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I. Introduction

Over the past 30 years, public programs for poor families have moved away from cash assistance to a focus on promoting parents’ self-sufficiency through employment. Improving the well being of children is an often-expressed policy goal, but the bulk of the rhetoric and the evidence driving policy debates has centered on adult employment and reductions in the welfare rolls.  Both experiments and welfare-leaver studies show that many families remain in poverty, even when parents are employed fulltime.  This has resulted in a shift in policy conversation from caseload reduction to concerns about reducing poverty and improving child well-being in low-income families with working parents.  
This chapter summarizes the results of research conducted as part of the Next Generation Project, a collaborative project involving researchers at MDRC and several universities, using evidence from a diverse set of experiments to understand some of the conditions under which policy-induced increases in employment among low-income, single parents can help or hurt children.
  Unique to this research is the synthesis of results from several random assignment experiments launched in the late 1980s and early 1990s to learn how policies designed to increase employment and reduce welfare receipt among low-income parents can affect the development of their children.  This chapter goes beyond simply examining program impacts.  We bring an interdisciplinary perspective to formulating and testing hypotheses about the ways in which changes in family functioning caused by the experimental programs facilitate or harm children’s development. Specifically, we leverage the experimental nature of the data and the variety of policies tested to address the roles of income, employment, and child care in children’s development.  We limit this presentation to effects on achievement and school performance, because the evidence is clearest and because the measures are strongest.  We note, however, that several of the studies also contain measures of social behavior and health.  

We first review the overall patterns of program effects.  Impacts on children’s achievement and school performance vary by the age of the child at the time their parents entered the programs. For preschool children (from about 2 to 5 years old at study entry), programs with earnings supplements that boost both maternal employment and income improve children’s achievement; programs that increase maternal employment without concomitant increases in income (e.g., through mandatory participation in employment-related services and time limit policies) generally have neither favorable nor unfavorable effects on children’s achievement. Effects for children who were adolescents (ages 11 and older) when their parents entered the programs were very different, showing modest unfavorable impacts across a variety of program models.  Inconsistent effects emerged for children in middle childhood (ages 6 to 10) at study entry.  

Next, we describe the evidence from these studies that helps to uncover pathways by which programs have impacts on children and adolescents. For younger children, key hypothesized pathways include parent employment, family income, and child care.  For adolescents, parents’ employment, income, the allocation of household responsibilities, out-of-school activities, and parent supervision are possible pathways of influence. We strive to broaden the relevance of our findings by including a set of theoretically-driven questions about policies that may improve the well-being of children living in poverty.

II. Background

Several theories provide hypotheses about how poverty and welfare policies might affect children and adolescents (see Huston, 2002; Zaslow, Moore, Brooks, Morris, Tout, Redd, and Emig, 2002; Duncan and Chase-Lansdale, 2001).   Nonexperimental research supports the hypothesis that policies designed to increase low-income parents’ employment and income may affect children’s development.  In families headed by low-income, single mothers, maternal employment is positively associated with children’s cognitive and social development, but most of the association can be explained by selection; employed mothers have higher education, fewer children, and less prior welfare experience than do those who are not employed (Chase-Lansdale, Moffitt, Lohman, Cherlin, Coley, Pittman, Roff, and Votruba-Drzal, 2003; Harvey, 1999; Huston, 2002; Vandell and Ramanan, 1992; Zaslow and Emig, 1997).  The effects of maternal employment on children’s development depend on the quality, extent, and timing of employment, with less complex jobs, longer hours, and employment in the child’s first year of life often associated with unfavorable child outcomes (Brooks-Gunn, Han, and Waldfogel, 2002; Harvey, 1999; Parcel and Menaghan, 1994).  

Research on the effects of income consistently shows that poverty has a negative association with children’s cognitive development (McLoyd, Aikens, and Burton, 2006).  Nevertheless, debates continue about the causal role of income per se, as opposed to other correlates of poverty, and about whether increased income can reduce the detrimental effects of poverty (Bradley and Corwyn, 2002; Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Duncan, Yeung, Brooks-Gunn, and Smith, 1998; Mayer, 1997; Blau, 1999; McLoyd, 1998; McLoyd et al., 2006; Morris and Gennetian, 2002).

The effects of both employment and income may differ across child age groups.  Some studies point to the particular vulnerability of infants under one year old whose mothers are in the labor force full-time (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2002; Waldfogel, 2006).  The limited evidence for low-income adolescents suggests no marked effect of maternal employment on delinquency and substance abuse (Hillman and Sawilowsky, 1991; Gottfried and Gottfried, 1994; Paulson, 1994; Vander Ven, Cullen, Carrozza, and Wright, 2001), positive associations with some aspects of socioemotional development (Chase-Lansdale et al., 2003; Richards and Duckett, 1994; Muller, 1995), and some negative consequences for school achievement (Bogenschneider and Steinberg, 1994).  In one low-income sample studied in the 1950s, boys with employed mothers received less supervision and engaged in more delinquency than did those whose mothers were not employed (Sampson and Laub, 1994).  A National Academy of Science panel concluded that limited opportunities for meaningful and enriching outside activities contribute to some of the negative effects for adolescents (Smolensky and Gootman, 2001).

The effects of income may also vary across stages of childhood.  Although the patterns are not entirely consistent across studies, it appears that poverty has larger effects in the early years than in adolescence.  Some investigations show associations between income and achievement or later educational attainment are strongest for preschool children (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Duncan et al., 1998; Votruba-Drzal, 2006), but others show poverty in the elementary-school years predicts achievement at least as well as earlier poverty (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network [ECCRN], 2006).  One reason for the relatively large effects in the preschool years is that income and poverty have particularly strong effects on quality of the home environment (Votruba-Drzal, 2003; 2006).   Increases in family income produced by the Income Maintenance experiments had some positive effects on school performance of elementary-school children but not on performance of adolescents (Salkind and Haskins, 1982).  All agree, however, that children living in chronic poverty are more likely to have low achievement than are those in transitory poverty at any age (McLoyd et al., 2006; NICHD ECCRN, 2006).  

III. The Experiments Used for This Analysis

The analyses conducted under the Next Generation Project are based on seven random-assignment studies that together evaluate the effects of 13 employment-based welfare and antipoverty programs in the United States and two Canadian provinces.
 They provide information on over 30,000 low-income children, primarily from single-parent families.  All of them began in the late 1980s and early- to mid-1990s (prior to 1996) and were designed to estimate the effects on low-income families and children of programs designed to increase parental employment. Many of these evaluations were implemented under waivers of the rules governing Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the welfare system that was replaced in 1996 by Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).  Although all of the studies were under way by 1996, they tested many program features that have since been adopted by the states under TANF.  Appendix Table 1 provides further detail on the individual studies.

The great contribution of these studies derives from their random assignment designs – assigning participants to a program group that received an experimental policy package or to a control group that continued under the existing policies. In all but one study, parents were applying for welfare or renewing eligibility when they were randomly assigned.  The exception is the New Hope program, for which all low-income adults living in two Milwaukee neighborhoods could volunteer; both program and control group parents remained eligible for public benefits and were subject to welfare rules.   

Although various packages of policies were tested, we highlight the following policy dimensions: 1) Earnings supplements, which are designed to make work pay by providing cash supplements outside the welfare system or allowing parents to keep part of their welfare grant as their earnings increase.  2) Mandatory employment services and time-limits, which attempt to boost work through the use of services, sanctions, and time limits. The service component of these programs offers education, training, and job search assistance and makes participation in those activities mandatory.  3) Expanded child care assistance, which is designed to enhance access to subsidies and child care information by offering such services as resource and referral, encouragement of formal care, higher income-eligibility limits, direct payment to providers, and reduced bureaucratic barriers (Gennetian, Crosby, Huston, and Lowe, 2004).   

Random assignment provides a strong foundation for assessing causal impacts of welfare and employment policy packages.  At the same time, the treatments and locations in these experiments represent neither the full range of TANF programs currently implemented by states nor the variety of macroeconomic conditions – both good and bad – that states currently face or are likely to face in the next decade.  All of the Next Generation Study programs were developed prior to the 1996 legislation – the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA).  Some investigations were designed in response to the 1988 Family Support Act; states chose to perform others in anticipation of the federal welfare law changes.  A number of studies included earnings disregards, although in several cases the generosity of the supplements exceeded that of post-1996 state policies.  Several had mandatory employment services, but only two had time limits.  Several offered some enhanced child care services that are currently available in most states (e.g., vouchers to pay providers), but only one (New Hope) included several enhancements in combination.
  Although they do not represent all of the policy changes brought about by the 1996 law, the diversity of the programs provides an opportunity to test how variations in policies affect children’s development.  In short, the Next Generation studies are strong in internal validity, but weaker in external validity for the current policy context, a point to which we return in the concluding section.  Moreover, with the exception of New Hope, these studies do not tell us about the effects of policies on those who do not apply for or use the welfare system.  

To estimate average effects across studies, we pooled data from all of the studies and analyzed differences between the program and control groups on follow-up measures using OLS regression analyses.
  We report the impact of the programs as the difference between the program and control group levels, controlling for a small set of baseline demographic characteristics of families (employment, earnings, and welfare receipt in the year prior to baseline, mother had high school degree or equivalent, mother's marital status, number of children in the family, age of youngest child, mother's race/ethnicity, and whether parents' age was less than 18 at the time of child's birth).  Our sample includes 31,266 child observations taken from 17,489 children (some children were assessed with multiple measures at multiple follow-up points) living in 12,845 primarily single-parent families in the seven studies. Children ranged in age from 2 to 15 at the point of random assignment, but in most studies the focal children were between 2 and 10 years old (hereafter called “younger children”).  Follow-up assessments were collected as early as two years later and as late as four years later, with several studies doing a second follow-up between four and seven years after random assignment.  Most younger children were school-age at follow-up.  For them the measures of achievement varied, including parent reports, standardized tests, and teacher reports, with some studies having more than one type of measure.
  Some parent-report data were also collected for non-focal children.  Findings described here for adolescents are derived primarily from these parent reports of achievement, school progress and school behavior, although the findings are similar when analyses are separately conducted on student test assessments.

A. Differences in Effects by Child Age 


Age at random assignment.  We classify children by their age at the point of their parents’ random assignment to program and control groups rather than by the age at the follow-up assessment. Age at random assignment conforms to the hypothesis that there may be developmental differences in how children experience the intervention, especially at its onset. The point in development when we observe children’s achievement is less important (except to the extent that the effects of an intervention may change as the duration of time from the intervention to the follow-up increases). In the Next Generation studies, intervention impacts on employment and earnings typically emerged shortly after random assignment. Thus, random assignment marks the time at which children begin to experience the policy-induced changes in economic behavior on the part of their parents.

Overall age differences in impacts.  The effects of policies differed across the childhood age span, with positive effects on the achievement of preschool-aged children and negative effects of the same policies for children entering adolescence, according to analyses of the pooled data (Morris, Duncan, and Clark-Kauffman, 2005).
  More specifically, for young children, the analyses pointed to one particularly sensitive transition period – from the preschool years into middle childhood and elementary school (children ages 4 to 5 years old at baseline, who enter elementary school over the follow-up period). The program effect for those children represents a 7 percent of a standard deviation increase in child achievement, as measured two to five years after parents entered the programs. This is equivalent in magnitude to slightly more than a single point on a typical standardized achievement test with a standard deviation of 15. 

For younger preschool children, age 2 to 3 years old, and for middle childhood children, who were 6 to 9 years old when their parents were randomly assigned, we see less consistent positive effects.  At the same time, for children ages 10 to 11 years old at random assignment, there are negative effects, a finding that echoes a synthesis of findings for a roughly similar age group by Gennetian, Duncan, Knox, Vargas, Clark-Kauffman, and London (2004).  The latter age group is going through another major transition from elementary school to middle school as well as the beginnings of puberty when their parents enter the programs.  Notably, these age-related differences cannot be attributed to family characteristics that differ for children of different ages.
The findings for young children are consistent with theoretical predictions about the developmental malleability of preschool children (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000) and about the susceptibility of the early childhood period to family influences, as compared with peers and neighborhoods (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998; 2006; McCall, 1981).  Developmental theory also suggests that children in transition periods are particularly sensitive to environmental influences or changes (Graber and Brooks-Gunn, 1996).  Both the 4- to 5-year-olds and 10- to 11-year-olds are in developmental transition periods, but the effects of the welfare and employment programs go in opposite directions, suggesting that the experimental policies may lead to changes in the daily environments and experiences of young children that support their transitions and to changes in experience for early adolescents that fail to support the transitions they face.  

Processes accounting for effects.  In the following sections, we address questions about the processes leading to effects on child and adolescent achievement.  We separate our discussion by age group because of the different pattern of effects for younger children and adolescents.

For younger children, we consider three major pathways: parent employment, family income, and child care and comment on evidence about the roles of parent education and parenting.  For adolescents, the potential pathways include features of parent employment such as number of hours worked and work schedule, income, the allocation of household responsibilities, out-of-school activities, and parent supervision.  For each age group, we first group studies according to their impacts on the potential mediators and on child achievement to determine whether different policies had consistently different impacts on child achievement.  For example, we examine whether or not studies that increased income the most also tended to increase achievement the most.  Second, we apply a nonexperimental method (instrumental variables [IV] estimation) that takes advantage of both the large sample size and the policy variations available across studies to estimate the independent effects of key mediators of child achievement.  The conclusion describes these findings in the context of other related research and draws implications for current welfare and income-security policies.

IV. Younger Children

Because parents rather than children are the direct targets of the programs, links between experimental policies and children’s achievement are indirect, operating through changes in family resources, the home or child care environment, parent-child interactions, or parents’ anxiety, stress, and mental health.  A conceptual model of these mediating pathways based on nonexperimental literature is shown in Figure 7.1.  
< Figure 7.1 here >
We first assess whether program effects on children can be linked to program-induced increases in parental employment and income.  If the magnitude of program impacts on parents’ employment is roughly proportional to impacts on children, we might conclude that some of the benefits to children stem from increased employment. If developmental benefits are concentrated among programs with the largest impacts on family income, then the income pathway would be supported.

A. Income and Employment Effects: Comparing Variations across Studies

To assess income effects, we first compared achievement impacts on children whose parents participated in programs that had earnings supplements with effects on children whose parents participated in other program models (programs with mandatory employment services and a program with time limits, both without earnings supplements).  In non-earnings supplement programs, parents’ increased earnings were offset by declines in welfare payments, resulting in few gains in family income,
 whereas programs with earnings supplements increased employment and income (Bloom and Michalopoulos, 2001). Programs with earnings supplements increased family income by $1,600 per year, on average; other programs increased income by a statistically insignificant $240 per year.  With the average level of annual income at $11,854 in the control group, the former constitutes a substantial gain for families receiving earnings supplements. 

Impacts on children’s achievement do indeed vary across these program models as shown in Figure 7.2. Positive impacts on children’s school achievement are concentrated in those programs with generous earnings supplements.  The non-earnings supplement programs had no statistically significant impacts on young children’s achievement, either positive or negative. We find effects on young children (ages 2 to 3 and 4 to 5) for earnings supplement programs of about 7 to 10 percent of a standard deviation improvement over the control group compared with 3 to 4 percent standard deviation improvement over the control group in non-supplement programs.  

< Figure 7.2 here >
Concluding that benefits to children stem entirely from parents’ income is premature, however, because earnings supplement programs not only increased income but also affected employment, child care, and receipt of public assistance.  The comparative analysis across program models does not indicate the extent to which income alone was driving the benefits as compared to a combination of income with employment and welfare receipt.

B. Income and Employment Effects: Instrumental Variables Analysis

To isolate the contribution of increased income for young children’s achievement, we adopted an instrumental variables analysis strategy that took advantage of both the large sample size and the policy variations across these studies. Key to the success of this approach is the fact that random assignment of parents to program and control groups serves as a source of variation in our predictor of interest (income) and that experimental treatment is unrelated to characteristics of families and children before they entered the programs (See Gennetian, Morris, Bos, and Bloom, 2005 and Gennetian, Magnuson, and Morris, 2008, for more detail on using this method with experimental data).  We take advantage of the fact that different programs had different impacts on income, welfare, and employment to estimate the separate effects of income and employment on child achievement.
   
The IV analyses show that program-induced income gains but not concurrent changes in parental employment and welfare receipt account for some of the observed improvements in school achievement (Morris, Duncan, and Rodrigues, 2006).  A visual presentation of what underlies the IV procedure is shown in Figure 7.3 (see Ludwig and Kling, 2007).  Each point represents deviations in mean income (in thousands of dollars) and achievement (in standard deviation units) for either the treatment or control groups in each of the programs. If income matters for child achievement, we would expect that the treatment group/site combinations with the biggest positive income deviations should also have the biggest positive achievement deviations. When a trend line is fit through these points, the slope of the line (.06) is equal to the IV estimate of the effect of income on child achievement. Notably, IV analyses that include both employment and income show positive effects of income, but neutral effects of employment, on children’s achievement.  
To provide a sense of the magnitude of that income effect, our data show that a $1,000 increase in annual income sustained on average across two to five years of follow-up boosts child achievement by 6 percent of a standard deviation. Programs with earnings supplements increased family income for younger children by between $800 and nearly $2,200 per year, which corresponds to achievement effect sizes ranging from 5 to 12 percent of a standard deviation.  By contrast, experimental studies of early preschool intervention programs offering very high levels of quality range from two-thirds to a whole standard deviation effect.  

< Figure 7.3 here >
C. Child Care Effects

Child care, particularly center-based care arrangements, could also be a pathway through which programs affected achievement.  Although all of programs increased parents’ employment and the use of paid child care (Gennetian, Crosby et al., 2004), the type of child care affected depended on the program model and its provision of expanded child care assistance.  Programs that included expanded child care assistance increased the use of center-based programs more than the use of home-based care arrangements (Crosby, Gennetian, and Huston, 2005).  By contrast, programs that did not offer such expanded assistance were more likely to increase home-based care than center-based care.  In addition, by increasing income (as well as employment), programs with earnings supplements also increased by a few percentage points the use of center-based care arrangements as compared to home-based care arrangements; the reverse is true for programs without such supplements.

Center-based care is defined as any licensed or regulated care that takes place in a group setting; it includes child care centers, Head Start, or other early education settings, as well as organized before- and after-school programs.  Home-based care includes care by relatives or others in the child’s own home or another person’s home.  We had no information about the quality of the care arrangements or the number of hours of care across the follow-up period.  Regarding quality, we can infer from other work that center-based settings may be beneficial for low-income children because they are, on average, of higher quality than the home-based arrangements that low-income parents use (Coley, Chase-Lansdale, and Li Grining, 2001; Dowsett, Huston, Imes, Gennetian, and Principe, 2008; NICHD ECCRN, 1997).  There is also evidence of positive effects of center-based care on young children’s school readiness (Loeb, Fuller, Kagan, and Carrol, 2004).
   
Instrumental variables estimates leveraging differences in experimental impacts across studies show that the use of center-based care, as opposed to care in someone’s home, during a child’s preschool years has a positive effect on school achievement in the early grades of elementary school, as shown in Figure 7.4.  As in Figure 7.3, each point represents deviations in means on center-based child care use and child achievement (in standard deviation units) for either the treatment or control groups in each of the programs.  The effect is small but significant – an increase in .10 of the probability of being exclusively in center-based care during the preschool years increases achievement by about 10 percent of a standard deviation.  These analyses also show a positive effect of increased income, but once center-based care is included in the model, the positive income effect on children’s achievement substantially decreases in magnitude, suggesting that some of the income effect may be a result of using center-based care (Gennetian, Crosby, Dowsett, Huston, and Alderson, 2007).   Because we cannot entirely separate program impacts on income and on center-based care, it seems reasonable to conclude that both, especially in combination, may contribute to improvements in children’s achievement.  
< Figure 7.4 here >
D. Parent Education, Parenting, and the Home Environment 

Analyses similar to those described above were conducted to test the effects of maternal participation in educational activities on children’s achievement (see Magnuson, 2003; Gennetian, Magnuson et al., 2008).  Here the analyses rely on variation in impacts across three sites in the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies program that tested two programs – a labor force attachment (LFA) approach focused on getting participants into jobs as quickly as possible and a human capital development (HCD) approach focused first on education and training and then on getting participants employed. Sample members in each site were randomly assigned to one of the two programs or to a control group that received AFDC.  

Although one might expect that programs targeting parent’s human capital would be beneficial for children, HCD program impacts on child achievement were not statistically significant across all three sites in which the program was evaluated in this study. Magnuson (2003) found that mothers in the HCD program stream acquired very little additional education – just over two months, on average, so the size of the human capital treatment was in fact very small. Magnuson’s (2003) IV-based examination of variation in completed maternal schooling and child achievement showed bigger impacts, with every 10-month increase in maternal schooling being associated with an increase in child achievement of about a quarter of a standard deviation.  This indicates that human capital development programs for mothers have the potential for benefiting children – but only if mothers spend time to acquire enough of it.


Changes in the home and parenting environments might also be pathways from the policies to outcomes for children.  On the basis of earlier theory and literature (e.g., McLoyd et al., 2006; Votruba-Drzal, 2003; 2006), we expected that increased income might improve the quality of learning experiences provided in the home, reduce parents’ stress and depression, and improve the quality of parenting behavior.  Surprisingly, across all of the Next Generation studies, there were few effects of any types of programs on measures of parenting and the home environment, a point to which we return to later.  

Finally, one objective of welfare policy may be to affect marriage rates among single parent families, and indeed, a few of the studies did slightly increase respondent reports of marriage at the time of the two- to four-year follow-ups.  The effects did not appear to be linked to policy approach or program model (Gennetian and Knox, 2003).  And, in fact, analyses that test the relationship between experimentally-induced increases in marriage and children’s achievement show that marriage has no statistically detectable effect on children’s outcomes.  Even if these programs did produce effects on marriage, the fact that many of these marriages are likely to have resulted in the creation of stepfamilies raises questions about benefits to children as existing nonexperimental evidence shows little difference in school performance for children in stepfamilies and those in single-mother families (Gennetian, 2005; Ginther and Pollack, 2004; McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994).  In short, there is little evidence to suggest that any changes in marital status play a large role in affecting outcomes for children. 

E. The Duration of Impacts

In a few studies of earnings supplement programs, there were long-term effects on achievement.  Young children in the Self Sufficiency Project showed sustained gains in achievement at both three and four-and-a-half years after random assignment (Michalopoulos, Tattrie, Miller, Robins, Morris, Gyarmati, Redcross, Foley, and Ford, 2002).  Similarly, a long follow-up of the Minnesota Family Investment Program showed positive effects on 3rd and 5th grade reading among children who were preschoolers at study entry (Gennetian, Miller, and Smith, 2005).  Both five- and eight-year follow-ups of the New Hope program, when many children had reached adolescence, show some sustained positive effects on parent reports of school progress and reading achievement (Huston, Duncan, McLoyd, Crosby, Ripke, Weisner, and Eldred, 2005; Huston, Epps, Shim, Duncan, Crosby, and Ripke, 2006).  

F. Young Children – A Summary

Taken together, we find that parents’ income and center-based child care arrangements appear to be key policy targets for explaining the beneficial effects of some welfare and employment policies on young children (Figure 7.5).  Programs that increase income and use of center-based child care are most likely to improve children’s achievement measured a few years after the program onset.  There is little evidence from this sample that increases in employment or reductions in welfare, by themselves, produce detectable impacts on young children’s achievement.
 Programs targeting maternal human capital have the potential to improve cognitive skills for children but only if mothers acquire enough of it.  Among the mediators listed in Figure 7.5, center-based (but not home-based) child care stands out as the primary way in which a policy targeted to adults can improve the well-being of children.  In effect, these programs allow parents to support their children’s development by placing them in center-based care arrangements.

< Figure 7.5 here >
V. Adolescents

Adolescents might be affected by welfare and employment policies through changes in families’ financial resources, parental stress, the amount of time that parents spend away from the family, out-of-school activities, or exposure to new role models (Chase-Lansdale et al., 2003).  Working parents may have less time and energy to spend with their children (e.g., to assure that homework is completed and to communicate with teachers; Kurz, 2002), to devote to parenting (Baumrind, Brooks-Gunn, Lerner, and Peterson, 1991; Shumow, Vandell and Posner, 1998), or to monitor their children’s behavior than they would if they did not work.  Adolescents are too old for “child care,” but after-school programs and other structured out-of-school activities may provide supervision as well as opportunities for skill development.   In addition to reducing opportunities for parents to monitor their children’s activities and help them with schoolwork, spending less time at home may lead parents to expect adolescents to take on new “adult” tasks, such as caring for younger siblings, doing housework, shopping, cooking, or contributing to family income by working outside the home.  

By contrast, increased family income may lead to increased investment in educational opportunities (e.g., specialized classes) or to residential changes into a higher quality neighborhood.  Reduced parental monitoring or supervision of an adolescent because of increased employment may be balanced by increased time in high-quality, supervised arrangements.  If used to pay for tutoring, out-of-school activities, or relocation to a better neighborhood, which might improve school outcomes, income gains could help mitigate the co-occurring and potentially negative effects of reductions in the amount or changes in the quality of parent-adolescent interactions brought about by maternal employment. By the same reasoning, income losses (when welfare losses for example are not matched by earnings gains) could exacerbate some of the problems arising from maternal employment (such as, lack of adult supervision or pressure on adolescents to work for pay) or even have direct adverse effects on school outcomes – for instance, if adolescents must go without school-related supplies or activities that promote academic achievement.  Figure 7.6 presents a conceptual framework for adolescents.

< Figure 7.6 here >
A. Impacts Across Studies

Overall, there were small, but consistent detrimental effects on adolescent achievement regardless of policy approach.  The effects for children age 11 and older are shown in Figure 7.2.  In addition to these achievement effects, Gennetian, Crosby et al. (2004) found significant effects on grade repetition and use of special educational services.
While for younger children, effects of welfare policies appeared to be related to program model (and their differential effects on employment and income), this was not the case for adolescents: In all three program models, negative effects on adolescent school progress were observed. The programs with mandatory employment services alone – that generally increased parents’ employment but not their income – increased receipt of special educational services.  Programs with an earnings supplement – that generally increased parents’ employment and income – increased school drop-out rates.  Finally, programs with a time limit decreased school performance.  These adverse effects were significant within program type but were never significantly different from each other across program type.  Even the pronounced adverse effect on school performance from programs with a time limit was not significantly different from the effect on school performance from programs with mandates or earnings supplements. Because all three policies raised parents’ average employment, it is likely that program effects on adolescent schooling were somehow linked to changes in parents’ employment levels.  Notably, we find these same effects from these experimental studies, which began prior to 1996, and from estimates from longitudinal data collected post-1996, suggesting the findings are not sensitive to differing time periods (see Gennetian, Lopoo, and London, 2008).

B. Potential Mediators

We considered several other possible mediators in analyses that aligned program impacts on outcomes such as income with program impacts on adolescent schooling.  More specifically, we investigated the role of increased income, participation in out-of-school activities, changes in family structure or parenting, and frequency of residential moves.  These analyses yielded little evidence that the factors tested mediated the program effects on adolescent outcomes overall, but there is support for the possible mediating role of out-of-school activities in New Hope, the one study in which such activities were measured extensively (Gennetian, Crosby et al., 2004; Gennetian, Duncan et al., 2004; Huston et al., 2005; 2006).  

We found some evidence that increased responsibility for sibling care may have contributed to lowered adolescent school success, controlling for family size.  Program effects among adolescents who had a younger sibling were compared to effects among those adolescents who were the youngest child in the household.  As shown in Figure 7.7, the detrimental effects of the programs were indeed larger and more consistent across schooling outcomes in the group of adolescents who had a younger sibling.  For them, programs reduced the percentage who performed above average in school and increased the percentage who received special educational services, were suspended or expelled, and dropped out of school. Among adolescents with no younger siblings, in contrast, the programs had no significant effect on receipt of special educational services or dropping out and actually decreased the rate of suspension by nearly 7 percentage points.  
< Figure 7.7 here >
These findings, in combination with ethnographic evidence, provide support for the hypothesis that increases in sibling care and potentially other home responsibilities are key mediating mechanisms.
  In follow-up analyses, using data on care arrangements, mothers’ work schedules, and adolescent schooling from three experimental evaluations of U.S. state welfare reform programs, we investigated whether or not sibling caretaking is one way in which these programs affected adolescent achievement unfavorably (Hsueh and Gennetian, 2006).  In two of three state welfare experimental evaluations, increases in sibling caretaking and increases in nonstandard work schedules co-occurred with unfavorable effects on adolescent school performance. The third study, in Connecticut, also showed unfavorable program effects on adolescent achievement but no effect on sibling care arrangements.  Although these analyses do not unequivocally rule out the hypothesis about sibling care giving, they do suggest that sibling care giving is probably one of multiple pathways affecting adolescent school performance in the context of these programs.

C. Features of Work: IV Analyses


The analyses aligning experimental impacts across studies launched a series of investigations using IV techniques on the pooled experimental data in the same way we did in the analyses of young children.  We exploit treatment-induced variation in parental employment to disentangle the effects of parents’ work entry and hours on adolescents’ school performance.  In these analyses we find that employment entry consistently shows an overall negative effect on adolescents’ school performance (Hsueh, Gennetian, and Principe, 2006), suggesting that the parental transition into work may be particularly disruptive for young adolescents who are also going through important developmental transitions.  

D. Timing of the Intervention 

The negative impacts on children who were young adolescents when their parents entered a study stand in contrast to the finding that positive impacts of New Hope last well into adolescence for children who were elementary-school age when their parents began the program (Huston et al., 2006).  The difference suggests that the developmental period at which the program begins is important.  It appears that there is something critical about changes in parents’ economic behavior during early adolescence that contributes to negative effects on adolescents. 
Whether small unfavorable effects on adolescents’ school performance translate into sustained negative effects on future success in the labor market or educational attainment remains an open question.  Findings from the Canadian Self-Sufficiency project suggest that experimentally-induced increases in minor delinquent behavior, such as drinking and smoking, as well as slight reductions in school performance, at age 14 to 17 are not linked to any subsequent effects on fertility, labor market behavior, or educational attainment (Michalopolous et al., 2002).

A summary of pathways for effects on adolescent achievement is presented in Figure 7.8.  We caution that the number of studies and the number of measures of achievement are more limited for adolescents than for younger children.  Moreover, many potentially important contexts were not measured.  Within the limitations of the available data, our best evidence continues to point to increased maternal employment and the resulting increases in adolescents’ home responsibilities such as sibling care as processes leading to interference with school participation and performance.  Of course, changes in mothers’ employment may generate a variety of other effects that we cannot address with these data.  

< Figure 7.8 here >
VI. Open Questions and Caveats

Although these analyses provide a great deal of information, many questions remain.  First, the experiments in our analyses include too few infants younger than a year old to analyze, but other research raises questions about possible negative effects of fulltime employment on such young children (Waldfogel, 2006).   This is a highly relevant topic as current law permits states to require mothers to participate in work-related activities when their children are as young as three months old.  A National Academy of Science panel specifically recommended that welfare policies should not require full time maternal employment when children were less than a year old (Smolensky and Gootman, 2001).  

Second, these studies provide little by way of information about changes in the expenditure patterns of families as a result of these programs.  That is, the policies tested had the most positive effects on preschool-age children (from about 2 to 5 years old) and it appears that these positive effects are in part due to increased income.  Yet, how did higher levels of family income affect younger children, especially given the fact that some of this income was probably used to pay for work-related expenses including child care?  These experimental studies have little information about consumption or expenditure patterns.  The one pathway that is supported is center-based child care environments.  Although we lack information on the quality of care children received or the number of hours they spent in care, other evidence shows positive associations of center-based care with achievement even with quality and hours controlled (NICHD ECCRN and Duncan, 2003).
  Policies for working parents’ child care assistance are typically separated from policies designed to use early educational settings to promote school readiness, even though the same children are affected by both.  In fact, one analysis of these data show that the experimental policies led to slight reductions in use of Head Start (Chang, Huston, Crosby, and Gennetian, 2007).  Research on integration of these services would inform both types of policy (Huston, 2004).  

Third, these studies raises questions about the mediating role of parenting: Contrary to our expectations, parents’ psychological well-being and parenting practices (e.g., warmth, patterns of discipline) did not appear as a pathway for program effects on young children’s achievement.  One reason probably lies in the superficial measures of parenting (as compared to observations of parenting), but the programs may not have had large impacts on these psychosocial aspects of parenting.  If one defines parenting more broadly as “family management” (Duncan and Chase-Lansdale, 2001), then parents’ choices about child care, living environments, schools, and other environments for their children would be included.  Increased resources might affect these choices.  In fact, nonexperimental investigations suggest that investments in children’s environments are better predictors of cognitive and academic skills than are parenting warmth and control (Yeung, Linver, and Brooks-Gunn, 2002).  

Fourth, although the overall impacts were neutral for children in the elementary school years at random assignment, several programs with wage supplements (e.g., New Hope, MFIP) did lead to improvements for this age group.  In future research, we need more information about how middle childhood children spend their time when their parents go to work and about how policies promote (or fail to promote) school performance for these school-age children.  

Fifth, in this chapter we discuss only school achievement and performance as outcomes for children, but many of the studies contained measures of social behavior, emotional well-being, market work, and health.  Some Next Generation papers describe these domains of development, but we have done less systematic analysis of them in part because the measures are less satisfactory.  Obviously, the impacts of policies on these areas of young peoples’ development are important and deserve more research attention.  
Finally, the policy experiments in the Next Generation studies took place during the 1990s, when unemployment was low and many jobs were available.  Several major policy changes affecting working poor families were underway, including a considerable expansion of the EIC and federal child care subsidies as well as a decoupling of Medicaid from welfare.  We do not know how specific programs may have interacted with local or national macroeconomic conditions or with other policies, nor do we know how different the results might have been in other economic and policy contexts.  

VII. Discussion and Conclusion

Employment and income support programs can affect children’s school performance, but the amount and direction of influence depend on the child’s age and on the work supports provided by the policy.  Policies that increase employment and income positively affected the achievement of children who were preschoolers when their mothers increased their work effort.  These effects were most apparent when policies provided work supports in the form of earnings supplements and expanded child care assistance.  The resulting income and center-based care appear to be key pathways affecting children.  Maternal education may play some role, but these programs did not substantially increase formal education – nor were they intended to do so.  We did not find evidence for improved parent-child interactions, quality of home environment, or maternal mental health.  The reason may be partly poor measurement, but these programs may have had more effects on the family management aspects of parenting than on its psychosocial features.   

By contrast, young adolescents fare poorly irrespective of the programs’ key policy dimensions.  Increased work and initial entry into work among these parents who are older and are likely to have been on welfare longer than parents with young children led to reductions in adolescents’ school progress.  That the unfavorable effects on adolescent schooling occurred for programs that required work as well as for those that were voluntary raises questions about the mediating mechanisms.  It may be that employment per se does not harm adolescents if additional hours of employment do not translate one for one into reduced hours spent with adolescents. Chase-Lansdale et al. (2003) found only a small reduction in time spent with adolescents among mothers transitioning between welfare and work.  The net of positive and negative effects of maternal employment may depend on how welfare and work programs are implemented, the circumstances of individual families, the type and schedule of the jobs, and the community context and institutional support.  Nuanced features of employment – the type of work schedule, hours of employment, or quality of employment – may influence adolescent schooling.   
Developmental differences may partly account for the age differences in impacts.  Both children entering school and children going through puberty along with moving to middle school face important transitions that may leave them especially open to positive or disruptive changes in the family context.  For younger children, work supports (specifically earnings supplements and child care/supervised activities) could also be developmental supports helping to increase school readiness and ease the transition to school.  In contrast, it appears that there were few services to provide out-of-school care or supervised activities for children reaching early adolescence.  By age 10 or older, most children are no longer going to organized child care settings; any child care tends to be home-based care of unknown quality.  At the same time, children in this age range are rather immature to be on their own and, especially, to have responsibility for siblings.  The National Academy of Science report on maternal employment identified an increase in availability, hours, and quality of after-school programs for this age group as an important need.  The New Hope program led to more participation in structured activities, which may have contributed to better achievement for this age group.  

For older children and adolescents, extra income may be important because children in that age range are intensely aware of social comparisons with others, including the children in their schools; having resources for activities, equipment, and decent clothes may matter greatly for their self-esteem and willingness to participate in school.  Perhaps the small increases in income attained by most families were not sufficient to make a real difference, or other factors simply outweighed any positive income effect.  Sibling care may be part of the story, but we are missing a great deal of other information about how young adolescents spend their out of school time – including youth development activities, participation in the labor market, and delinquent activity.  
These findings can be compared with recent work examining the effects of employment transitions on a sample of low-income adolescents in three cities (Chase-Lansdale et al., 2003).  In that study, parents’ transitions into employment had few effects, positive or negative, on changes in reading and math skills for very young children or adolescents, but adolescents whose parents had entered or remained in employment showed somewhat better mental health than those whose parents were unemployed.  The Three Cities study differed from the Next Generation studies in design and measurement, making comparisons difficult, and employment transitions produced by an experimental policy may have different effects than those that occurred nonexperimentally.  
How well do the Next Generation studies represent the policy environment ten years after PRWORA?  The Next Generation studies include policies that are comparable to the most generous policies currently in effect.  The maximum value of the federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EIC) more than doubled during the 1990s and has continued to increase at a slower rate since then, providing a substantial earnings supplement for all low-income workers.  In addition, some states offer an EIC, and most states have implemented an “enhanced earnings disregard” as part of their welfare strategy. The value of the enhanced earnings disregards varies considerably. A welfare recipient in Connecticut, for instance, can now continue receiving all of her welfare benefits as long as she earns less than the federal poverty threshold. Relative to how she would have fared under the AFDC system, this disregard provides her with about $500 more per month in income. And California allows welfare recipients who work to keep the first $225 of their monthly earnings without having their welfare benefits reduced; beyond that point, each additional dollar of earnings reduces their benefits by only half a dollar (rather than reducing benefits by about a dollar for every dollar of earnings as under AFDC).  Our studies examining the effects of generous supplement programs are probably quite applicable to these contexts.  At the same time, some enhanced disregards are relatively small, sometimes as low as 20 percent (in Alabama, for example).  In states with very low benefit levels (e.g., West Virginia, where the welfare benefit is only $253 and the earnings disregard is 40 percent) even a substantial earnings disregard translates into very little income. In these cases, our studies that increase employment but not income are likely to be the most relevant benchmark.  
What about time limits and mandates?  Only two of the studies examined included time limits, while 40 states now have time limits that result in loss of benefits (Bloom, Farrell and Fink, 2002).  Moreover, nearly all states (except for a few that are more similar to the programs we evaluated) now sanction families who are noncompliant with program rules by closing the case or taking away the entire welfare benefit, whereas the studies examined here typically sanctioned parents by the removal only of the adult portion of the grant.  In short, the differences in the studies we have examined and those in effect today are primarily in their focus on benefit reduction policies.  These policies may lead to consequences for children of income loss and benefit termination  that are not well documented in this body of work.  Notably, a further examination of Florida’s time limit policy did not suggest any harm to children of families reaching welfare time limits and having their benefits reduced (Morris and Hendra, under review), providing initial evidence that such negative effects may not be widespread.  
As fewer parents receive welfare, policies affecting working poor families outside the welfare system assume greater importance for the future of children in low-income families.  In these experiments, impacts on child achievement were consistently more positive in programs that provided work supports than in those that did not. The packages of work supports were diverse, ranging from generous earnings supplements provided alone to more comprehensive packages of earnings supplements, child care assistance, health insurance, and temporary community service jobs.  Although work supports added costs, two of the programs with earnings supplements had costs within the range of some of the welfare reform packages implemented by states in response to the 1996 legislation. Relative to the AFDC program, the average yearly cost for a participant in a program with mandatory employment services ranged from savings of $255 to a cost of $1,595. The annual costs per participant of the earnings supplement programs ranged from $2,000 to $4,000 above the costs of the AFDC program. Yet, when you account for the benefit savings and increased tax revenue, the most targeted of these programs can almost pay for themselves.  
These findings pose a choice for policymakers deciding which welfare reforms and poverty-reduction programs to support.  They can increase parental employment and save government money with mandatory employment service programs but have little effect on the already low levels of school performance for children in low-income families. Or they can increase parental employment, raise family income, and increase government spending with earnings supplement and child care subsidy programs, with the likely result that young children will do better in school.  Welfare and other policies for low-income families can affect and improve the well-being of children if states or the federal government choose to spend money on work supports within or outside the welfare system.  
Our investigation of the mediating pathways was intended to identify targets of intervention.  In that spirit, for younger children, center-based care seems like a worthwhile policy target, either by encouraging parents to take up such care through increased income, or encouraging that use through alternative policy levers.   Early interventions (e.g., high-quality preschool programs) for young children at risk of school failure form another policy stream with well-documented benefits for academic achievement (e.g., Karoly, Kilburn, and Cannon, 2005).  And, in fact, the effect sizes emerging from studies of high-quality preschool are larger than those we report here from earnings supplement policies.  Perhaps coordinating welfare and employment policies with early intervention efforts would produce the greatest benefits for children. For adolescents, supporting the needs of the family system may be critical – if sibling care is part of the challenge, then providing care for all children in the family may be important; after-school programs for adolescents will not be sufficient.  
We end by stressing the important value of leveraging experimental studies to not only understand how policies that target parents can nurture or undermine the development of children, but also to reveal the ways in which such policies affect children and thereby contribute to scientific knowledge and design of future social policies.
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NOTE: Statistical significance levels are indicated as: † p< 0.10 *p<.05 **p<.01 
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Figure 7.5: Model Illustrating Evidence on Direct and Mediating Relations Between Welfare and Employment Policies and Young 

Children’s Academic Achievement
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Figure 7.6: Conceptual Model for How Welfare and Employment Policies Might Affect Adolescent’s Developmental Outcomes
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NOTES: This is not intended to be a comprehensive model detailing all pathways between welfare and employment policies and outcomes for children . Direct, 

indirect, reciprocal, and moderating relations are not presented.
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Figure 7.8: Model Illustrating Evidence on Direct and Mediating Relations Between Welfare and Employment Policies and 

Adolescents’ Behavior and School Progress
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Appendix Table 1: Descriptions of the Studies

Minnesota Family Investment 

Program (MFIP) 

Los Angeles Jobs-First 

Greater Avenues for 

Independence (GAIN) 

Family Transition Program 

(FTP) 

Connecticut Jobs First 

Evaluation

Key Policy Features Tested

Primary Source(s) 

National Evaluation of 

Welfare-to-Work Strategies 

(NEWWS)



Self-Sufficiency Project 

(SSP) 

New Hope Project

Mandatory 

Employment 

Services 

1994

24 months     

60 months

1994

48 months

1992

36 months     

54 months

1994

36 months

1996

24 months



Milwaukee, WI

When Study 

Began and 

Length of 

Follow-Up

Expanded 

Child Care 

Assistance

Generous 

Earnings 

Supplements



Time 

Limits  Sites 

Los Angeles County 

Seven counties in Minnesota

New Brunswick               

British Columbia 

Atlanta, GA; Grand Rapids, 

MI; and Riverside, CA; 

Portland, OR

New Haven and Manchester, 

CT 

Escambia County, FL



 









 

Bloom et al., 2002 

Gennetian and Miller, 

2000

  

1996

36 months



Morris and 

Michalopoulos, 2000

Bos et al., 1999 

Bloom et al., 2000



Hamilton et al., 2002; 

and McGroder et al., 

2000 

Freedman et al., 2000

NOTES: All sites used a random assignment design that consisted of one or more program group and a control group.  The control group in each case was 

the traditional welfare system in place at the time of the study (typically AFDC).



































































































































































































This chapter was completed as part of the Next Generation project, which examines the effects of welfare, antipoverty, and employment policies on children and families. This chapter was funded by the Next Generation Project funders: the David and Lucile Packard Foundation, William T. Grant Foundation, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the Annie E. Casey Foundation, and the by grant # R01HD045691 from the National Institute Of Child Health and Human Development. The results reflect the views of the authors and not those of any of the funders.  Contact author:  Pamela Morris, � HYPERLINK "mailto:Pamela.morris@mdrc.org" ��Pamela.morris@mdrc.org�, MDRC, 16 East 34th Street, New York, New York, 10016.  Phone:  212-340-8880, Fax: 212-684-0832.


� For more information on the Next Generation Project, see www.mdrc.org/NextGeneration.


� The number of studies and number of programs are not the same because several studies, such as the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies were implemented in multiple sites, and had multiple experimental research groups within site.


� Florida’s Family Transition Program did have two components intended to directly affect children: It required parents to ensure that their children were attending school regularly and to speak with their children’s teachers at least once each grading period, and parents of preschoolers had to provide proof of immunizations. However, neither of these components appeared to change parental behavior (see Bloom, Kemple, Morris, Scrivener, Verma, and Hendra, 2000).  


� All seven of the studies were conducted by MDRC and gathered data with virtually identical methods. An alternative approach to synthesis is to apply meta-analytic techniques (Lipsey and Wilson, 1996) to impacts estimated from the individual studies. The overall results from pooling are identical to those obtained by meta-analysis, and pooling provides considerably more flexibility for estimating the kinds of age-of-child interactions that are central to our research.


� In most studies, children’s behavior problems and parent-reported health were also measured, but we limit this chapter to examining achievement.  


� We focused on children’s achievement in school in these analyses because that information was collected consistently across a large age range of children, including children between the ages of 2 and 15 at the point of random assignment, who were then assessed two to five years later. Additional analyses have indicated that these differences in effects across child age groups cannot be attributed to variation in family characteristics that coincide with having children in differing age groups (i.e., parents of older children may have longer histories of welfare receipt or otherwise face greater risk factors than parents of younger children).


� These programs did not increase income because as parents transitioned from welfare to employment, they typically traded their welfare assistance for earnings.  This corroborates the results found in nonexperimental analyses by Bollinger, Gonzalez, and Ziliak (this volume) and Frogner, Moffitt, and Ribar (this volume).  


� These models pool data across studies and estimate the following achievement model:


(1) Yi = α1 Incomei + X′i βY + S′i γY + ξ2i


Yi is achievement of the ith child, Incomei is child i’s family income, X′i is a vector of control variables. S′i is a vector of fifteen of the sixteen site/program dummies. Income is predicted from:


(2) Incomei = X′i βI + T′i γ11 + S′i γ12 + ξ3i


where T′i is a vector of sixteen site/program-specific treatment dummies. The inclusion of site dummies in both (1) and (2) insures that within-site differences between treatment and control groups drive the identification of the IV model. Additional endogeneous variables, in particular employment and welfare receipt, can be added to this income-based model.


� That low-income families can generally access an organized care setting that is similar to the quality of care accessed by the families in these programs and that is of higher quality than home-based care settings is an underlying assumption in our analysis because we do not have information about the quality of care.  Though developmental theories and research emphasize quality as the critical dimension determining whether child care will have positive or negative effects, the type of care also predicts academic skills independently of observed quality (see Fuller, Kagan, and Loeb, 2002).


� Notably, Kalil and Ziol-Guest (this volume) do find negative effects of welfare reform on the health of immigrant children.  


� One concern is that adolescents with co-resident younger siblings were also more likely to be in larger families than adolescents without younger siblings.  Although it is plausible that there are fewer resources in larger families to invest in educationally enriching experiences, including after school activities, analyses using data from a similar set of studies do not support the hypothesis that larger family size is confounding the effects we observe among adolescents with younger siblings (Gennetian, 2004).


� This study also shows that quality predicts children’s cognitive performance, but there is no relation of intellectual and cognitive skills to the average number of hours the child has experienced in care.   
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