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This article suggests a new way of understanding the con-
nections between the child, his parents, and the school.
The currently dominant view of the triad of child, parents,
and school focuses on the delivery of resources to children.
Under this vision, the primary connection between the
parents and children is the transfer of resources. The
school’s role is to replace material, intellectual, psycholog-
ical, or moral resources that the family fails to deliver.

I propose an alternative vision. The most important role
that parents play is to build a relationship with their child.
The transfer of resources from parents to children is a by-
product of this primary job of creating a relationship. The
school’s role in this scenario is to act as a partner or assis-
tant, but not as a substitute for the parents. 

This shift in vision has consequences for educational
policy and for social policy more generally. Assigning pri-
macy to the relationship over the resources implies that the
public should not transfer resources to children if it un-
dermines the parent-child relationship. At the very least,
policy-makers should find some way to effect the transfer
of resources that will support rather than undermine the
family. 
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In this paper, I give reasons to believe that the primary role
of the family is the building of relationships. I defend this
proposition with evidence drawn from several sources. The ex-
perience of children who have no families at all demonstrates
the importance of relationships relative to resources. I also
draw from the evidence showing that children with disrupted
parental relationships have a variety of difficulties, including
problems in school. Finally, I offer examples that illustrate the
impact of parental involvement on educational outcomes.

Debating on the turf labeled “transferring resources from
big people to little people” stacks the deck in favor of an in-
trusive public policy regarding children. Changing the terms
of the debate to “building up the relationships inside the
family” reveals that there are costs to indiscriminately as-
signing quasi-parental authority to public agencies, includ-
ing schools. Focusing on the relational aspect of the family
also points the direction toward policy options that are
scarcely even on today’s policy agenda. 

CURRENT POLICIES THAT TRANSFER RESOURCES
WHILE UNDERMINING THE FAMILY

It may seem a bit hysterical to conceive of the present policy
paradigm as attempting to supply resources the family fails to
deliver. Here are just a few of the many policies and recent
proposals with exactly that thrust. Not only do these policies
replace parental resources with public resources, there is good
reason to expect that these policies will weaken the relation-
ship between parents and children, rather than build it up. 

Universal Preschool

In October 1999, the Department of Education released a
study of 111 very poor children. The study concluded that an
intensive early intervention preschool program improved their
chances of going to college. The academics who conducted this
study and the Department of Education, which funded it, used
this research as an argument for universal day care beginning



in infancy. Some advocates of universal day care go so far as to
claim that it will be a cost-effective crime-control program.1

Universal day care means care for the children of well-
educated professionals, and for the children of dedicated
working-class parents who sacrifice to keep an adult in the
home all day. The study had absolutely nothing to say
about the impact of preschool on these populations, since
the test group was a group whose parents were extremely
poor and uneducated.

Universal School Breakfast Program 

In May 2000, the federal government approved a pilot study
designed to test the question whether children’s school per-
formance is improved by providing all children of all income
levels a free breakfast at school. The proponent of the study,
Rep. Lynn Woolsey, predicted the outcome of the study: pro-
viding a free breakfast for all students will prove to be a wise
educational investment and a better way to care for children.
“We know that a good breakfast is as necessary to a good ed-
ucation as are books, pencils or computers. . . . (Public schools)
don’t ask wealthy children to pay for books or supplies,” and
she maintained they should take the same approach to school
breakfast. One proponent said, “We think that just because
there is food in the refrigerator (at home) that a child is going
to eat breakfast,” as an argument that even well-off parents
cannot be counted on to feed their children breakfast.2

So, in an era of unprecedented prosperity, the state pro-
poses to take over one of the most primal functions of the
family, to feed its own young. 

Berkeley Sues Home School Parents

In June 2000, bureaucrats at California’s Berkeley Unified
School District brought proceedings against four families
there who homeschool their children. When the families
were summoned to a truancy hearing at which they declined
to provide attendance records or curriculum information,
they were referred to the Alameda County District Attorney
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for contributing to the delinquency of minors. The families
contended, however, that refusing to present documents is
their right under the California Education Code.

It is hard to imagine a deeper commitment to the welfare
of one’s child than the commitment to educate them at
home. Yet, the educational authorities are spending time and
resources attacking these dedicated families. Observers say
that money is behind the most recent attack. Schools are re-
imbursed by the state according to their average daily atten-
dance. The more pupils—including homeschoolers who
might be lassoed in—the more money the school gets, the
more teachers to be hired, the more union members re-
cruited, and the more union dues collected.3

Besides these recent headlines, policymakers over the last
generation have called upon the schools to provide an in-
creasing array of noneducational services. Some schools
teach things as mundane as toothbrushing and personal hy-
giene. Many schools have on-site day care centers, offering
care before and after school. It isn’t unusual for schools to
sponsor various kinds of health-screening services, such as
vision screening. Some elected officials advocate publicly
funded health clinics on school grounds, where students can
receive medical care without parental consent or knowledge.

Besides these instances of schools providing basic care for
children, many schools have expanded their curriculum to
include topics once universally regarded as the domain of the
family. Sex education teaches children “the facts of life,”
while “death education” teaches them the facts of death.
Schools have implemented “values clarification” programs
as substitutes for parental instruction in morals. Many par-
ents believe that these programs work at cross purposes with
their own objectives of teaching good moral behavior. Par-
ents have sometimes found it difficult to remove their own
children from these courses, much less to get the school to
change the curriculum altogether.4

Thus, the schools have become suppliers of resources to
children, often in opposition to the interests or wishes of the
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family. It is hardly alarmist to observe that, whatever their
intentions, many policymakers have placed the school in the
position of substituting for family resources. The question of
whether policies such as these support or undermine the
family is hardly ever raised, much less considered decisive. 

Many critics of these trends focus on what might be called
“the academic crowding-out effect.” Time spent teaching
values clarification or toothbrushing is time that cannot be
spent teaching math or phonics. I take a different approach.
I focus on the “family crowding-out effect.” The time that
children spend in school is time taken away from the family.
The responsibilities taken over by the schools are responsi-
bilities that no longer fall upon the family.

The primary duty of parents is to build relationships with
their children. Building relationships requires time, above
all. The responsibilities of parents toward their children are
a vital part of the web of connections between them. Eating
together, doing chores together, sometimes just doing noth-
ing together; these are all part of being in a relationship with
another person. In the process of being together, children
learn to trust their parents as a source of sustenance as well
as information, guidance, and protection. These connections
and the trust that flows from them prepare children to be in
other, more distant, relationships that also require trust and
trustworthy behavior.5

Giving explicit moral instruction is only a small part of how
parents impart information about how to behave decently.
Children obtain this kind of moral knowledge by the example
of how their parents live. Seeing their parents and participat-
ing with them in all kinds of activities is a part of that process.
As the state takes over the time parents spend with children
and the responsibilities that parents owe to children, it dimin-
ishes the opportunities for building connections inside the
family. If parents fail to build bonds with their children, the
benefits cannot so easily be replaced by schools. 

To see why the parent-child relationship is so important,
and how unlikely it is to be replaced, we turn to a discussion
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of children without any relationships at all: children who
were raised in eastern European orphanages.

CHILDREN WITH NO RELATIONSHIPS

Understanding the problems of the abandoned infant shows
how many and subtle are the ways in which a loving family
influences a child’s development. Mothers and babies do
more together than we can easily replace through even the
most expansive or best-funded public policies. 

Orphanage workers and developmental pediatricians re-
port the “failure to thrive” syndrome observed in minimal-
care orphanages. Children who are deprived of human
contact during infancy sometimes fail to gain weight and to
develop, even though all the bodily, material needs of the child
are met.6 The children who survive infancy in the orphanage
frequently have sensory-integration problems. The children
cannot successfully integrate incoming sensory information,
so they are overwhelmed by sounds, sights, and tactile sensa-
tions.7 Children with auditory-processing disorder frequently
score adequately on standard picture vocabulary tests of the
kind given to preschoolers, but they have difficulty respond-
ing to multiple commands, answering questions or perform-
ing tasks that require sequencing information.8

The tactile system of the body helps to determine where
on the body the person is being touched and what is touch-
ing them. This can be a protective system that triggers the
fight or flight response when dangerous sensations are regis-
tered.9 The vestibular sense of the body gives a child infor-
mation about where his head is in relation to solid ground.
This sense tells a child about movement and gravity. The
proprioceptive sense relates to the child’s sense of body po-
sition. This is the system that lets us know the relative posi-
tion of our body parts, without the use of our vision.10

Because these basic bodily senses are the foundation for an
array of motor and coordination skills, these children have a
surprising array of developmental and educational problems.
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These kids are hampered in their ability to do motor planning
for activities as simple as crawling, pedaling a bicycle, or using
stairs. They might have trouble with simple tasks that require
coordinating both sides of the body, such as catching a large
ball, using a rolling pin, or tying shoes. Such a child may have
difficulty with pencil and paper tasks required in elementary
school. Even holding the pencil may be a problem, much less
coordinating the hands with the eyes. The child may find it
difficult to sit at a desk for very long because he is continually
aware of the tactile input he gets just from sitting.11

The most surprising deficit correlated with sensory-integration
problems is a difficulty with speech and language develop-
ment. The connection had been noted by American researcher
A. Jean Ayers,12 who discovered that spinning or rocking a
child can sometimes enhance his ability to develop speech and
language. The connection was strengthened by the observa-
tions of eastern European orphans who exhibited both ex-
treme sensory integration and language difficulties. 

For children raised in normal families, the sensory systems
develop in the ordinary course of life. Adults pick up the child,
hold him, rock him, tickle him, and play with him. In these
earliest months, the child learns primarily through bodily or
motor processes, rather than intellectual or cognitive
processes. When daddies and big brothers toss the baby in the
air, or give her an airplane ride, or spin her around, they are,
whether they realize it or not, stimulating the vestibular and
the proprioceptive bodily-movement systems. In a pathetic at-
tempt to take care of themselves, many post-institutionalized
children stimulate themselves by spinning and rocking, at an
age when most children have outgrown the need to be rocked. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE NEGLECTED INFANT

Reflecting on the myriad difficulties of the abandoned infant
suggests transferring resources is certainly not the best way to
understand what goes on between mothers and babies. The
losses these children sustain are so numerous, so profound,
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and so resistant to correction that they require thousands of
dollars, and hundreds of hours of highly trained specialists
from numerous disciplines just to bring the child back to a very
low threshold of normal functioning. Needless to say, the re-
sources needed to repair this damage far exceed any reasonable
value we might place on the mother’s time, even the fulltime
commitment of a highly educated and highly paid mother. 

Reflecting on the neglected infant also helps us appreciate
the surprising importance of the simple activities that par-
ents do with their babies. Most parents rock their babies and
look into their eyes, without realizing that this activity wards
off attachment disorder. Very few parents are conscious of
the fact that they are stimulating their baby’s vestibular and
proprioceptive systems when they bounce the baby on their
knees, or pick them up above the head and wiggle them.
Most parents don’t realize that they are teaching their child
basic trust and reciprocity every time they play peek-a-boo.
People have been playing patty-cake with babies for genera-
tions without realizing that this simple game stimulates the
development of motor planning and coordination. 

We can apply one of the great insights of the theory of free
societies to this intricate set of interactions between parents and
children. Frederick Hayek argued that free economies would
outperform centrally planned economies. The free, decentral-
ized economy uses the local information and tacit knowledge of
particular times and circumstances. He argued further that a
centrally planned economy could never gather this information,
no matter how aggressive the data-gathering collection proce-
dures, no matter how sophisticated the computers.13

In a specialized economy, people become highly focused on
the particular thing they produce. They have a tremendous
amount of knowledge about their own little corner of the
world, both literally and figuratively. They know their spe-
cialty and their locality. Much of this knowledge is tacit, not
explicit. People routinely use knowledge they can barely artic-
ulate. They might be able to describe what they do and why
in broad outlines. But a large percentage of their activities defy
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the kind of description that is detailed enough to be useful to
a far-away planning commissar. 

In a free society, people use this information because it is
in their interest to do the best job they can do, even if they
can’t fully explain how and why they do it. A lot of infor-
mation is generated and carried by the prices in a free econ-
omy. Very few people stop to reflect upon exactly what goes
into the making of prices, even of products they use every
day. Hayek argued that the attempt to replace the decentral-
ized price system with a centrally planned, command econ-
omy would squander all this information. 

There is a very strong analogy with the work of parent-
hood. Most parents cannot articulate the physiological and
psychological significance of the activities they do with their
children. Indeed, if you ask the mother of an infant what she
did all day, she is unlikely to be able to even describe her ac-
tivities, except in the most general way. She might tell you
how many times she changed his diaper. But she will proba-
bly forget to mention that she looked in the baby’s eyes, wig-
gled his toes, and laughed while she imitated his baby
babbling sounds. She might tell you she folded laundry and
did dishes. But she probably won’t remember that she re-
warded every little noise her baby made, by smiling at the
baby, or imitating the baby’s sound, or having an imaginary
conversation with him. Far more work is going on in a nor-
mal mother-infant pair than we would ever have imagined,
in the absence of the horrendous counterexample provided
by our little eastern European orphans.

Parents naturally know more about their particular child
than even the most dedicated professional. Parents care
about the welfare of their child and will go out of their way
to pursue it. We cannot reasonably expect professional edu-
cators, psychologists, doctors, or any other specialists to care
in the same way. The knowledge that specialists can provide
has to be used by someone who specializes in the specific
case of this particular child. Parents are in a position to
know whether their child is responding well to a particular
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specialized course of study or medical treatment. The child
needs the parent to run the gauntlet of the experts to sift the
appropriate from the inapplicable. 

This is the work we are risking when we attempt to re-
place the family with institutions. The further down that
path we go, the more we risk. I do not mean to say that there
is a one-to-one connection between each and every one of
these syndromes and an increase in nonmaternal care. I do
not mean to suggest that children in American day cares are
at an increased risk for each and every one of these prob-
lems, still less that children in public schools are at higher
risks for such syndromes. I do mean to say that when Ho-
race Mann and John Dewey set us off down this road of se-
questering children in age-segregated institutions, we had no
idea what was at the end of that road. 

Reflecting on the neglected infant illustrates the primacy
of relationship-building in the child’s life, as well as the im-
probability of replacing all the work of the family by a mere
transfer of resources. We turn now to another sort of evi-
dence about the importance of relationships for the child’s
development: the evidence from American families with dis-
rupted relationships. This material is immediately relevant to
education policy because we can see a close connection be-
tween broken relationships and school performance. 

CHILDREN WITH BROKEN RELATIONSHIPS

By now, social scientists have accumulated an impressive body
of evidence showing the educational and emotional difficulties
that children in single-parent families, and even stepfamilies,
face.14 One review of studies found that children from
mother-only families obtain fewer years of education and are
more likely to drop out of high school. Offspring from
mother-only families are more likely to commit delinquent
acts and to engage in drug and alcohol use than offspring from
two-parent families.15 The lower incomes of single-parent
families account for only a portion of the differences between
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mother-only families and two-parent families. The effects of
single motherhood are consistent across a large number of
racial and ethnic groups.16

Children of single parents are more likely to have academic
problems. Children from disrupted marriages were over 70
percent more likely than those living with both biological
parents to have been expelled or suspended: those living with
never-married mothers were more than twice as likely to have
had this experience. Children with both biological parents
were less likely to have repeated a grade of school.17

Mother-only families may create spillover effects on other
children in the schools.18 One recent study, using a nation-
ally representative sample of over 20,000 eighth-graders
from 970 schools, took account of parental income and ed-
ucation, and the mean level of socioeconomic status of the
families attending the school. Being in a single-parent family
not only lowered a child’s math score, but also had an im-
pact on other students. Students who attended schools with
a high concentration of students from single-parent house-
holds had math and reading achievement scores that were 11
percent and 10 percent, respectively, lower than students
who attended schools with a higher concentration of two-
parent households.

Children living in single-parent households are also more
likely to have emotional and behavioral problems. The chil-
dren outside of two-parent families had 50–80 percent
higher scores for indicators of antisocial behavior, peer con-
flict, social withdrawal, and age-inappropriate dependency.
Such children also had 25–50 percent higher scores for indi-
cators of anxiety, depression, headstrong behavior, and hy-
peractivity.19 These conditions, if serious enough, can land a
child in special education classes. 

One might think that replacing the absent father with a
new man would alleviate some of the children’s difficulties.
A stepfather typically does bring additional income to the
family and potentially could increase the amount of adult
time and attention the children receive. But, consistent with
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the hypothesis that relationships are more important than in-
creased resources, introducing a “new father” into the pic-
ture does not necessarily solve the child’s problems, and may
add some new ones. 

The psychological adjustment and educational achieve-
ment of children in stepfamilies is similar to that of children
in one-parent families.20 For instance, children with stepfa-
thers have approximately the same high risk of repeating a
year of school as do the children of never-married mothers,
around 75 percent. The increase in risk was 40 percent for
children of divorced mothers.21 A recent study found that
when a stepfather enters the home, children exhibit more be-
havior problems compared to their peers who live with both
biological parents, and the impact is slightly stronger for
boys than for girls.22

Another recent study tried to capture the effects of father
involvement on “home problems” and “school problems.”
The study found that more involvement by any type of fa-
ther, including a stepfather, reduces both problems at home
and in the school.23 However, the study also showed that
stepfathers are less involved with the children. The presence
of a stepfather is correlated with less involvement from the
mother. Since mother’s involvement correlates with fewer
child problems, the presence of a stepfather in effect delivers
a double whammy to the kids. Stepfathers spend less time
with children than biological fathers, and a stepfather re-
duces the time mothers spend with their children.24

These problems can translate into lowered academic
achievement. One study specifically examined the relation-
ship of family structure, time spent with kids, and academic
achievement.25 Children in two-parent families got the high-
est grades of any family structure. The time fathers, stepfa-
thers, and biological fathers alike spent with children had a
positive impact on their grades. However, because stepfa-
thers spend so much less time with kids than do dads in two-
parent families, family structure still has a significant impact
on grades.
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This evidence is consistent with the major premise of this
article: children need relationships more than they need re-
sources, and satisfying the child’s relationship needs trans-
lates into better academic performance. Children raised in
fatherless homes have lower academic achievement, even
controlling for the lower incomes of two-parent families.
Children in stepfamilies have difficulties, despite the avail-
ability of greater adult resources within the family. The rela-
tionships, on average, simply are not strong enough to
supply the needs that children have. 

Virtually all researchers accept the correlation between
higher academic achievement and living with both biological
parents, because this correlation is present in the raw data of
so many studies. The debate among the scholars centers on
how much of the difference in academic performance can be
accounted for by differences in resources typically found in
single-parent households.

I propose that we shift the terms of this debate. It is cer-
tainly an admirable impulse to try to increase the resources
available to poorer children, but most studies show that
some differences in performance remain even after account-
ing for differences in economic resources. This suggests that
the children are harmed by the loss of relationship itself, not
simply the loss of resources. 

We can begin to do two kinds of things differently. First,
we can drop the posture of neutrality among family types,
which flies in the face of so much evidence. We need to be
willing to see the connection between the decisions of par-
ents to marry or not, or to divorce or not, and the academic
performance of the children. It is almost as if policymakers
wish they could find any way possible to help the children,
short of stating the obvious fact that they would be better off
if their parents were married. The premise seems to be: what
is the minimal set of human relationships that a child can
have and still turn out tolerably well? 

This minimalist mentality shows up in the conclusions peo-
ple draw from studies of the impact of the father’s time. Of
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course, children would benefit from more time and attention
from their fathers. It is perfectly appropriate to encourage fa-
thers, including stepfathers, to spend more time with children.
But we are not justified in drawing the conclusion that there
is no reason to be concerned about family structure as long as
stepfathers spend enough time with their stepchildren. 

A similar analysis applies to the debates over support for
low-income single mothers, and proposals to crack down on
“deadbeat dads.” The idea of making sure that single moth-
ers have adequate resources with which to raise their chil-
dren is certainly reasonable. But it does not follow that the
children would be fine in a one-parent household if only the
income of that household were high enough. 

Many people seem to believe that it is unreasonable to en-
courage people to get married and stay married. But asking
stepfathers to behave like biological fathers may be every bit
as difficult a burden. Stepfathers behave systematically dif-
ferently from biological fathers. It is unrealistic to expect a
man to work as hard on a relationship with another man’s
child as he would with his own child. Nor is it realistic to ex-
pect that a father who has been expelled from his home in a
nasty divorce will ante up the same amount of money that
he would naturally contribute if he were part of a function-
ing family. It is more straightforward, as well as more sensi-
ble, to expect men and women to work together to maintain
their marriage relationships in the first place.

This leads to the second way the terms of the debate need
to change. We need to stop allowing the minimalist position
to go unchallenged. Conservatives used to be accused of
minimalism regarding money. Conservative demands for fis-
cal accountability were frequently countered with the accu-
sation: “You want to spend the least money necessary for
getting tolerable educational results.”

I don’t think anyone seriously believes that this is the issue
dividing conservatives and liberals on education anymore. But
many people, from both the right and the left, seem to be will-
ing to adopt a minimalist position with regard to relationships
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and their impact on children. We seem to be asking, what do
I have to do in order to maintain my position that divorce or
single-parenthood is not harmful to children? How much
money does society have to spend from outside the family to
make up for the loss of relationship, so that I won’t have to
give up my belief that parents are entitled to any lifestyle
choices they want? We should confront these relationship is-
sues with more generosity toward the children, rather than
asking how little we must do.

Kids with no relationships at all have a terrible time. Kids
with disrupted relationships have problems. I propose that
we investigate ways to involve the parents more, to use the
knowledge and motivation that parents naturally have.
Rather than focus on correcting the defects of the worst par-
ents, we should focus on fostering the efforts of the vast ma-
jority of ordinary parents, who are perfectly adequate. 

CHILDREN WITH PRETTY-GOOD RELATIONSHIPS
WITH GOOD-ENOUGH PARENTS

No one would argue with the proposition that parents ought
to be more involved with their children’s education. But one
might ask whether it is really practical to ask parents to be-
come more active in the educational lives of their children.
Recent studies offer grounds for believing both that addi-
tional parental involvement is beneficial to children’s aca-
demic achievement and that even parents of modest means
can become more involved. 

For instance, a recent study of 10,000 high school students
in Wisconsin and California examined the impact of parental
involvement in a child’s schooling on the child’s grades.26

Parental involvement was a composite measure of five items:
whether parents attend school programs for parents, watch
the students in sports or activities, help choose courses, help
with homework when asked, and monitor school progress.
An increased level of involvement by either mothers or fa-
thers improved student grade-point averages. This held true
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across lines of income, race, and parental education levels. In
fact, the author concludes, “higher levels of school involve-
ment had the same benefit on grades, irrespective of parents’
education or the type of family structure.”27

This author cites earlier studies that “demonstrated the
feasibility of teaching high-risk parents or parents with lim-
ited English proficiency to become involved in the schooling
of elementary or high school students and documented how
this involvement, in turn, benefited their children’s perform-
ance (Simich-Dudgeon 1993: Smith 1968). These studies sug-
gest that parental school involvement is a malleable parenting
practice.”28

Another study examined the impact of parental involve-
ment on eighth-grade math and reading scores. The study
found that having a parent who “discusses school matters”
has as great an impact on improving both math and reading
scores, as does having a parent with a higher level of educa-
tion.29 Taken together, these works give reason to believe
that parental involvement by parents of low education or in-
come is just as valuable to their children as involvement by
parents with more education or income. And, parents can be
persuaded to become more involved. 

James Coleman’s concept of “social capital” also explains
differences in school performance.30 Social capital in the
home concerns the relationships between the child and his or
her own parents. One way of understanding the problems of
single-parent families is that these families have lower levels
of social capital.31 Social capital within the wider commu-
nity of the school concerns the wider web of social networks
and relationships. Coleman used this notion of social capital
to account for the superior academic performance of stu-
dents in Catholic high schools over public schools. Coleman
argued that Catholic schools provided a richer, more dense
network of social connections than public schools.32

The previously cited study of eighth-grade reading and
math scores tested Coleman’s thesis by using information
about individual students and their families, as well as in-
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formation about the school. Parents were asked about their
involvement in their child’s school, as well as their interac-
tion with other parents in the school. The question asked of
the parents was: how many parents of your child’s friends do
you know? This measure was called “parental social rela-
tions” or “parental acquaintances.”33

This study reported impressive effects on academic perform-
ance from the social environment of the school, as measured
by mean number of parental acquaintances. More parental in-
teraction with other parents increases the average math and
reading scores of the school. These effects persist even after
controlling for the average socioeconomic status of the families
attending the school. In other words, the benefits from creat-
ing rich social networks among parents can accrue to schools
in poor neighborhoods, as well as in more affluent ones.

Parents can also help their children by having high expecta-
tions for their performance. Some of the studies of this issue
are suspect, however, because they conflate the effects of
parental prediction and parental ambition. The question,
“What do you think your child’s grade in math will be?” may
simply be tracking the parents’ knowledge of their child’s likely
performance, rather than the parents’ goals for the child. 

Nevertheless, some measures of parental expectations co-
vary with specific actions that parents choose to take. Ac-
cording to one author, “data from the Beginning School Study
show that parents who expect their child to do well in school
are more likely than others to provide books and academic
games, read to the child, and take the child to the library.
These kinds of activities, at least for young children, are al-
most as easy for parents of limited means to do as they are for
parents who are more affluent.”34 Encouraging parents to en-
gage in these kinds of activities with their children seems like
a reasonable effort, whatever interpretive difficulties the vari-
able “parental expectations” may present.

Finally, some of the preschool demonstration projects used
to argue for universal day care actually have elements that
support the idea of working with parents, rather than using the
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preschool as a substitute for care inside the family. The more
sophisticated and lavishly funded of the early-intervention pre-
school programs intervene with parents as well as with chil-
dren. Some have parent-education components, including
home visits. Others have requirements that the parents con-
tribute to the preschool program by doing activities such as
being classroom aides, accompanying field trips or organizing
resources in the classroom. In a variety of programs from
Chicago, North Carolina, Birmingham, New Orleans, and
Houston, the involvement of the parents exerted a beneficial
influence on the outcome, independently of the activities of
the preschool itself.35 Given the mixed results of preschool
and early intervention programs overall, we may well wonder
whether the crucial variable of helping the family might be the
most direct way to do lasting good for children.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Family relationships are important to the well-being of chil-
dren, including their educational achievement. Changing the
policy perspective from transferring resources to building the
family adds a new twist to many current debates and brings
some new policies into focus. 

THE SCHOOL-CHOICE DEBATE

Emphasizing family involvement and family relationships
adds a dimension to the school-choice debate. School-choice
programs are likely to induce parents to become more in-
volved with their children’s education. A parent with a
voucher is much less likely to simply go on autopilot and
enroll her child in the nearest public school. For many par-
ents, having a voucher in hand will be the first time they
have had to think through the question of which school is
best for their children. The current situation of little or no
choice encourages parental passivity, which cannot be good
for the relationship between the parents and childen. 
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In fact, encouraging parents to be more active on behalf of
their children could be one of the features that shapes the de-
tails of a school-choice plan. Some choice plans require par-
ents to specifically opt out of the public school system.
Charter schools are an example of this. In principle, any par-
ent can petition to start a charter school. In practice, however,
it is so much easier to remain with the status quo that many
parents continue to be complacent. All parents have a choice,
but it is possible and quite a bit easier for parents to continue
with the local public school. Most voucher plans, by contrast,
allow the public schools as a choice but require every parent
to make a specific decision to remain in, or opt out of, the
neighborhood public school. The activation of the parents
should be considered an advantage of such a program. Tax
credit programs are somewhere in between charter schools
and vouchers in terms of mobilizing parents. If a parent
chooses a school that charges tuition, then the parent receives
a tax credit. But the path of least resistance may very well be
to stick with the familiar, tuition-free local public school. 

No parental choice program can guarantee, of course, that
parents will think the school decision through well or with-
out error. But over time, parents themselves will begin to re-
ceive the feedback they need to make better decisions. The
parents, who are the nearest to the children, will see whether
the school is meeting their educational and other needs. The
parent will have a greater incentive to monitor these situa-
tions more closely than they now do. Most people find it
painful to gather a lot of information about a situation they
have no power to control or change.

But more is at stake than being informed about education
itself. Parents who are in command of this key decision in
their child’s life are learning to be more engaged with their
children generally. Look at it this way: the current system re-
quires parents to deposit their children with strangers for at
least six hours a day, five days a week. Parents have very lit-
tle, if any, influence over the content of the instruction, the
identity of the instructor, the behavior of the peer group, or
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the rules of the classroom. Parents are more or less required
to acquiesce in whatever goes on in school. Is it any wonder
that parents become passive? 

CROWDING OUT THE FAMILY

Policymakers should ask themselves how their proposals will
impact the relationships inside the family. The work that
goes on inside the family is frequently subtle and intangible,
often difficult to measure, or even to fully articulate. The
tacit knowledge that families have of their own children will
be difficult to replicate. This point is reminiscent of Hayek’s
critique of centrally planned economies and should have the
same humbling influence. With this thought in mind, we
should set more modest goals for public policy. 

For example, day care enthusiasts hope that paid care-
givers can substitute for the work that parents do with in-
fants and preschoolers. Some studies show that some
children, usually girls, benefit from the preschool experience.
These studies track a couple of measurable indicators of
things such as language development or cognitive skills.36

But, when other researchers attempt to study more subtle
things such as children’s behavior, or the quality of the at-
tachment between children and their parents, the case for day
care is not nearly so rosy.37 There are complex interreactions
between the quality of care and the sensitivity of the mother
to her child. It appears that children of less sensitive or less
responsive mothers are at higher risk for being insecurely at-
tached to their mothers. This risk is greater if these children
are in low quality, rather than high quality, day care. That is,
high quality care out of the home seems to buffer some of the
effects of maternal insensitivity. But, perhaps surprisingly,
these same children are more likely to be insecurely attached,
the more hours they spend in out-of-home day care. Re-
searchers hypothesize that these children need more time
with their mothers “to develop the internalized sense that
their mothers are responsive and available to them.”38
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Studies tracking children as they mature through the pre-
school years give reason to believe that day care children be-
come more aggressive. Children in nonmaternal care during
their first year of life do not necessarily behave differently
during that year. But the children cared for outside the home
in their first year are more likely to be aggressive during the
second and possibly later years as well.39 The researchers do
not have a complete explanation for what they have ob-
served. But the fact that they cannot completely explain it il-
lustrates how complex the developmental process really is,
and cautions us about visionary schemes for completely re-
placing maternal care. 

Finally, studies of day care consistently show that higher
quality day care produces outcomes superior to those of lower
quality day care. The impact of low-quality day care is partic-
ularly pronounced when the mother is less sensitive or respon-
sive to her child. It seems reasonable to suppose that lower
income families purchase lower quality child care, on average,
simply because of their budget constraints. Yet no study that I
have seen shows a consistent relationship between maternal in-
sensitivity and income. The children of the poor might very
well benefit more from increased time with their mothers than
from more time in low quality day care. If so, the policy focus
should shift away from increasing the quality of day care to in-
creasing the ability of lower income families to keep one adult
at home to care for the children. Increased tax credits specifi-
cally targeted to lower income families could be one way of ac-
complishing this. 

The proposal for universal school breakfasts offers another
example of a policy that will have subtle effects on the family.
Advocates are counting on stressed-out, over-worked, two-
earner couples to offer political support for extending a pro-
gram that now serves only the financially indigent. The public
argument focuses on the benefits of guaranteeing that every
child begins the school day with a nutritious breakfast. But it
is not difficult to see the subtext: providing breakfast at school
will be convenient for all parents, especially working parents.
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Even the most highly paid families could be persuaded by the
convenience, which is the real selling point of the program. 

But we are losing something important, though intangible,
when we put comfort first. Eating meals together is one of the
focal points of family life. People talk to each other. People
share. The family members get some time together. Children
see their parents as people who provide nourishment to them.
Children learn table manners. Even at breakfast, when people
may be eating in shifts, family members have the opportunity
for some time together. It is unrealistic to believe that the only
thing that goes on during a meal is the ingestion of calories.

Critics may respond that this is an idealized picture. Peo-
ple are too busy to eat together. Children are too disrespect-
ful and jaded to sit still through a family meal. Besides,
breakfast isn’t the place for that kind of family unity. Dinner
is the time when most families do that kind of bonding.
Many families have even given up on eating dinner together.
Breakfast can easily fall between the cracks. 

Kids missing breakfast once in a while is no big deal. But
if it happens habitually, most families see that something is
wrong. Every family approaches this kind of problem differ-
ently, because every family has a little bit different story and
different priorities. Some people work out new car pools or
transportation arrangements. For some families, the main
problem is how to get some of the family members closer to
home. Some families are able to reduce the working hours of
one adult, so that at least one person has the time to keep the
home front running more smoothly. Other families decide
that keeping one of the adults at home is the highest priority. 

A universal school-breakfast program enables people to
avoid this entire line of reflection and problem-solving. The
federal government, using the local public schools, would be
subsidizing people at their most chaotic. Besides, not every
family has two earners and two kids dashing madly out the
door without breakfast. A great many families have put some
time and effort into making sure its members eat in some sem-
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blance of peace and order. Those families would probably end
up using the school-breakfast program, if it were low cost
enough and handy enough, just as most families now use the
subsidized school-lunch program. The convenience of the pro-
gram, which is a selling point for the stressed-out family, will
disrupt and displace the efforts of the conscientious family. 

POLICIES THAT ENCOURAGE FAMILY 
INVOLVEMENT WITH SCHOOLS

This brings up another whole realm of possible policies that
are not even being discussed: policies that build family in-
volvement with children, specifically in their lives at school. I
recall from my childhood that my little parochial school
served a hot lunch. The kitchen staff consisted of two em-
ployees and a rotating team of four parent volunteers. Once
a month, my mom and three of her friends from our neigh-
borhood helped serve lunch at school. I cannot claim that her
monthly presence improved my academic achievement. But it
surely increased the likelihood that she knew what was going
on with me at school. And from the children’s point of view,
what a delight it was for all of us, to see our mothers behind
the cafeteria line! 

This was not a parish filled with wealthy or sophisticated
people. These were working-class families, who struggled to
make ends meet. Somehow, those working-class mothers
managed to get us off to school with breakfast in our stom-
achs. Somehow, our school principal and parish priest in-
duced them to contribute to the good of the community by
showing up once a month to help in the cafeteria. 

Many non-public schools have parental participation as
a requirement of a child’s attendance. Whether it is a co-
operative preschool run in a church basement, or an elite
prep school, many schools rely on various kinds of inputs
from parents. Sometimes, parents do mundane things like
helping repair and maintain school property. Other parents
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are involved directly in the classroom, as teachers’ aides, as
tutors for particular children, or instructors in specialized
subjects. Virtually all private schools engage the assistance
of parents in fund-raising activities. Some fund-raising ac-
tivities are strictly financial affairs, such as capital cam-
paign drives, whereas others are real community-building
enterprises. Most schools are well aware that their bake
sales and festivals and spaghetti dinners build up an esprit
de corps that has spillover benefits to the school. 

Public schools currently use parent volunteers only on a spo-
radic basis. Sometimes the call for volunteers is perfunctory.
Whether the parents who volunteer are fully utilized depends
on the temperament of the particular teacher. Teachers are not
really trained to engage the parents or use them effectively. 

Local public schools could begin to experiment with
parental participation requirements. Many schools now re-
quire parents to sign their children’s homework folder in
order for the child to get full credit for doing the homework.
This is, obviously, a very minimal requirement for parental
supervision and involvement. But it is something, and it
should be expanded upon. Many public schools ask parents
to help with fund-raising, but with little else. Certainly, few
public schools have a role for parents in the ordinary work
of the school or in the choice of curriculum. Schools could
require parents to contribute a certain number of volunteer
hours and make a variety of times available to accommodate
different schedules. Schools could require parents to come in
to the school to pick up their child’s report card.

Some schools might find a role for parents as mentors to
other parents. Teachers are often aware that a child has some
problem at home, or that the child would benefit from some
particular help from his parents. It isn’t unusual for the
teacher to find it awkward to approach the parent to tell him
the child needs help. Sometimes a parent would respond dif-
ferently to encouragement from another parent than from the
teacher or other authority figure. This may be the kind of
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“social capital” that some of the  previously cited studies cap-
tured. The network of parental friends and acquaintances
within the school makes it more natural for parents to receive
moderately “bad news” about their children, before it turns
into disastrous news. 

Any policies that keep the parents coming and going to the
school on a regular basis are beneficial in this regard. Some-
thing as simple as having a place for parents to chat while
they wait to pick up their kids after school could build up
friendships among parents. 

FAMILY POLICY IS EDUCATIONAL POLICY

The final policy implication of placing relationships before re-
sources is that we must evaluate policies, that affect the fam-
ily differently than we now do. Policies that affect the family
are educational policies whether we like it or not, whether we
admit it or not. A variety of policies have been advocated to
help reduce the incidence of divorce and to restore public un-
derstanding of the importance of married-couple families.
Some of these policies are modest, such as creating a public
health campaign to inform people about the long-term bene-
fits of marriage and the risks associated with divorce. Others
are more ambitious, such as ending no-fault divorce for cou-
ples with children under 18, or providing a one-time tax credit
to always-married couples when their youngest children reach
eighteen.40 In any case, the positive impact of married-couple
families on the educational outcomes of their children needs
to be considered as one of the benefits of any and all propos-
als that affect the family. 

CONCLUSION

This, then, is the conflict of visions. Is the primary function
of the family transferring resources from big people to lit-
tle people? Or is the primary function of the family building
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relationships between mother, father, and children? The an-
swers to these questions set the stage for a whole range of
policy choices. 

Free societies work well because they harness more of the
efforts of more ordinary people than any social system that
has yet been devised. Free economic systems work well be-
cause they harness the information that ordinary people
have about their particular, localized circumstances, as
Hayek argued so long ago. At the same time, free economic
systems harness the motivations of more ordinary people
than can a centrally planned system. More people will work
harder, and more effectively, when they are pursuing their
own good, and the good of their families, than they will if
authorities are trying to force them all to contribute to some
grand master plan. 

Involving parents more heavily in their children’s educa-
tion should be the first priority for educational policy. The
parents have both the knowledge and the motivation to do
what is best for their own children. Being in a relationship
with the parents is more important to the child’s develop-
ment than the transfers of resources that educational policy
is in a position to make. Moreover, we need to be mindful
that government or schools can undermine the family, by re-
placing its functions, by inducing parental passivity, or by
actively attacking the family’s values. 

America needs to re-moralize the family in order to revi-
talize the school. First, we should drop the posture of ag-
nostic neutrality about family types. We should stop
implicitly encouraging family-types and behaviors that are
destructive to children and ultimately costly to the educa-
tional system. We have had a generation or more of social
experimentation and the results are in. Second, we should
renew our appreciation of the relational quality of the fam-
ily. We will come to have more modest expectations from
public policy overall. But, we will become more impressed
by the contributions that ordinary people of modest means
can make to the well-being of their own children.
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