to ensure
proper early childhood development.

These changing conditions include- The remarkable growth in the number of working mothers with young children.
In 2004, 66 percent {approximately 267.000) of all children under six in Wisconsin had all parents in the labor force, one of
the highest percentages in the nation.

The rise in divorce and in poor single-parent families. Wisconsin's divorce rate has doubled over the last 30 years,
and nearly one quarter of children live in single-parent families.

It appears that many of Wisconsin's parents are struggling in their efforts to assure that their children are safe,
healthy, and prepared for school. Most developed countries far surpass the United States in their early care and education

services.
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