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Childhood

Defending
America’s
Children

To become a truly developed nation, America
must protect its children and families.

illingness to protect chi'dren
\ ~ / is a characteristic of any de-
cent and compassionate soci-

ety and of any intelligent nation seek-
ing to preserve itself. Recently, 225
corporate executive officers and uni-
versity presidents explained why in-
vesting in children serves the national
interest: “This nation cannot continue
1o compete and prosper in the global
arena when more than one-fifth of our
children live in poverty and one-third
grow up in ignorance. And if the na-
tion cannot compete, it cannot lead”
(Commitee for Economic Develop-
ment 1987). For imperative moral and
| practical reasons, then, our commit-
ment to the young must go beyond
political rhetoric, it must produce a
well-planned continuum of programs
for children beginning before birth
and sustained until adulthood

Unpleasant Truths

The frst high school graduating class
of the 21st century entered 1st grade
in September. Many of them are off to
a healthy stant. But millions are not

Every day in America |

® 1,849 children are abused

® 1375
school

® 2407 children are borm out of |
wedlock I

teenagers drop out of

® 6 teenagers commit suicide

® 9 children die from gunshot

wounds
@ 107 babies die before their first
birthday (National Center for Health

| Statistics 1989)
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Along with physical
emotional, and economic
safety, owr children need
spiritual safety The rising
rates of swicide, drug aned
alcobol abese, and ouof
wedlock births ameng
vorths of all races and
income groups reflect a
maral drift thal cries ol
for carmection

Every day in
America, 1,849
children are abused
and 1,375 teenagers
drop out of school.

Despite stereotypes, it is not just the

13 million poor children or the mil- |

lions more in moderate-income fami-

lies who are unsure about their fu- |

tures. A growing number of privileged
youths suffer from spiritual poverty—
boredom, low self-esteem, and lack of
motivation—stemming from “the fam-

ily wealth thar insulates children from |

challenge, risk, and consequence’
Psychologists are finding growing par-
allels berween children of the urban

rich and the urban poor. Both, they

say, suffer from broken homes and

absemtee parents; both have easy ac- |

cess to  drugs, alcohol, and  sex
(Friedman 1986)
Grave economic  consequences

compound this waste of potential. The

Social Security system, for example, |

cannot function given a debilitated

work force. Our society is aging; the | son's

number of children and vouths rela-
tive 1o other age groups in the popu-
lation is declining. If current rends
continue, a disproportionate number
of our young will grow up underedu
cated, untrained, and unmotivated at
the very time that our society will need
all of them to be healthy, educated
and productive

What Our Children Must Have
Before we suffer the consequences of
inaction, we must improve health care
child care, schooling, housing, and
employment  opportunities  for  the
voung children and newborns of 1o-
day We must address all of the follow-
ing needs

Owr children need defenses apainst
preventable infant mortality. A black
baby born in certain Boston neighbor-
hoods or in our nation’s capital 1s less
likely to live to the first birthday than a
baby born in Jamaica (Children's De-
fense Fund 1988a)

Our children need defenses against
preventable childhood diseases. W
must ensure that our medical technol
ogy reaches the children who need it
For example, the decline in immuni-
zation rates among very young chil-
dren (0-2 years of age) is bad health
policy and bad budget policy. Every
£1.00 invested in immunization saves
£10.00 (Office of Technology Assess
ment 1988)

Our children need defenses against
bomelessness. No child should have o
lead a rootless life like Shamal Jack-
During his short life, Shamal

never slept inoan apartment or house
He slept in shelers, in hospitals, in
welfare hotels, in the welfare office
and in the subways that he and his
mother rode at night when there was
nowhere clse to go. Shamal's death ar
cight months was caused by poventy
complicated by low birthweight, poor
nutriion, viral infecunon, and home-
lessness. On any given night, ar least
100,000 children in the Unired States
are homeless
(Natonal Academy of Sciences 1988)

Owur  children need protection
against unsafe child care when their
parents must work. Millions of Ameri-
cans watched Jessica McClure's rescue
from an open well shaft in Texas last
year. Jessica was n an unregulated
family day care home where 9 young
children were tended by one adult
Millions of Americans must el Con-
gress this year to enact the Act for
Better Child Care Services (ABC) to
prevent other such injuries. This bill
requires that child care providers who
receive allocared the
states for children of low- and moder
arc-imcomcoc \v\v'lll'kll'lg [JQIT'{'[IT‘\ |\|'|\\v'[(!l'
minimum health and safety prowe-
tions. In addition, the bill provides for
recruitment and training of new day
care providers and for consumer edu
cation programs to help parents make
wise child care chowes

Ouwr children need belp in prevent
ing early sexual activity, pregnancy
and parenthood Each vear 1 million
.A”]K'I']l an reens gl'1 '['I['('g”‘llll i”'lli Wiy
thirds of these weens are not black, nen

Children of both the
urban rich and the
urban poor suffer
from broken homes
and absentee
parents and have .
easy access to drugs,
alcohol, and sex.

nNol COuntng runaways |

subsiclies by
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poor, and not in inner cities. The
€Conomic consequences are stagger-
ing One ouw of two children in a
female-headed houschold is  poor
Three out of four children from
households headed by a mother un-
der 25 are poor Even when teen
pregnancy results in marriage, these
young two-parent families are almost

those with parents over 25 The links
berween teen pregnancy and poverty
are not solely related 1o age and single
parenthood. but also to the poor skills
and limited employment expenence
that these voung parenis bring to the
workforce and to the relatively lower
wages America pays to voung workers

Each year 1 million
American teens get

pregnant, and

(Children’s Defense Fund 1987)

three times as likely 1o be poor as
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two-thirds of these
teens are nof black,
not poor, and not in
inner cities.

Our children and young families
need economic safety. Families whose
heads are over 30 are doing well. their
median income rose berween 1973
and 1986 Families with heads under
30, however, are sliding backwards.
their median income declined by 13.4
percent. The median income of fami-
lies of all races headed by 20- w0
24-year-olds fell 27 percemt (50 per-
cent for black males) during this pe-
riod The former is equivalent to the
per capita income loss during the
worst vears of the Depression (Chil-
dren's Defense Fund and Center for
Labor Market Studies 1988) Dramati-
cally declining wages have been a
principal cause of declining marriage
rates and the rising rates of out-of-
wedlock births among teen and adult
women in all income and racial
groups, but especially in the black
community (Wilson 1986)

Our childien need spiritual safety
There is a hollowness at the core of
our society. We share no mutual goals
or joint vision—nothing to believe in
except self-aggrandizement. The poor
black vouths who shoot up drugs on
street comers and the rich white
vouths who sniff cocaine in wealthy
suburbs share a common disconnect-
edness from any larger hope or pur-
pose. The rising rates of suicide, drug
and alcohol abuse, and out-of-wedlock
births amohg vouths of all races and
income groups reflect a moral drifi
that cries out for correction

The overarching task of leadership
today in every segment of American
society is to show our children that they
can engage in enterprises that lend
meaning to life, that they can make a
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difference individually and collectively
in building a decent, safe nation and
world. A BMW with a vaniry license plate
is a shallow goal, but our society offers
0o few better alternatives. This is the
of our era.

perceive mostly through statistics, re-
ports, and testimony, educators con-
front daily as reality. We are in the
front lines of the struggle for social
change. So it is extremely important
that we ask ourselves, “"What can 1 do*"
Some answers follow

® Resist despair. Meeting these
challenges will take time, energy, lead-
ership, and a sustained investment of
private sector and public resources.
We must husband our energy and our
hopes

® Speak out against the misguided
national priorities of this decade,
which have placed missiles and bombs
before mothers, babies, and families.
Since 1980, America has increased
spending on the military by 37 percent
and on the national debt by 81 per-
cent, but has decreased spending on
all programs for low-income families
and children by 2 percent. Yet we let
politicians blame the deficit on pro-
grams for the poor (Children's De-
fense Fund 1988b)

® Struggle to inform ourselves re-
garding what our political leaders do,
rather than what they say, and hold
them accountable. Convenient igno-

On any given night,
at least 100,000
children in the
United States are
homeless, not
counting runaways.

We must show our
children that they
can engage in
enterprises that lend
meaning to life.

rance absolves us of the responsibility
to act and feeds the politics of illusion
and cheap redemption. We must
guard against quick fixes or cosmetic
solutions to complex problems that
we can solve only with patience and
effort. There is no cheap grace

® Understand and be confident that
each of us can make a difference by
caring and acting in small as well as
big ways. In the face of increasing
suffering among children and families,
political timidity, and private sector
indifference and corruption, don't ask
why somebody doesn't do something.
Ask, "Why don't / do something?"

Fighting for Justice

Sojourner Truth, a black slave who
could neither read nor write, pointed
the way for us. Once a heckler told
Sojourner that he cared no more for
her anti-slavery talk “than for an old
fleabite.” “Maybe not,” was her an-
swer, "but the Lord willing, I'll keep
you scratching.”

Through your votes, your voices,
your service for the poor and young,
and your membership in a profession
of which so much is asked, you can be
a flea for justice. Enough fleas biting
strategically can make even the biggest
dog uncomfortable. We must keep
“bidng” until we have a comprehen-
sive policy that suppors our children
We must push our public and private
institutions to help America become a
truly developed nation—one that pro-

tects its children and families—as nt
moves into the next century.[]
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