Chapter 5

WHAT MAKES A
PERFECT PARENT?

Has there ever been another art so devoutly converted into a sci-
.e.nce as the art of parenting?

Over the recent decades, a vast and diverse flock of parenting
experts has arisen. Anyone who tries even casually to follow their
advice may be stymied, for the conventional wisdom on parenting
seems to shift by the hour. Sometimes it is a case of one expert
differing from another. At other times the most vocal experts sud-

. denly agree en masse that the old wisdom was wrong and that the
“new wisdom is, for a little while at least, irrefutably right. Breast

feéding; for example, is the only way to guarantee a healthy' and
intellectually advanced child—unless bottle feeding is the an-
swer. A baby should always be put to sleep on her back—until it is
decreed that she should only be put to sleep on her stomach. Eat-
ing liver is either a) toxic or b)-imperative for brain development.
Spare the rod and spoil the child; spank the child and go to jail.
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In her book Raising Amerzm Fxpem Parents, and a Cem‘wy of
Advice About Children, Ann Hulbert documented how parenting
experts contradict one another and even themselves. Their banter

might be hilarious were it not so confounding and, often, scary.

Gary Ezzo, who in the Babywise book series endorses an “infant-
management strategy” for moms and dads trymg to “achieve ex-
cellence in parenting,” stresses how i important it is to train ababy,
early on, to sleep alone through the night. Otherwise, Ezzo warns, .
sleep deprivation might * ‘negatively impact an infant’s develop-
ing central nervous system” and lead to learning disabilities. Ad-
vocates of ¢ co-sleepmg, meanwhile, warn that sleeping alone' is
harmful to a baby’s psyche and that he should be brought into the

“family bed.” What about stimulation? In 1983 T. Berry Brazel-

ton wrote that a baby arrives in the world “beautifully prepared
for the role of learning about him- or herself and the world all
around.” Brazelton favored eatly, ardent stimulation—an “in--
teractive” child. One hundred years earlier, however, L. Emmett
Holt cautioned that a baby is not a “plaything.” There should be

“no forcing, no pressure, no undue stimulation” durmg the first

two years of a child’s life, Holt believed; the brain is growing so
much during that time that overstimulation might cause “a great
deal of harm.” He also believed that a crying baby should never
be plcked up unless it is in pain. As Holt explained, a baby should
be left to cry for fifteen to thxrty minutes a day: “It is the baby’s
exercise.”

The typical parenting expert, like experts in other fields, is
prone to sound exceedingly sure of himself. An expert doesn't so
much argue the various sides of an issue as plant his flag firmly
on one side. That's because an expert whose argument reeks .of
restraint or nuance often doesn’t get much attention. An expert

'
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must be bold if he hopes to alchemize his homespun theory into
conventional wisdom. His best chance of doing so is to engage the
public’s emotions, for emotion is the enemy of rational argument.
And as emotions 80, one of them—fear—is more potent than the
rest. The superpredator, Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, mad-
cow disease, crib death: how can we fail to heed the expert’s ad-
vice on these horrors when, like that mean uncle telling too-scary
stories to too-young children, he has reduced us to quivers? _

" No one is more susceptible to an expert’s fearmongering than a

. parent. Fear is in fact a major component of the act of parenting,

A parent, after all, is the steward of another creature’s life, a crea-
ture who in the beginning is more helpless than the newborn of
nearly any other species. This leads a lot of parents to spend a lot
of their parenting energy simply bemg scared.

The problem is that they are often scared of the wrong things.
It’s not their fault, really. Separating facts from rumors is always

. hard work, espécially for a busy parent. And the white noise gen-

erated by the experts—to say nothing of the pressure ‘exerted by
fellow parents—is so overwhelming that they can barely think
for themselves. The facts they do manage to glean have usually
been varnished or exaggerated or otherwise. taken out of context
to serve an agenda that isn’t their own.

Consider the parents of an eight-year-old girl named, say, Molly.
Her two best friends, Amy and Imani, each live nearby. Molly'’s
parents know that Amy’s parents keep a gun in their house, so
they have forbidden Molly to play there. Instead, Molly spends a
lot of time at Imani’s house, which has a swimming pool in the
backyard. Molly’s parents feel good about having made such a
smart choice to protect their daughter.

But according to the data, their choice isn't smart at all. In a
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' given year, there is one drowning of a child for every 11,000 resi-

dential pOOIS in the United States. (In a country with 6 million
pools, this means that rc_)lighly 550 children under the agé of ten
drown each year.) Meanwhile, there is 1 child killed by a gun for
every 1 million-plus guns. (In a country with an estimated 200
million guns, this means that roughly 175 children under ten
die each year from guns.) The likelihood of death by pool (1 in
11,000) versus death by gun (1 in 1 million-plus) isn’t even close:

~ Molly is far more likely to die in a swimming accident at Imani’s

house than in gunplay at Amy’s.
But most of us are, like Molly’s parents, terrible risk assessors.

Peter Sandman, aself-described “risk communications consultant™

in Princeton, New Jetsey, made this point in eatly 2004 after a
single case of mad-cow disease in the United States prompted an
antibeef frenzy. “The basic reality,” Sandman told The New York
Times, “is that the risks that scare people and the risks thar kill
Ppeople are very different.” - .

~ Sandman offered a comparison between mad-cow disease (a su-
perscary but exceedingly rare threat) and the spread of food-borne
pathogens in the average home kitchen (exceedingly common

-but somehow not very scary). “Risks that you control are much

less a source of outrage than risks that are out of your control,”
Sandman said. “In the case of mad-cow, it feels like it’s beyond
my control. I can’t tell if my meat has prions in it or not. I can’t
see it, I can’t smell it. Whereas dirt in my own kitchen is very
much in my own control. I can clean my sporiges. I can clean the
floor.” v o o
Sandman’s “control” principle might also explain why most
people are more scared of flying in an 'airplane' than driving a car.

‘Their thinking goes like this: since I control the car, I am the one
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keeping myself safe; since’T have no control of the airplane, I am

at the n}ercy of myriad external factors.
So which should we actually fear more, .ﬂying or driving? -
It mighe first help to ask a more basic question: what, exactly,

are we aftaid of? Death, presumably. But the fear of death needs

to be narrowed down. Of course we all know that we are bound to
die, and-we might worry about it casually. But if you are told that
you have a 10 percent chance of dying within the next year, _youv
might worry a lot more, perhaps even choosing to live your life
differently. And if you are told that you have 10 percent chance
of dying within the next minute, you'll probably panic. So it’s the .

- imminent possibility of death that drives the fear—which means

that the most sensible way to calculate fear of death would be to -

* think about it on a per-hour basis. ‘

If you are taking a trip and have the choice of driving or flying,
you might wish to consider the per-hour death rate of driving
versus flying. It is true that many more people die in the United
States each year in motor vehicle accidents (roughly forty thou-
sand) than in airplane crashes (fewer than one thousand). But it’s
also true that most people spend a lot more time in cars than in
airplanes. (More people die even in boating accidents each year
than in airplane crashes; as we saw with swimming pools ver-
sus guns, water is a lot more dangerous than most people think.)
The per-hour death rate of driving versus flying, however, is about
equal. The two contraptions are equally likely (or, in .trﬁth, un-
likely) to lead to death. :

But fear best thrives in the present tense. That is why experts
rely on it; in a world that is increasingly impatient with long-

- term processes, féar is a potent short-term play. Imagine that you

are a government official charged with procuring the funds:to -
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fight one of two proven killers: terrorist attacks and heart disease.

Which cause do you think the members of Congress will open up
the coffers for? The likelihood of any given person being killed in
a terrorist attack is far smaller than the likelihood that the same
person will clog up his arteries with fatty food and die of heart
disease. But a terrorist attack happens rzow; death by heart disease
is some distant, quiet catastrophe. Terrorist acts lie beyond our

control; french fries do not. Just as important as the control factor-

is what Peter Sandman calls the dread factor. Death by terrorist
attack (or mad-cow disease) is considered wholly dreadful; death
by heart disease is, for some reason, not.

Sandman is an expert who works both sides of the aisle. One
day he might help a group of environmentalists expose a public
health‘ hazard. His client the next day could be a fast-food CEO
trying to deal with an E. cli outbreak. Sandman has reduced his
expertise to a tidy equation: Risk = hazard + outrage. For the
CEO with the bad hamburger meat, Sandman engages in “out-
rage reduction”; for the environmentalists, it’s “outrage increase.”

Note that Sandman addresses the outrage but not the hazard -

itself, He concedes that outrage and hazard do not carry equal

weight in his risk equation. “When hazard is high and outrage -
is low, people underreact,” he says. “And when hazard is low and

-outrage is hlgh they overreact.”

So why is a swimming pool less frightening than a gun? The
thought of a child being shot through the chest with a neighbor’s
gun 'is gruesome, dramatic, horrifying—in a word, outrageous.
Swimming pools do not inspire outrage. This is due in part to
the familiarity factor. Just as most people spend more time in cars
than in airplanes, most of us have a lot more experience swim-
mmg in pools than shooting guns. But it takes only about thirty
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seconds for a child to drown, and it often happens noiselessly. An

infant can drown in water as shallow as a few inches. The steps

to prevent drowning, meanwhile, are pretty straightforward: a

watchful adult, a fence around the pool, a locked back door so a
toddler doesn’t slip outside unnoticed.

If every parent followed these precaut1ons the lives of perhaps
four hundred young children could be saved each year. That would
outnumber the lives saved by two of the most widely promoted

‘inventions in recent memory: safer ¢ribs and child car seats. The

data show that car seats are, at best, nominally helpful. It is cet-
tainly safer to keep a child in the rear seat than sitting ona lap
in the front seat, where in the event of an accident he essentially
becomes a projectile. But the safety to be gained here is from pre-

" venting the kids from riding shotgun, not from strapping them

into a $200 car seat. Nevertheless, many parents so magnify the
benefit of a car-seat that they trek to the local police station or
firehouse to have it installed just right. Theirs is a gesturé of love,
surely, but also a gesture of what might be called obsessive pat-
enting. (Obsessive parents know who they are and are generally
proud of the fact; non-obsessive parents also know who the obses-
sives are and tend '.to snicker at them.)

Most innovations in the field of child safety are affiliated with—
shock of shocks—a new product to be marketed. (Neatly five:
million car seats are sold each year.) These products are often a re-
sponse to some growing scare in which, as Peter Sandman might
put it, the outrage outweighs the hazard. Compare the four hun-
dred lives that a few swimming pool precautions might save to
the number of lives saved by far noisier crusades: child-resistant
packaging (an estimated ﬁffy lives a year), flame-retardant paja-
mas (ten lives), keeping ch'ild‘re_n away from airbags in cars (fewer .
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than five young children a year have been killed by éirbags since-
~their mtroducuon) and safety drawstrmgs on children’s clothmgv
*“(two lives).

Hold on a minute, you say. What does it macter if parents are .

manipulated by experts and marketers? Shouldn’t we applaud
any effort, regardless of how minor or manipulative, that makes

* even one child safer? Don’t parents already have enough to worry
about? After all, parents are responsible for one of the most awe-
_somely important feats we know: the Very shapmg of a child’s

character. Arent they?

The most radical shift of late in the conventional wisdom on pat-
enting has been' provoked by one simple questxon how much do
parents really matter?

Clearly, bad parentmg matters a great deal. As the link between

~abortion and crime makes clear, unwanted children—who are
_disproportionately subject to neglect and abuse—have worse out-

comes than children who were eagerly welcomed by their parents.
But how much can those eager parents actually accomphsh for
their children’s sake? -

" This question represents a crescendo of decades worth of re-

' search A long line of studies, including research into twins who -

were separated at birth, had already concluded that genes alone
are respons1ble for perhaps 50 percent of a child’s personality and
abilities.

+ So if nature accounts for half of a child’s destiny, what accounts
for the other half? Surely it must be the nurturmg——the Baby
Mozart tapes, the church sermons, the museum trips, the French
lessons, the bargaining and hugging and quarreling and pumsh—
ing that, in toto, constitute the act of parenting. Buthow then

154

WHAT MAKES A PERFECT PARENT7_

to explam another famous study, the Colorado Adoptlon Proj-
ect, which followed the lives of 245. babies put up for adoption
and found Vlrtually no correlation between the child’s personal-
ity traits and those of his adopted patents? Or the other studies
showing that a child’s character wasn’t much affected whether or
not he was sent to day’ care, whether he had one parent or two,

. whether his mother worked or didn’t, whether he had two mom-

mies or two daddies or one of each?

These nature-nurture dxscrepanaes were addressed in a 1998
book by a licele-known textbook author named Judith RlCh Har-
tis. The Nurture Assumption was in effect an artack on obsesswe- '
parenting, a book so provocative that it required two subtitles:
Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do and Parents Matter Less

than You Think and Peers Matter More. Harris argued, albéit gently,

that parents are wrong to think they contribute so mightily to

their child’s personality. This belief, she wrote, was a “cultural

myth.” Harris argued that the top-down influence of patents is
overwhelmed by the grassroots effect of peer pressure, the blunt
force applied each day by friends and schoolmates. o
The unlikeliness of Harris’s bombshell—she was a grand-
mother, no less, without PhD or academic afﬁhatlon—-prompted
both wonder and chagrm ‘The public may be forgiven for saying,
Here we go again,’ " wrote one reviewer. “One year we're told
bondmg is the key, the next that it’s birth order. Wait, what really
matters is stnnulatlon The first five years of life are the most im-
portant; no, the first three y years; no, it’s all over by the ﬁrst year.
Forget that: It's all genetlcs' ”

5

But Hamss theory was duly endorsed by a slate of heavy--

.Welghts Among them was Steven Pinker, the' cognitive psychol-

oglst -and bestselhng author, who in his own book Blank Slate
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called Harris's views “mind-boggling”v(in a good way). “Patients
in traditional forms of psychotherapy while away their fifty min-
utes réliving childhood conflicts and learning to blame their
unhappmess on how their parents treated them,” Pinker wrote.
“Many biographies scavenge through the subject’s childhood for
the roots of the grown-up’s tragedles and triumphs. ‘Parenting
experts’ make women feel like ogres if they slip out of the house

to work or skip a reading of Goodnight Moon. All these deeply held

beliefs will have to be rethought.” .

Or will they? Parents must matter, you tell yourself. Besides,
even if peers exert so much influence on a child, isn’t it the par-
ents who éssentially choose a child’s peers? Isn't that why parents
‘agonize over the righf neighborhood, the right school, the right
ciecle of friends? :

Still, the question of how much parents matter is a good one. It
is also terribly complicated. In determining a parent’s inﬂuehée,
which dimension of the child are we measuring: his personality?
his school grades? his moral behavior? his creative abilities? his
salary as an adult? And what weight should we assign each of the

- many inputs that affect a child’s outcome: genes, family environ-
ment, socioeconomic level; schooling, discrimination, luck, ill-
ness, and so on? ‘ '

-For the sake of argument, let’s consider the story of two boys,
one white and one black.

The white boy is raised ina Chicago suburb by parents who

read widely and involve thémselves in school reform. His father,
who has a decent manufacturing job, often takes the boy on na-
ture hikes. His mother is a housewife who will eventually go
back to college and earn a bachelor’s degree in education. The
boy is happy and perfdrms very well in school. His teachers think

N
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_ he may be a bona fide math genius. His parénts encourage him

and are terribly proud when he skips a grade. He has an adoring
younger brother who is also very bright, The family even holds
literary salons in their home.

‘The black boy is born in Daytona Beach, Florida, and his
mother abandons him at the age of two. His father has a good
job in sales but is a heavy drinker. He often beats the little boy
with the metal end of a garden hose. One night when the bby is
eleven, he is decorating a tabletop Christmas tree—the first one
he has ever had—when his father starts beating up a lady friend
in the kitchen. He hits her so hard that some teeth fly out of her.
oouth and land at the base of the boy’s Christmas tree, but the
boy knows better than to speak up. At school he makes no effort
whatsoever. Before long he is selling drugs, mugging suburban-
ites, carrying a gun. He makes sure to be asleep by the time his
father comes home from drinking, and to be out of the house
before his father awakes. The father eventually goes to jail for
sexual assault. By the age of twelve, the boy is essentially fendmg

for himself. -

You don't have to believe in obsessive parenting to think that
the second boy doesn't stand a chance and that the first boy has
it made. What are the odds that the second boy, with the added
handicap of racial discrimination, will turn out to lead a pfoduc-
tive life? What are the odds that the first boy, so deftly primed for
success, will somehow fail? And how much-of his fate should each
boy attribuite to his parents?

One could theorize forever about what makes the perfect parent.
-For two reasons, the authors of this book will not do so. The first
is that neither of us professes to be a parenting expert (although
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between us we do have Six chrldren undet the age of five). The
second is that ‘we are less persuaded by parentmg theory than by :

what the data have to say. ‘ _
Certain facets of a child’s outcome—personality, for instance,
- or creativity—are not easily measured by data. But school perfor-
mance is. And since most parents would agree that education lies
at the core of a child’s formation, it would make sense to begin by

examining a telling set of school data. ‘

" These data concern school choice, an issue that most people
feel strongly about in one direction or another. True believers
of school choice argue that their tax dollars buy them the right

to send their children to the best school p0351ble Critics worty

that school choice will leavé behind the worst students in the
worst schools. Still, just about every parent seems to believe that
her ¢hild will thrive if only he can attend the right school, the one

with an appropriate blend of academics, extracurriculars, friendli-
ness, and safety.

School choice came early to the Chicago Public School system '
That's because the CPS, like most urban school districts, hada.

disproportionate number of minority students. Despite the U.S.
Supteme Court’s 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of Education of

 Topeka, which dictated that schools be desegregated, many black .

- CPS students continued to attend schools that were nearly all-
black. So in 1980 the U.S. Department of Justice and the Chicago
Board of Education teamed up to try to better i integrate the city’s

schools. It was decreed that i incoming freshmen could apply to.

virtually any high school in the district.

Aside from its longevity, there are several reasons the CPS
school-choice program is a good one to study. It offers a huge data
set—Chicago has the third-largest school system in the country,

R
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after N ew York and Los Angeles——as well as an enormous amount
of choice (more than sixty high schools) and flexibility. Its take-
up rates are accord‘mgly very high, with roughly half of the CPS
students opting out of their neighborhood school. But the most
serendipitous aspect of the CPS program—for the sake of a study,

.at Jeast—is how the school-choice game was played.

As might be expected, throwing open the doors of any school
to every freshman in Chicago threatened to create bedlam. The
schools with good test scores and high graduatios rates would
be rabidly oversubscribed, making it 1rnp0551ble to satisfy evety
student’s request. ‘

In the interest of fairness, the CPS resorted to a lottery. For a
researcher, this is a remarkable boon. A behavioral scientist could
hardly design a better experiment in his laboratory. Just as the
scientist might randomly assign onie mouse to a treatment group
and another to a control group, the Chicago school board effec-
tively did the same. Imagine two students, statistically identi-
cstl, each of whom wants to attend a new, better school. Thanks
to how the ball bounces in the hopper, one student goes to the

~ new school and the other stays behind. Now imagine multiplying

those students by the thousands. ‘The result is a natural experi-
ment on a grand scale. This was hardly the goal in the mind of

' the Chicago school officials who conceived the lottery. But when

viewed in this way, the lottery offers a wonderful means of mea-

suring just how much school choice—or, really, a better school—

»truly matters.

So what do the data reveal? o
The answer will not be heartening to obsessive parents: in this
case, school choice barely mattered at all. It is true that the Chi-

“cago students  who entered the school-choice lottery were more
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likely to graduate than the students who didn't—which seems
to suggest that school choice does make a difference. But that’s
an illusion. The proof is in this comparison: the students who

won the lottery and went to a “better” school did no better than

equivalent students who lost the lottery and werte left behind.
That is, a student who opted out of his neighborhood school was
more likely to graduate whether or not he actually won the op-

portunity to go to a new school. What appears to be an advantage

gained by going to a new school isn't connected to the new school
at all. What cthis means is that the students—and parents—who

choose to opt out tend to be smarter and more academically mo-

tivated to begin with. But statistically, they gained no academic.

benefit by changing schools.

And is it true that the students left behmd in neighborhood
schools suffered? No: they continued to test at about the same

levels as before the supposed brain drain. 7 .

There was, however, one group of students in Chicago who did
see a dramatic change: those who entered a technical school or ca-
reer aéademy. These students performed substantially better than

they did in their old academic settings and graduated at a much

higher rate than their past performance would have predicted. So
the CPS school-choice program did help prepare a small segment
of otherwise struggling students for solid careers by giving them
practical skills. But it doesn’t appear that it made anyone much
smarter.

Could it really be that school choice doesn’t much matter? No
self-respecting parent, obsessive or otherwise, is ready to believe
that. But wait: maybe it’s because the CPS study measures high-
school students; maybe by then the die has already been cast.
“There are too many students who arrive at high school not pre-
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pared to do high school work,” Richard P. Mills, the education
commissioner of New-York State, noted recently, “too many stu-
dents who arrive at high school reading, writing, and doing math
at the elementary level. We have to correct the problem in the
earlier grades.”

Indeed, academic studies have substantiated Mills’s anxiety. In

' examining the income gap between black and white adults—it

is well established that black§ earn significantly less—scholars
have found that the gap is virtually eradicated if the blacks’ lower
eighth-grade test scores are taken into account. In other words,
the black-white income gap is largely a product of a black-white
education gap that could have been observed many years earlier.
“Reducing the black-white test scote gap,” wrote the authors of

“one study, “would do more to promote racial equality than any

other strategy that commands broad political support.”

So where does that black-white test gap come from? Many the-
ories have been put forth over the .years: vae'rty, genetic makeup,
the “summer setback” phenomenon (blacks are thought to lose
more ground than whites when school is out of session), racial
bias in testing or in teachers perceptions, and a black backlash
agamst “acting white.” .

" Inapaper called “The Economics of Actmg White, ” the young
black Harvard economist Roland G. Fryer Jr. argues that some
black students “have tremendous disincentives to invest in par-
ticular behav1ors (i.e., education, ballet, etc.) due:to the fact that
they may be deemed a person who is trying to act like a white
person (a.k.a. selling-out’). Such a label, in some nelghborhoods
can carry penalties that range from bemg deemed a social outcast,
to being beaten or killed.” Fryer cites the recollections of a young
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, known then as Lew Alcindor, who had
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just entered the fourth grade in a new school and discovered that

he was a better reader than even the seventh graders: “When the

kids found this out, I became a target. . . . It was my first time

away from home, my first experience in an all-black situation, and

Ifound myself being punished for everything I'd ever been taught
was right. I‘got all A's and was hated for it; I spoke correctly and
was called a punk. I had to learn a new language simply to be able
to deal with the threats. I had good manners and was a good little
boy and paid for it with my hide.” S

* Fryer is also one of the authors of “Understanding the Black-
White Test Score Gap in the First Two Years of School.” This

paper takes advantage of a new trove of government data that’
helps reliably address the black-white gap. Perhaps more interest-

ingly, the data do a nice job-of answering the question that every
parent—black, white, and otherwise—wants to ask: what are the

factors that do and do not affect a child’s performance in the early ’

school years?

In the late 1990s, the U.S. Department of Education undertook v

a monumental project called the Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study. The ECLS sought to measure the academic progtess of
more than twenty thousand children from kindergarten through
the fifth grade. The subjects were chosen from across the ‘coun-
try to represent an accurate cross section of American schoolchil-
dren. o '

The ECLS measured the students’ academic performance and
gathered typical survey information about each child: his or her

race, gender family structure, socioeconomic status, the level of
his or her parents’ education, and so-on. But the study went well .
beyond these basics. It also included interviews with the students ,
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parents (and teachers and school .administrators), posing a long
list of questions more intimate than those in the typical govern-
ment interview: whether the parents spanked their children, and

how often; whether they took them to libraries or museums; how

much television the children watched. : ,
The result is an incredibly rich set of data—which, if the right
questxons are asked of it, tells some surprising stories.
How can this type of data be made to tell a reliable story? By
subjecting it to the economist’s favorite trick: regression analysis.

‘No, regression analysis is not some forgotten form of psychiatric
" treatment. It i isa powerful—lf limited—tool that uses statistical

techmques to‘identify otherwise elusive correlations. -

- Corvelation is nothing more than a statistical term that indi-
cates whether two variables move together. It tends to be cold
outside when it snows; those two factors are positively correlated.
Sunshine and rain, meanwhile, are negatively correlated. Easy
enough—as long as there are only a couple of variables. But with
a couple of bundred variables, things get harder. Regression analy-"
sis is the tool that enables an economist to sort out these huge
piles of data. It does so by artificially holding constant every vari-
able except the two he wishes to focus on, and then showing how

“those two co-vary.

Ina perfect world, an economist could run a controlled ex-
periment just as a physicist or a biologist does: setting up two
samples, randomly manipulating one of them, and measuring

“ the effect. But an economist rarely has the luxury of such pure

experimen’tation. (That's why the school-choice lottery in. Chi-

“cago was such a happy accident.) What an economist typically

has is a data set with a great many variables, none of them ran-
domly generated, some related and others not. From this jum-
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ble, he must determine which factors are correlated and which

are-not.

sion analysis as performing the following task: converting each Qf
those twenty thousand schoolchildren into a sort of circuit board
with an identical number of switches. Fach swi_tch reiarese_nté a
single category of the child’s data: his first-grade math score, his
third-grade math score, his first-grade reading score, his third-
grade reading scote, his mother’s education level, his father’s in-
come, the number of books in his home, the relative affluence of
his neighborhood, and so on. ‘ ' _
Now a researcher is able to tease some insights from this very
complicated set of data. He can line up all the children who

“share many characteristics—all the circuit boards that have their

switches flipped the same direction—and then pinpoint the
single characteristic they don’t share. This is how he.isolates the

true impact of that single switch on the sprawling circuit board.

This is how the effect of that switch—and, eventually, of every -

switch-—Dbecomes manifest. ,
Let’s say that we want to ask the ECLS data a fundamental ques-

tion about parenting and education: does having'a lot of books

~ in’ your home lead your child to do well in school? Regression
“analysis can't quite answer that question, but it can answer a sub-~
tly different one: does a child with a lot of books in his home tend .

to do better than a child with no books? The difference between
the first and second questions is the difference between causality
(question 1) and correlation (question 2). A regression. analysis
can démonstréte cofrelation, but it doesn’t prove cause. After all,
there are several ways in which two variables can be correlated. X
can cause Y; Y can cause X; or it may be that some other factor is
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causing both X and Y. A regression alone can't tell you whether it
snows because it’s cold, whether it’s cold because it snows, or if the
two just happen to go together.

The ECLS data do show, for instance, that a child with a lot
of books ifi his home tends to test higher than a child with no
books. So those factors are correlated, and that’s nice to know.
But higher test scores are correlated with many other factors as
well. If you simply measure children with a lot of books against
children with no books, the answer may not be very meaningful.

Perhaps the number of books in a child’s home merely indicates

how much money his parents make. What we really want to do is
measute two children who are alike in every way except one—in
this case, the number of books in their homes—and see if that
one factor makes a difference in their school performance.

It should be said that regression analysis is more art than sci-
ence. (In this regard, it has a great deal in common with parenting
itself) But a skilled practitioner can use it to tell how meaningful
a correlation is—and maybe even tell whether that correlation
does indicate a causal relationship.

So what does an analysis of the ECLS data tell us about school-
children’s performance? A number of things. The first one con-
cerns the black-white test score gap.

It has long been observed that black children, even before they
set foot in a classroom, underperform their white counterparts.
Moreover, black children didn’t measure up even when control-
ling for a wide array of variables. (To control for a variable is es-
sentially to eliminate its influence, much as one golfer uses a
handicap against another. In the case of an academic study such
as the ECLS, a researcher might control for any number of disad-
vantages that one student might carry when measured against

165



i

FREAKONOMICS

the average student.) But this new data set tells a different story.
After controlling for just a few variables—including the income
and education level of the child’s parents and the mother’s age at
the birth of her first child—the gap between black and white
children is virtually eliminated at the time the children enter
school. '

This is an encouraging finding on two fronts. It means that
young black children have continued to make gains relative to
their white counterparts. It also means that whatever gap remains
can be linked to a handful of readily identifiable factors. The data
reveal that black children who perform pootly in school do so not

. because they are black but because a black child is more likely

to come from a low-income, low-education household. A typical
black child and white child from the same socioeconomic back-
ground, however, have the same abilities in math and reading
upon entering kindergarten.

Great news, right? Well, not so fast. First of all, because the
average black child s more likely to come from a low-income,
low-education household, the gap is very real: on average, black
children still zre scoring worse. Worse yet, even when the parents’
income and education are controlled for, the black-white gap re-
appears within just two years of a child’s entering school. By the
end of first grade, a black child is underperforming a statistically
equivalent white child. And the gap steadily grows over the sec-
ond and third grades.

Why does this happen? That’s a hard, complicated question.

But one answer may lie in the fact that the school attended by the

typical black child is not the same school attended by the typi-
cal white child, and the typical black child goes to a school that
is simply ... bad. Bven fifty years after Brown v. Board, many
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'American schools are virtually segregated. The ECLS project sur-

veyed roughly one thousand schools, taking samples of twenty
children from each. In 35 percent of those schools, not a single
black child was included in the sample. The typical white child
in the ECLS study attends a school that is only 6 percent black;
the typical black child, meanwhile, attends a school that is about
60 petcent black.

Just how are the black schools bad? Not, interestingly, in the
ways that schools are traditionally measured. In terms of class
size, teachers’ education, and computer-to-student ratio, the
schools attended by blacks and whites are similar. But the typical
black student’s school has a far higher rate of troublesome indica-

“tors, such as gang problems, nonstudents loitering in front of the

school, and lack of PTA funding. These schools offer an environ-
ment that is simply not conducive to learning.

Black students are hardly the only ones who suffer in bad schools.
White children in these schools also perform poorly. In fact, there
is essentially no black-white test score gap within a bad school in
the early years once you control for students’ backgrounds. But
all students in a bad school, black and white, 4o lose ground to
students in good schools. Perhaps educators and researchers are
wrong to be so hung up on the black-white test score gap; the
bad-school/good-school gap may be the more salient issue. Con-
sider this fact: the ECLS data reveal that black students in good
schools don’t lose ground to their white counterparts, and black
students in good schools outperform whites in poor schools.

So according. to these data, a child’s school does seem to have a
clear impact on his academic progress, at least in the early years.
Can the same be said for parenting? Did all those Baby Mozart
tapes pay off?. What about those marathon readings of Goodnighs
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Moon? Was the move to the suburbs worthwhile? Do the kids
with PTA parents do better than the kids whose parents have
never heard of the PTA? .

The wide-ranging ECLS data offer a number of compelling cor-
relations between a child’s personal circumstances and his school
performance. For instance, once all other factors are controlled
for, it is clear that students from rural areas tend to do worse than
average. Suburban children, meanwhile, are in the middle of the
curve, while urban children tend to score higher than average. (It
may be that cities attract a more educated workforce and, there-.
fore, parents with smarter children.) On average, gitls test higher
than boys, and Asians test higher than whites—although blacks,
as we have already established, test similarly to whites from com-

- parable backgrounds and in comparable schools.

Knowing what you now know about regression analysis, con--

ventional wisdom, and the art of parenting, consider the follow-
ing list of sixteen factors. According to the ECLS data, eight of
the factors show a strong correlation—positive or negative—with
test scores. The other eight don’t seem to matter. Feel free to guess
which are which. Keep in mind that these results reflect only a
child’s eatly test scores, a useful but fairly narrow measurement;

poor testing in eatly childhood isn't necessarily a great harbinger

of future earnings, creativity, or happiness.

The child has highly educated parents.

The child’s family is intact.

Thé child’s parents have high sociveconomic status.

The child's parents recently moved into a better neighborhood.

The child's mother was thirty or older at the time of her first child’s birth.
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The child's mother didn't work between birth and kindergarten.
The child had low birthweight.

The child attended Head Start.

The child's parents speak English in the home.

The child’s parents regularly take him to musenms.
The child is adopted.

The child is vegularly spanked.

The child’s parents are involved in the PTA.

The child frequently watches television.

The child has many books in his home.

The child's parents read to him nearly every day.

Here now are the eight factors that are strongly correlated with -
test scotes:

The child bas highly educated parents.

The child’s parents have high socioeconomic status. ,

The child's mother was thirty or older at the time of her first child's
birth.

The child bad low birthweight,

The child’s parents speak English in the home.

The child is adopted,

The child's parents are involved in the PTA.

The child has many books in his home.

And the eight that aren’t:

The cbz'/d’sfamz'ly is intact,

The child'’s parents recently moved into a better neighborbood,
The child's mother didn’s work between birth and kindergarten.
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The child attended Head Stars. _
The childs Dparents vegularly take him to museums.
The child is regularly spanked.

The child frequently watches television.

The child's parents read to him nearly every day.

Now, two by two:

MATTERS:  'The child has highly educated parents.

DOESN'T:  The child's family is intact.

A child whose parents are highly educated typically does well .

in school; not much surprise there. A family with a lot of school-
ing tends to value schooling. Perhaps more important, parents
with higher IQs tend to get more education, and IQ is strongly
hereditary. But whether a child’s family is intact doesn’t seem to
matter. just as the earlier-cited studies show that family structure
has little impact on a child’s personality, it does not seem to af-
fect his academic abilities either, at least in the early years. This
is not to say that families ought to go around splitting up willy—
nilly. It should, however, offer encouragement to the roughly
twenty million American schoolchildren bemg raised by a single

parent.

MATTERS:  The child's parents have high socioeconomic

Status,

" DOESN'T:  The child’s parents vecently moved into a bester
neighborhood.

A high socioeconomic status is strongly correlated to higher

test scores, which seems sensible. Socioeconomic status is a strong -
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indicator of success in general—it suggests a higher IQ and more
education—and successful parents are more likely to have suc-
cessful children. But moving to a better neighborhood doesn’t
improve a child’s chances in school. It may be that moving itself
is a disruptive force; more likely, it’s because a nicer house doesn’t
improve math or reading scores any more than nicer sneakers
make you )ump higher.

MATTERS:  The child’s mother was thirty or Older at the time
o ber first childs birth, '

DOESN'T:  The child’s mother didn’t work between bzrtb and
kindergarten.

A woman who doesn’t have her first child until she is at least
thirty is likely to see that child do well in school. This mother
tends to be a woman who wanted to get some advanced education
or develop traction in her career. She is also likely to want a child
more than a teenage mother wants a child. This doesn’t mean
that an older first-time mother is necessarily a better mother,
but she has put herself—and her children—in a more advanta-
geous position. (It is worth noting that this advantage is nonex-
istent for a teenage mother who waits until she is thirty to have
her second child. The ECLS data show that her second child will
perform no better than her first.) At the same time, a mother
who stays home from work until her child goes to kindergarten
does not seem to provide any advantage. Obsessive parents might
find this lack of correlation bothersome—what was the point of
all those Mommy and Me classes>—but that is what the data
tell us.
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‘matTers:  The child had low birthweight.
poESN'T:  The child attended Head Start.

A child who had a low birthweight tends to do pootly in

school. It may be that being born prematurely is simply hurt-
ful to a child’s overall well-being. It may also be that low birth-
weight is a strong forecaster of poor parenting, since a mother
who siokes or drinks or otherwise mistreats her baby in utero
isn’t likely to turn things around just because the baby is born.
A low-birthweight child, in turn, is more likely to be a poor
child—and, therefore, more likely to attend Head Start, the fed-
eral preschool program. But according to the ECLS data, Head
Start does nothing for a child’s future test scores. Despite a deep
reservoir of appreciation for Head Start (one of this book’s authors

" was a charter student), we must acknowledge that it has repeat-

edly been proven ineffectual in the long term. Here's a likely rea-
son: instead of spending the day with his own undereducated,
overworked mother, the typical Head Start child spends the day
with someone else’s undereducated, overworked mother. (And a
whole roomful of similarly needy children.) As it happens, fewer
than 30 percent of Head Start teachers have even a bachelot’s de-
gree. And the job pays so poorly—about $21,000 for a Head Start
teacher versus $40,000 for the average public-school kindergar-
ten teacher—that it is unlikely to attract better teachers any time

soon.

mATTERS:  The child's pavents speak English in the bome.

DOESN'T:  The child'’s parents vegularly take him to museums.

A ‘child with English-speaking parents does better in school

' than-one whose parents don't speak English. Again, not much
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of a surprise. This correlation is further supported by the perfor-
~mance of Hispanic students in the ECLS study. As a group, His-
panic students test pootly; they are also disproportionately likely
to have non-English-speaking parents. (They do, however, tend
to catch up with their peers in later grades.) So how about the
opposite case: what if a mother and father are not only proficient
in English but spend their weekends broadening their child’s cul-
tural horizons by taking him to museums? Sorty. Culture cram-
ming may be a foundational belief of obsessive parenting, but the

ECLS data show no correlation between museum visits and test
scores.

MATTERS:  The child is adopted,

poEsN'T:  The child is regularly spanked.

There is a strong cortelation—a negative one—between adop-
tion and school test scores. Why? Studies have shown that a
child’s academic abilities are far mote influenced by the IQs of
his biological parents than the IQs of his adoptive parents, and
mothers who offer up their children for adoption tend to have éig—
nificantly lower IQs than the people who ate doing the adopting.
There is another explanation for low-achieving adoptees which,
though it may seem distasteful, jibes with the basic economic
theory of self-interest: a woman who knows she will offer her baby

- for adoption may not take the same prenatal care as a woman who

is keeping her baby. (Consider—at the risk of furthering the dis-
tasteful thinking—how you treat a car you own versus a car you

. are renting for the weekend.)

But if an adopted child is prone to lower test scores, a spanked
child is not. This may seem surprising—not because spanking it-
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self is necessatily detrimental but because, conventionally xpeak-
ing, spanking is considered an unenlightened practice. We might
therefore assume that parents who spank are unenlightened in
other ways. Perhaps that isn’t the case at all. Or pethaps there
is a different spanking story to be told. Remember, the ECLS
survey included direct interviews with the children’s parents. So
a parent would have to sit knee to knee with a government re-
searcher and admit to spanking his child. This would suggest
that a parent who does so is either unenlightened or—more
incerestingly——congenitally honest. It may be that honesty is

more important to good parentmg than spanking is to bad par-
enting.

MATTERS:  The child’s parents are involved in the PTA.

DOESN'T:

The child frequently watches television.

A child whose parents are involved in the PTA tends to do well
in school-—which probably indicates that parents with a strong
relationship to education get involved in the PTA, not that their
PTA involvement somehow makes their children smarter. The
ECLS data show no correlation, meanwhile, between a child’s test.

scores and the amount of television he watches. Despite the con-

ventional wisdom, watching television apparently does not turn
a child’s brain to mush. (In Finland, whose education system has
been ranked the world’s best, most children do not begin school
until age seven but have often learned to read on their own by
watching American television with Finnish subtitles.) Nor, how-

ever, does using a computer at home turn a child into Einstein:

the ECLS data show no correlation between computer use and
school test scores.
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Now for, the final pair of factors:

MATTERS:  The child has many books in bis home.

DOESN'T:  The child's parents vead to him nearly every day.

As noted earlier,la child with many books in his home has in-
deed been found to do well on school tests. But regularly reading
-to a child doesn’s affect early childhood test scores.

This would seem to present a riddle. It bounces us back to our
original question: just how much, and in what ways, do parents
really matter? '

Let’s start with the positive correlation: books in the home
equal higher test scores. Most people would look at this correla-
tion and infer an obvious cause-and-effect relationship. To wit:
a little boy named Isaiah has a lot of books at home; Isaiah does
beautifully on his reading test at school; this must be because his
mother or father regularly reads to him. But Isaiah’s friend Emily,
who also has a lot of books in her home, practically never touches
them. She would rather dress up her Bratz or watch cartoons. And
Emily tests just as well as Isaiah. Meanwhile, Isaiah and Emily’s
friend Ricky doesnt have zzy books at home. But Ricky goes to
the library every day with his mother. And yet he does worse on
his school tests than either Emily or Isaiah.

What are we to make of this? If reading books doesn’t have an
impact on early childhood test scores, could it be that the books’
mere physical presence in the house makes the children smartet?
Do books perform some kind of magical osmosis on a child’s
brain? If so, one might be tempted to simply deliver a truckload
of books to every home that contains a preschooler. :

. That, in fact, is what the governor of Illinois tried to do..In
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early 2004, Governor Rod Blago}evich announced a plan to

mail one book a month to every child in Illinois from the time
they were born until they entered kindergarten. The plan would
cost $26 million a year. But, Blagojevich argued, this was a vi-
tal intervention in a state where 40 percent of third graders read
below their grade level. “When you ‘own {books} and they’re
yours,” he said, “and they just come as part of your life, all of
* that will contribute to a sense . . . that books should be part of
your life.”

So all children born in Illinois would end up with a sixty-

volume library by the time they entered school. Does this mean

they would all perform better on their reading tests?

Probably not. (Although we may never know for sute: in the,

end, the Illinois legislature rejected the book plan.) After all, the
ECLS data don’t say that books in the house cause high test scores;
it says only that the two are correlated.

How should this correlation be interpreted? Here's a likely the-
ory: most pafeﬁts who buy a lot of children’s books tead to be
smart and well educated to begin with. (And they pass on their
smarts and work ethic to their kids.) Or pethaps they care a great
deal about education, and about their children in general. (Which
means they create an environment that encourages and rewards
learning.) Such parents may believe—as fervently as the governor
of Illinois believed—that every children’s book is a talisman that
leads to unfettered intelligence. But they are probably wrong. A
book is in fact less a cause of intelligence than an indicator.

“So what does all this have to sdy about the importance of par-
ents in general? Consider again the eight ECLS factors that are
correlated with school test scores:

WHAT MAKES A PERFECT PARENT?

The child bas highly educated parents.

The child’s parents have high sociveconomic status.

The cﬁildk mother was thirty or older at the time of her first child's
birth.

The child had low birthweight,

The child's parents speak English in the home.
The child is adopted,

The child’s parents are involved in the PTA.
The child has many books in bis home.

And the eight factors that are not:

The child’s family is intact.

The child's parents recently moved into a better neighborhood,
The child’s mother didn’t work between birth and kindergarten.
The child attended Head Start.

The child’s parents vegularly take him to museums.

The child is regularly spanked.

" The child [frequently watches television.

The child's parents vead to him nearly every day.

To overgeneralize a bit; the first list describes things that par-
ents are; the second list describes things that parénts do. Parents
who are well educated, successful, and healthy tend to have chil-
dren who test well in school; but it doesn’t seem to much matter

whether a child is trotted off to museums or spanked or sent to

- Head Start or frequently read to or plopped in front of the televi-

sion.

For parents—and parenting experts—who are obsessed with
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child-rearing technique, this may be sobering news. The reality is
that technique looks to be highly overrated.

But this is not to say that parents don’t matter. Plainly they mat-
ter a great deal. Here is the conundrum: by the time most people
pick up a parenting book, it is far too late. Most of the things that
matter were decided Iong‘ ago—who you are, whom you married,
what kind of life you lead. If you are smart, hardworking, well
educated, well paid, and married to someone equally fortunate,

then your children are more likely to succeed. (Not does it hurt,
in all likelihood, to be honest, thoughtful, loving, and curious

about the world.) But it isn’t so'much a matter of what you b as.

a parent; it'’s who you are. In this regard, an overbearing parent
is a lot like a political candidate who believes that money wins
elections—whereas in truth, all the money in the world can't get
a candidate elected if the voters don’t like him to start with.

In a paper titled “The Nature and Nurture of Economic Out-
comes,” the economist Bruce Sacerdote addressed the nature-
nurture debate by taking a long-term quantitative look at the
effects of parenting. He used three adoption studies, two Ameri-
can and one British, each of them containing in-depth data about
the adopted children, their adoptive parents, and their biologi-
cal parents. Sacerdote found that parents who adopt children are
typically smarfer, better educated, and more highly paid than the
baby’s biological parents. But the adoptive parents’ advantages
had little bearing on the child’s school performance. As also
seen in the ECLS data, adopted children test relatively poorly in

school; any influence the adoptive parents might exert is seem-

ingly outweighed by the force of genetics. But, Sacerdote found,
the parents were not powerless forever. By the time the adopted
children became adults, they had veered sharply from the des-
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tiny that IQ alone might have predicted. Compared to similar
children who wete not put up for adoption, the adoptees were far
more likely to attend college, to have a well-paid job, and to wait
until they were out of their teens before getting married. It was
the influence of the adoptive parents, Sacerdote concluded, that
made the difference. |

.. 179



