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Introduction

In November 2009 the Obama administration announced the most radical shake up of early childhood education
 since the Head Start program of 1965. The Promise Neighborhoods
, based on New York City’s Harlem Children’s Zone (HCZ) will “build a seamless continuum of support and services for low-income children “from birth to career to parenthood”, capable, in the words of Education Secretary Arne Duncan, “of breaking the cradle-to-prison pipeline that plagues so many poverty-stricken neighborhoods”. 

The Promise Neighborhoods are based on the premise that, “you can not divorce where children live from where they learn”. 
  The concept draws on the on the traditions of the community school movement through which schools became a conduit for social services and cultural enrichment. It also owes much to private/public partnerships like Community Development Corporation, credited with revitalizing New York City’s infamous South Bronx. 
Perhaps, the most striking thing about the Promise Neighborhoods is how they will be run. They will be managed for “outcomes”, “sustainability”, “scalability”, “return-on-investment”, terms more associated with the corporate world than with education or community service. They must be, in a word, Scientific. This means not only using objective criteria to measure effectiveness, it means that Promise Neighborhoods, like the HCZ will proceed on the basis of what science tells us about how children learn. It means their approach is informed by behavioral research, program evaluation data and especially, we’re told, on advances in our understanding of early brain development. 

The HCZ is important because it both embodies current thinking about early childhood education and because it has become the most important model for child policy. This paper will explore the role science, and neuroscience in particular, plays in shaping the HCZ and initiatives like it. What is the impetus for a scientific approach? Why does neuroscience figure so prominently? How does this approach shape our understanding of inequality? What are the implications of these policies for parents and young adults? 
Science-Based Child Policy
“As scientists, we believe that advances in the science of early childhood education and early brain development, combined with the findings of four decades of rigorous program evaluation research can now provide a strong foundation upon which policy makers and civic leaders with diverse political values can design a common, effective, and politically viable agenda.”
 







--Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University
Child policy in the United States today is the culmination of a discussion dating back to the mid 1960’s. Although we refer to it “child policy” and discuss it in terms of “early childhood education”, its origins lie in social welfare, specifically in discussions of poverty and race.  The question of how to lift people out of poverty has been variously posed as matter of social inequality, cultural inequality or natural inequality. Today it is framed as a question of child development, and focuses on deficits of cognitive (IQ) and non-cognitive abilities (impulse control, social skills, etc.). These deficits are said to arise from the quality of children’s’ interactions early in life and how these shape brain development: They are essentially deficits in parenting.

The move to reinterpret poverty as a question of brain development reflects a broader tendency to see social phenomenon through the lens of individual relationships and the growing authority of Science in contemporary society. 
Origins

Today’s focus on Science and neuroscience in particular has evolved over time. Reformers in the early days of Johnson’s War on Poverty conceived of inequality as a deficit of society, one that might be overcome by bringing the resources of the state to bear on historical inequalities especially among African Americans. 
The focus on children also comes to us from that era. In contrast to today however, the focus on children was not prompted by the belief that interventions with children might be more successful, but more as a matter of political expediency.  Sargent Shriver, then the Director of the Office of Economic Opportunity and champion of the Head Start Program recalled: 

“I suddenly realized then that there was another advantage to doing something about children –particularly from a racial point of view…In our society there is a bias against helping adults. The prevalent idea is: “By God there’s plenty of work to be done, and if poor people had any get-up-and-go they’d go out and get jobs for themselves.” But there’s a contrary bias in favor of helping children. Even in the black belt of the deepest South, there’s always been a prejudice in favor of little black children. The old-time term of “pickaninny” was one of endearment. It wasn’t until black grew up that white people began to feel animosity or show actual violence toward them. I hoped we would overcome a lot of hostility in our society against the poor in general and specifically against black people who are poor, by aiming for the children.”

From Social to Cultural Deficits

The War on Poverty ended almost as soon as it began, losing most of its funding to the Vietnam War but major reforms to civil rights legislation made a lasting impact on American’s poor and minority communities. Though the long-term and short term prospects middle class African Americans vastly improved but for a significant section of people, they became worse. As economic growth shifted away from urban centers, poverty became concentrated and became worse in inner city black and minority neighborhoods prompting a reexamination of the questions of race and inequality.
Two landmark government reports, the Moynihan report of 1965 and the Coleman Report of 1966 both suggested that poverty endured, not through lack equal opportunities but because of factors in the backgrounds of poor and minority children. The Moynihan report in particular singled out the black families headed by women, as a contributing factor. 
In a similar vein, the Coleman report found that even in situations in which black schools and white schools received equal resources, the family background of poor individuals left them ill equipped to take advantage of opportunities.
  In other words, the barriers to over coming poverty were no longer seen primarily as a problem of resources, racism and historic inequalities but as arising from the culture of the poor themselves. But where did these cultural deficits come from? The two most influential voices in the discussion were political scientist, Charles Murray and sociologist, William Julius Wilson. 
Murray argued in his book, Losing Ground: American Social Policy 1950–1980 , that welfare services to poor families had the unintended consequence of trapping them in a cycle of poverty and dependence. He argued for an end to welfare and influenced the Reagan Administration policy.
For William Julius Wilson the persistence of inequality was rooted in the exodus of the black middle class from neighborhoods like Harlem and the movement of jobs to other places and segments of the economy. In The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy he argued that these structural and cultural changes worked to demoralize the entire communities and to deprived them of any sense of upward mobility. For young people, it created an expectation of joblessness as a way of life. His policy recommendations, which enjoyed some influence in the Clinton Administration, focused on job creation and the establishment of a robust safety net.  
Natural Differences
The discussion took a decidedly deterministic turn in 1980’s when Charles Murray and psychologist Richard Herrnstein published The Bell Curve. Using data from the Armed Forces Qualifications Test, they showed that IQ was the single most effective predictor of an individual’s long term prospects. Men with lower IQs were more likely to drop out of school, lose their jobs or become long-term welfare recipients than those with higher IQs.  Furthermore, these, lower test scores were more closely associated with future failure than family back ground or social economic status. 

Murray and Herrnstein believed that these lower scores could account for inequalities between blacks and whites, rich and poor.  IQ, they postulated, was largely inherited or at least fixed at a young age. It made little sense to invest in most anti-poverty programs that had the unintended consequence of subsidizing the pregnancies of women with low IQs thus perpetuating inequality. They warned of the potential for society divided along the lines of intelligence and the creation of a permanent substrata of individuals dependent on the state. It was far better and more realistic they argued for society to find ways to for with lower IQs to make a contribution to society in jobs suited to their abilities.
  

The Science

The Bell Curve was ground breaking in a number of respects. Although the authors’ conclusion, that IQ is more or less immutable, seemed to harkened back to earlier discredited notions of racial difference,  its method, that of rigorously evaluating program data, helped to shift the terms of the discussion forever. 

In many ways, today’s Science-based approach is both a reaction to and a product of Murray and Herrnstein’s work.  The Bell Curve suggested that cognitive ability is a product of both genes and environment but gave more weight to the genetic. Today’s researchers, try to isolate those factors in children’s lives that act in combination with genetics lead to the disparity between the IQ’s of rich and poor. They are concerned with the way that genetics and experiences influence the development of cognitive and non-cognitive skills.
From Morality to ROI 

In the nearly fifty years between the Johnson and Obama Administrations, the approach to understanding inequality has changed considerably and with it the rationale for addressing the problem in the first place. Lyndon Johnson motivated the War on Poverty on the basis that inequality was incompatible with the “demands of morality and the needs of the spirit
” In contrast, Barack Obama asserts that “every dollar that we spend on these [early childhood] programs “saves “as much as $10 in reduced health care costs, crime, and welfare later on
”. Combating poverty is no longer a moral imperative but a pragmatic one in which experts employ scientific data to determine which activities will likely lead to desired “out-comes” It is in this light that the appeal of neuroscience makes perfect sense.  

Discovering the Brain
Neuroscience first became prominent in the discussion of child development in the mid 1990’s. Several important discoveries about how our brains grows in early childhood seemed to confirm psychological research that suggested IQ might be improved through the quality of the interactions between children and their parents in the years form 0-3. It also seemed to offer an explanation as to why longitudinal studies of children who had participated in the Perry Preschool Project or the (one of the models for Head Start) showed that early intervention made a lasting positive impact.
  

It was an idea that captured the imagination of the public and policy makers alike. The idea that playing classical music for babies might increase their IQs was particularly popular. Parents bought musical toys and Baby Einstein tapes in an effort to improve their babies’ brains. Zell Miller, the governor of Georgia pledged “to deliver the first cassettes and CDs of classical music…to every newborn”, in the belief that research showed a link between classical music and the enhanced brain development of infants 
  Others emphasized parenting. One very prominent campaign, known as “I Am Your Child” run by actor Rob Reiner produced a series of documentary contained information about parenting and brain development as told by celebrities and politicians including the Clintons, with Mel Brooks, Tom Hanks, Robin Wright Penn, Jamie Lee Curtis and others. The campaign argued, among other things that, “whether or not a child becomes a toxic or non-toxic member of society is largely determined by … his experiences with his parents and primary caregivers in those first three years”
  
Neuro-centric Myths of Parenting

The amazing claims about early brain development, that extra stimulation could enhance IQ by preserving extra synapses beyond age 3 were as wildly optimistic as they were incorrect. Neuroscientist, Dr. John Bruer in his withering critique, The Myth of the First Three Years, argued convincingly that neuroscience provides no evidence for that the years of 0-3 constitute a critical all-or-nothing opportunity to increase children’s intelligence. Furthermore, emerging neuroscience and behavioral/research hints at precisely the opposite conclusion: brain plasticity lasts throughout life.
  Not only are educational toys and classical music unnecessary for healthy brain development, there is also no evidence to support any particular style of parent/child interaction. “Brain science” he concluded, “even if we add in behavioral science, can not tell us how to raise a scientifically correct child. Parents should realize that children thrive in a wide variety of physical and cultural environments and learn and benefit from experiences throughout their lives.”

But there were more profound problems with the attempt to apply neuroscience to early childhood. Integrating neuroscience with existing behavioral and cognitive research requires bridging the gap between two historically distinct disciplines. It would, according to Bruer, require “a clear understanding of their basic assumptions and methods” and “the levels of analysis at which they operate.”
  Instead of looking at brain function and drawing conclusions about how we learn, he suggested, it made more sense to use what psychological research has taught us about how people learn to guide neuroscientific study. This new approach, represented today by “cognitive neuroscience” might one day “enhance our understanding of the mechanisms underlying learning”

The popular fascination with early brain development persists in spite of high profile challenges like the Baby Einstein class action suit in which its creators were forced to admit that its products won’t make babies more intelligent. There have been no startling breakthroughs in the field, and yet, neuroscience continues to be the star attraction in every discussion of child policy

From Neighborhoods to Neurons

Today’s “Science-based” approach to child policy is composed of two strands, a neuro-centric strand and an economic strand.

The Neuro-centric strand is best exemplified by the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University (CDCH). It grew out of the “From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood”, a report jointly published by the Board on Children, Youth, and Families, the National Research Council and the Institute of Medicine in 2000. The report aimed, according to its co-author, Jack Shonkoff, to “study the broad knowledge base that we have about development in the early years of life—both the research on brain development and the behavioral and social sciences”
 Shonkoff, and his collaborators went on to found the CDCH. 

The center brings together scientists and scholars to establish, in its own words, “what the rapidly advancing biological and social sciences do and do not say about early childhood” and to “communicate this integrated information to policy makers and civic leaders.”
 Science, they say, has identified five key concepts about child development that should influence public policy. All of them, they argue, point to the singular importance of the first five years in creating the basis for a “Prosperous and sustainable society”
 They are:
· Brains are built over time, from the bottom up. 

· The interactive influences of genes and experience shape the developing brain

· The brain’s capacity for change decreases with age

· Cognitive, emotional and social capabilities are inextricably intertwined throughout life

· Toxic stress damages developing brain architecture, which can lead to life-long problems in learning, behavior and physical and mental illness. 

It is worth noting that concepts are expressed almost exclusively in terms of the needs of the brain even though neuroscience plays only a very small part in the analysis.

The Economic strand of the “Science-based” approach uses economic analysis techniques to draw conclusions about the effectiveness of programs aimed at improving cognitive and non cognitive abilities. Its chief proponent is economist and Nobel laureate, James Heckman of the University of Chicago. According to Heckman, the data shows that interventions between the ages of 0-5 yield better results in the long term and offer therefore, a better return on investment. He believes that his work in combination with advances in neuroscience demonstrates the extent to which early learning influences “the development of neural circuits that mediate cognitive, linguistic, emotions and social capacities.”

Though is not my intention to provide a detailed critique of the scientific or economic research, I believe there is good reason to be skeptical of this Science-based approach. 

The attempt to integrate neuroscience with biological and social research is has proved methodologically problematic and has led to reductive focus on brain development in the early years. Factoring in economic analysis, does little to add to our understanding of learning and tends to create a neurocentric schema of cause-and-effect relationships.
A working paper from the National Bureau of Economic Research is typical. The paper, Economic, Neurobiological and Behavioral Perspectives on Building America’s Future Work Force presents an array research from different disciplines including:  retrospective analysis of early childhood programs versus job training program; psychological research into the influence of early experience on the temperament of monkeys; research into sensitive periods for language acquisition in human and neuroscientifc research into sensitive periods of brain development in owls and rats. 
On the basis of these different strands of research, the authors conclude that “Among disadvantaged children, the greatest return on investment derives from investing in the earliest years because (italics mine) early experiences exert particularly powerful influences at time when foundational skills and behavioral patterns are being established and when underlying neural circuits are most plastic and optimally receptive to alteration at fundamental levels of architecture, chemistry and gene expression.” “As the brain matures”, they continue, “experience continues to shape the neurobiology and behavioral manifestations of a wide range of adult capabilities, including those that affect performance in the work place.” 

But conclusions that may seem reasonable on the surface are ultimately problematic. Although it is tempting to look at the studies from Neuroscience, psychology and economic analysis of early childhood programs the mere presence of evidence in one area does not necessarily imply a causal relationship between evidence in any other. Certainly, neuroscience shows some relatively sensitive periods for brain development in animals and there is also evidence from developmental research indicating that early childhood is an important period for the acquisition things like language.  Economic analysis of program data does shows early intervention programs are more effective than those later in life. But to conclude that interventions that take place later in life must be less successful because of when they take place visa via sensitive periods of brain development seems a stretch. It is particularly striking the neuroscientific research, is presented an explanation for particular outcomes rather than simply a description of neurological mechanisms at work in early childhood. The over all effect is to reduce childhood development to technical matter of timing and neurological mechanisms. 
In fact this technical approach tells us very little about why individual children turn out the way they do, and may blind us to better understanding more complex social and cultural factors such as those explored by Annette Lareau in her ground-breaking book, Unequal Childhoods. .

How could this brain-centered view influence child policy? The Harlem Children’s Zone provides a useful case study.

The Harlem Children’s Zone

The HZC is a non-profit organization providing services impoverished children in a 97 block area of Harlem. It has a budget of more than 48 million for 2010 and aims to serve 15,000 children and 7000 adults. It spends an average of about 5000 per child. Most of HCZ does receive some public funds but most of its budget comes from private sources which impose rigorous standards of 

There are two main ideas that underpin the philosophy of the HCZ. The first  is that in order for children to be successful, a critical mass of the adults around them need to be “well versed in the techniques of effective parenting, and are engaged in local educational, social, and religious activities with their children” The second is very “early and progressive intervention”, beginning before birth and continuing through college 

The HCZ has become the most important model for early childhood policy for the Obama administration which has set aside $10 million in planning grants for organizations around the country interested in setting up similar programs.

Inspiration 

The HCZ is the vision of Geoffrey Canada, a long time neighbourhood activist. According to Paul Tough, in his compelling account of the first years of the HCZ, Canada was inspired by his experience as a second-time father in the late ‘90s. It was as the height of the public interest in brain development. There was an explosion of books and articles about brain stimulation and entrepreneurs of all stripes seized on the idea and marketed brain building products and services to middle class parents.

Canada was impressed. In an interview for This American life, he recalled “I just found it fascinating that since I had raised my first children, the amount of information (available) about what we should be doing in that period of time was quite staggering. I thought I was a pretty good parenting the early years, but now  I was looking back and thinking I was not a great parent in relation to) what they say is happening in a child’s developmental processes between 0-3.”

When he investigated he found no awareness of brain development among Harlem parents and very little in the way of programs for young children. For Canada it seemed that middle class parents, he and his wife included, were obsessed with preparing their children for success. The early childhood components of the HCZ were intended to replicate the advantages that seemed to flow from middle class homes.
Structure
Early Childhood
The HCZ early childhood offering is comprised of The Baby College, The Three-Old-Year Journey and Harlem Gems preschool. 
--Baby College

HCZ outreach workers target pregnant women in the area by leafleting housing projects, Laundromats and sometimes by approaching them on the street. The Baby College program lasts 9 consecutive Saturday mornings with weekly follow up home visits from HCZ staff.  Each session is comprised of to 80 expectant parents. The participants include high numbers of parents on welfare, teenaged parents, homeless parents and parents with a history of substance abuse or a prison record. Geoffrey Canada and the HCZ staff estimate that 10-15% of will not be good parents and will require additional support.

The curriculum is based on T Barry Brazelton’s “Touch Points” focusing on discipline, attachment and parental stress. It also includes SIDS, child-proofing and immunization. All instructors are African American.
The program has a budget of 1.2 million dollars or about $3000 per graduating parent.

--Harlem Gems Preschool 
Aimed at preschooler and their parents the Harlem Gems preschool program begins at 8:00AM and ends at 5:45. It aims to build school readiness by focusing on building routines, socialization, and pre-literacy skills. Children also learn French and Spanish. Curriculum based in part of the research of Betty Hart and Todd Risley – which showed that IQ and Language skills are relative to how many words they hear from their parents.
  There is a 4:1 student teacher ratio and each classroom has a family worker charged with ensuring that parents remain active and involved through monthly parents’ meetings, book nights and parenting workshops.
--The Three-Year-Old Journey

Designed to follow on from Baby College, The Three-Year-Old Journey is open to parents whose children have been selected via lottery to attend the Promise Academy Kindergarten. The on-going program meets every Saturday. Parents discuss brain-development, discipline and health. The curriculum is presented to parents as information based on scientific research and includes units on attachment theory and promoting school readiness. Parents learn about turning activities like going to the supermarket into “teachable moments” and are encouraged to use the Bracken Concept scales both to benchmark and assess their child’s progress.  A social worker and a clinical psychologist is on staff and available to parents. 

School-aged children

--Promise Academy Charter Schools 
The Promise Academy started in 2004 as part of what Geoffrey Canada refers to as the “conveyor belt”, the on-going educational and social support the HCZ provides to the families it serves. The charter schools currently begin with Kindergarten and extend though the 9th grade. The schools will add a grade per year to eventually include all grades K-12. Classes run 11 months of the year. Students at grade level spend 50% more time on than most NYC school students and those testing below grade level spend twice as much time through their participation in after school and Saturday programs. The school provides free medical and dental care, incentives for student achievement such as cash or prizes (such as a trip to France), free meals as well as food baskets, bus fare, etc. for families.
 
Results and Prospects
William Dobbie and Roland Fryer conducted a rigorous analysis of the HCZ for The National Bureau of Economic Research. The report, published in November 2009, credits the middle school for “closing the black-white achievement gap in mathematics” and “reducing it by nearly half in English Language arts.” In the elementary school the achievement gap has completely eliminated. 
How has the HCZ achieved this? Interestingly, the report is that the authors found “no empirical evidence that Harlem Gems or The Baby College is positively associated with achievement”. It appears, at least superficially that the effect of the HCZ early childhood programs, like other similar programs tend to fade out by 3rd grade. Though it is too soon to draw hard and fast conclusions these preliminary results suggest that the relationship between early childhood programs and later achievement is, at the very least, more complex than proponents of the “scientific-based’ approach to child policy would suggest.
 
Conclusion
Beliefs about neuroscience have played major part in shaping the early childhood component of the Harlem Children’s Zone. And while, it is tempting to attribute its success to the impact of the early childhood programs on children’s cognitive development, on closer inspection, this does not appear to be the case. It matters because experience of the HCZ is seems to validate the Science-based approach to childhood policy.  In reality the research that inspires child advocates and parents alike does little more than reduce achievement to alchemy of specially timed,  carefully crafted interventions and tends to gloss over the hard work and commitment of teachers and students. In this context Science it acts as source of cultural authority capable of rendering virtually any educational or parenting practice beyond question. It does not enlighten, so much as endorse a particular set of views about child-rearing and poverty while dismissing the potential of adults and older children

Early Childhood education is important. It sets the stage for a lifetime of engagement with the world of learning. The HCZ provides an anchor of stability for impoverished families with young children. It makes it easier for parents to work and ensures that their children will have access to basic necessities, nutritious meals and healthcare. Even more importantly it is fostering a culture of achievement among children and families alike. But as important as early childhood is, the experience of the Harlem Children’s Zone to date reminds us that opportunities for realizing the human potential of poor students do not end after Kindergarten, that good quality teaching, hard work and ambition have the potential to turn even “Science” on its head.
� A sad footnote to the HCZ experience concerns the first class of 8th graders in the Promise Academy Middle school. The HCZ began recruiting students in the neighborhood in 2005. Most students tested a two to three years below their grade level. Try as they might, the teachers and staff at the middle school were unable to raise test scores enough to satisfy the board of trustees, many of whom had invested substantial amounts of their own fortunes in the project. After two years, Canada was faced with the choice of turning control of the middle school over to KIPP, an organization with a track record of running successful charter schools in poor areas or closing the middle school all together.  In 2007 he arrived at a painful and controversial compromise: to sacrifice the older students in favor of the younger ones who might, with work, improve enough test scores enough to save the project. In 2008, the children in the 8th grade would “graduate out of the HCZ and move on to other schools so that the principal and his staff could concentrate on the remaining two grades. This left student and their parents scrambling to find places in other schools around the city a month after their entrance examinations had taken place.  In the end all the students managed to find other places and avoid the notorious local high school with its security guards and metal detectors but many families felt betrayed and anxious about their children Ironically when the students’ final test scores arrived a few months later, they had made significant improvements in reading and math, so much so that New York City awarded the middle school an A rating, the highest score possible.
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