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FREAKONOMICS

The child attended Head Start,

The.child’s parents regularly take him to museums.
The child is regularly spanked,

The child frequently watches television.

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

Now, two by two:

MATTERS:

The child has highly educated parents.

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

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

twenty million American schoolchildren being raised by a single
parent.

MATTERS:  The child's parents have high socioeconomic:
status.
DOESN'T: - The child's parents recently moved into a better

neighborbood.

A high socioeconomic status is strongly correlated to higher

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

improve math or reading scores any more than nicer sneakers

o

make you jump higher.
MATTERS:  The child's mother was thirty or older at the time
of her first child’s birth.
pOESN'T:  The child’s mother didn’t work between birth and
. kindergarten. l_

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

tell us.
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FREAKONOMICS

self is necessarily detrimental but because, conventionally mwmmw.

. ing, spanking is considered an unenlightened practice. We might
therefore assume that parents who spank are unenlightened in
other ways. Perhaps that isn’t the case art all; Ot wmm&mww there
is a different spanking story to be told. Remember, the ECLS
survey included direct interviews with the children’s parents. mo
a parent would have to sit kree to knee with a government re-
searcher and admit to spanking his child. This would suggest
that a parent who does so is either cbobrmwmmnma or—more
Honmnmmazmqlnommmnnm:w honest. It may be that wonmmg is
more important to good parenting than spanking is to bad par-
enting. | . |

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

DOESN'T:  The child frequently watches television.

A child whose parents are involved in the PTA tends to do well
in school—which probably indicates that parents with a strong
relationship to education get involved in'the PTA, not that their
PTA involvement somehow makes theif children smarter. The
ECLS data show no correlation, Bmmbﬁ&.&@ between a child’s test
scores and the amount of television he watches. Despite the con-
ventional wisdom, watching television mﬂumnmnn? does not turn
a child’s brain to mush. (In Finland, ﬁ&o% education system has

“been ranked ﬂUm world’s best, most nEEan do not begin school
until age seven but have often learned to read on their own EN
watching American television with Finnijsh subtitles.) Nor, how-
ever, does using a computer at home turn a child into Einstein:
the ECLS data show no cotrelation between computer use and
school test scores.
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Now for the final pair of factors:

MATTERS:  The child has many books in his home.

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

As noted earlier, a child with many books in his home has in-

'deed been found to do well on school tests. But regularly reading

to a child doesn’t affect early childhood test scores.

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

Let’s start with the positive correlation: books in the home
equal higher test scores. Most people would look at this correla-
tion and infer an obvious cause-and-effect relationship. To wit:
a litcle boy named Isaiah has a lot of books at home; Isaiah does
beautifully on his reading test at school; this must be because his
mother or father regularly reads to him. But Isaiah’s friend Emily,
who also has a lot of books in her home, practically never touches
them. She would rather dress up her Bratz or watch cartoons. And
Emily tests just as well as Isaiah. Meanwhile, [saiah and Emily's
friend Ricky doesn’t have @7y books at home. But Ricky goes to
the library every day with his mother. And yet he does worse on
his school tests than either Emily or Isaiah.

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

That, in fact, is what the governor of Illinois tried to do. In
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FREAKONOMICS

child-rearing technique, this may be sobering news. The reality is
that technique looks to be highly overrated.

Buc this is not to say that parents don’t matter. Plainly they mat-
ter a great deal. Here is the conundrum: by the time most people
pick up a parenting book, it is far too late. Most of the things that
matter were decided long ago—who you are, whom you married,
what kind of life you lead. If you are smart, hardworking, well
educated, well paid, and married to someone equally fortunate,
then your children are more likely to succeed. (Nor does it hurt,
in all likelihood, to be honest, thoughtful, ~o<5w“ and curious
about the world.) But it isn't so much a matter of what you o as
a parent; it’s who you are. In this regard, an overbearing parent
is a lot like a political candidate who believes that money wins
elections—whereas in truth, all the money in the world can't get
a candidate elected if the voters don't like him to start with.

In a paper titled “The Nature and Nurture of Economic Out-
comes,” the economist Bruce Sacerdote addressed the nature-
nurture debate by taking a long-terrh quantitative look at the
effects of parenting. He used three adoption studies, two Ameri-
can and one British, each of them containing in-depth mwﬁm about

the adopted children, their adoptive parents, and their biologi-

cal parents. Sacerdote found that parents who adopt children are
typically smarter, better educated, and more highly paid than the
. baby’s biological parents. But the adoptive parents’ advantages
had lictle bearing on the child’s school wmnmondmanm As also
seen in the ECLS data, adopted children test n&mcsm_v\ pootly in
school; any influence the adoptive parents might exert is seem-
ingly outweighed by the force of genetics. But, Sacerdote found,
the parents were not powerless forever. By the time the adopted
children became adults, they had veered sharply from the des-
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tiny that IQ alone might have ptedicted. Compared to similar
children who were 7o# put up for adoption, the adoptees were far
more likely to attend college, to have a well-paid job, and to wait
until they were out of their teens before getting married. It was
the influence of the adoptive parents, Sacerdote concluded, that

made the difference.
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