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Preventing Youth Risky Behavior through
Early Child Development

Investing in FEarly Child Development (ECD) — and the parenting skills that necessarily accom-
pany it — may be one of the most effective means for policymakers to reduce youth risk-taking
behavior. While research abounds on the positive long term impact of ECD programs on
school achievement and other human capital development, more recent longitudinal studies also
point to important impacts on reducing the risk of early pregnancy, criminal activity, violence,
and substance use as young people move into their adolescent and young adult years. This is
particularly evident for those investments which target the poor.

\“ ) Today'’s youth (15—-24) constitute the largest cohort ever to enter the transition to adulthood. Nearly 90%
live in developing countries and the challenges they face—low quality education, lack of marketable
CHILDREN YouTH skills, high rates of unemployment, crime, early pregnancy, social exclusion, and the highest rates of new
THE WORLED BANE HIV/AIDS infections—are costly to themselves and to society at large. Client demand for policy advice on
VOLUME 1, NUMBER 3 how to tap the enormous potential of youth is large and growing. This series aims to share research

FEBRUARY 2006 findings and lessons from the field to address these important cross-sectoral topics.



Risky behaviorsamong youth are akey concern for
policymakers. The costsof such behaviorsto boththe
individual and to society can beenormous. Whilethere
aremany youth devel opment policiesand programsthat
attempt to prevent youth violence, risky sex, school leaving
and other such behaviors, relatively little attention hasbeen
giventowhat may bethe most effectiveinvestment:
prevention strategies in early childhood. Science
providesclear evidencethat early interventions can ensure
healthy brain development and foster the cognitive skillsin
children that havelong-lasting effectson their growth and
development, ability tolearn, and capacity to self-regulate
behavior and emotions, al of which protect them from
engaging inrisky behaviors. Incountriesasdiverseasthe
U.S,, Brazil, and Turkey, investmentsin young children
(birthto 8 years) help prepare them to enter school,
perform better in school, and attain more years of
education. Longitudinal studiesnow show that these
investmentsal so hel p to reduce delinquency and crime
among boysand men. Among young women, they helpto
delay first birthsand to reduce the number of teenage
births.

Connecting ECD and Youth Behavior:

Brain Development

Thefirst threeyearsof lifeare of paramount importance.
It isthe period when most brain development occurs. The
brainisthe master organ that controlsall thefunctionsof a
human being: how it developsinthe earliest yearsgreatly
influences socid and physiological behavior later inlife.
Whilethebillionsof neuronsinthebrain al havethe same
genetic coding, their differentiation isinfluenced by the
stimulation (experience) to which they areexposed in early
life, includingin utero. Experiencealso affectsthe
development of the synapses between neurons. The
formation of these connectionsamong neurons establishes
pathwaysthat govern our intellectua, emotional,
psychologica and physical responseto stimuli and
biological pathwaysthat affect our physical and mental
hedlth. Thisdevelopment of thebrain, known as*brain
wiring”, hasan intensive spurt during thefirst threeyears
of life, and iscoupled with aprocess of pruning away
neurons, synapses, and neural pathwaysthat are not being
stimulated.

Thedevelopment of skillsthat influencelearning, behavior
and emotional copinginlater lifeseemto belargely

affected by the neural pathways established inthebrain
during development. For examplethe hypothaamic
pituitary adrenal (HPA) pathway (known asthe* stress
pathway) playsakey rolein emotion and memory, and the
endocrine/immune system pathway isassociated with
competenceand coping skills. Thebetter devel oped these
neura pathwaysare, thelower thelikelihood that children
will develop anti-social behavior later inlife. Childrenwho
do not receive proper care, nutrition and attention in the
formativeyearsaremoreat risk of devel oping major
behaviora problems, including conduct disorders, emotiona
disorders, and attention deficit disordersin later life.

Research Findings: Providing the Evidence Base
Theeffect of early child interventionson behavioral
patternsin later lifeiswell documented, bothin developing
and devel oped country contexts. IntheU.S,, the
celebrated High/Scope Perry Preschool —considered the
gold standard of evaluationsof early child devel opment
programs—demonstratesthat youth and adultsborninto
poverty who participated in high-quality preschool
programs committed fewer crimes, had higher earnings,
weremorelikely to hold ajob, and weremorelikely to
have graduated from highschool? (seeFigure1). The
Abecedarian Project, arandomized prospectivetria of full-
timequality child carefrominfancy through Syears, also
yielded similar positive outcomesto age 21, the end of
follow-up (seeFigure 2). Inaddition, the Abecedarian
participantswerelesslikely to becometeen parentsthan
were children who had not participated intheintervention?.
The Chicago Parent—Child Program (the second ol dest
U.S. Government-funded early child program) offered
comprehensive educational center-based early intervention
for low income children and family support services. The
program eval uation demonstrated that children who did not
participatein the program were 70 percent morelikely than

Figure 1: Major Findings: High/Scope Perry
Preschool Study at 40

No Program Group m Program Group

Arrested 5+times by 40
Earned $20K+ at 40
Graduated regular high school
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Box 1: Fight Crime - Invest in Kids: A Case Study

The U.S.-based “Fight Crime: Invest in Kids” program illustrates how
these research findings can be translated into action. The non-profit
is comprised of chiefs of police, sheriffs, officers, prosecutors, youth
violence experts, victims of violence, and police associations. Based
on the collective experiences of these stakeholders, the group
advocates that remedial strategies such as incarceration are
insufficient in addressing crime and violence, and are very costly.
Governments need to implement an approach that addresses the
root causes of crime, focusing more on preventive interventions than
corrective ones.

Fight Crime’s operating principle is that in addition to providing
adolescents with after school programs, good quality early child
interventions that prevent child abuse can make a significant
difference in the health of the child as well as his or her community.
To this end, Fight Crime’s approach targets not only the individual
child or youth, but their families and schools as well. Families —
especially those living in poverty or considered at-risk — receive
additional support to enhance their parenting skills and to confront
the challenges of parenthood. Similarly, schools are encouraged to
develop mechanisms that identify children who might be at a higher
risk of criminal behavior, such that they can be supported early on.

Source: Fight Crime: Invest in Kids http://www.fightcrime.org/

the participantsto be arrested for aviolent crime by age
183

Similar findingshaveemergedin developingand middle
incomecountries. InBrazil, astudy of theimpact of
preschool showed abenefit—cost ratio of 2to 1 for children
who attended 1 year of preschool, aswell asadelayed age
of first pregnancy for thefemale participants®. InTurkey,
amother—child education program, which provided early
enrichment for young children and training and support for
mothers, yielded positive effectsfor children and mothers
in both the short term (e.g., cognitive gainsfor children)
andthelongterm (e.g., greater educational attainment,
reduced delinquency, empowerment of motherswith
improved statuswithin families)®.

Lessons Learned: Translating Research into

Action

Experience and researchinthe early child devel opment
field are showing that there are important lessonsto be
learned in the options policymakers should consider when
addressing youth risky behaviors. 1nsome countries, law
enforcement officersand child devel opment specialists
alikeareusing thesefindingsto call for crimeprevention
effortsto support investmentsin children (seeBox 1).
Theselessonsunderscoretheevidencethat itisnot

prevent theroot causes of such behaviors. Doing sowill
not only build human capital, but will also save considerable
expenditureslater oninremedia actions. Thethree
preventive measuresoutlined below have been
demonstrated to have apositive effect over thelong term
inreducing youth risky behavior.

1. Provide quality early childhood right from
the start.

Therearetwo approachesfor delivering direct ECD
servicesto young children: center-based programsand
home-based programs. Regardless of themodality, most
effectiveinterventionscombineaseriesof activities
including basic nutrition and health care serviceswith
activitiesdesigned to stimulate children’smentd, verbal,
physical, and psychosocia skills. Theseinterventionsa so
promote parental involvement and community outreachin
order to foster astronger sense of connectedness between
new parentsand the environment inwhich their children
will grow. Programstargeted to childrenintheir very early
years (0to 3) focus primarily on the parent, offering
parental education and support activities. For older
children, quality preschool or community center-based
programsarerun by trained teacherswho follow an early
childhood curriculum approach that isdevel opmentally
appropriate and participatory. It hasbeen shown that the
intensity and duration of programs matter; theearlier and
longer thechildisenrolled inan ECD program, thelarger
the effect of the program on the child.

2. Provide Parenting Skills Support to Prevent
Child Abuse.

Childhood abuse occursduring thecritical formativeyears
whenthebrainisbeing physicaly sculpted by daily life
experiences. Theimpact of severe stresscan leave an

Figure 2: Abecedarian Project Risk-taking
and Criminal Activity
(Self-reported Data)
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indelibleimprint on the brain’sstructure and functions.
Harsh punishment, unwanted sexua advances, bdlittling,
and neglect are thought to rel ease a cascade of chemicals,
which produces an enduring effect onthesignalsthat brain
cellssend and receive from each other. The effects of
such abuse can manifest themselvesin avariety of ways,
internally through depression and outwardly through
substance abuse and delinquency to name afew. To
prevent these negative pathways, it isimportant to work
with at-risk parentsand provideregular coachingin
parenting and other skills, combined with support services
by aparaprofessional. Through coaching classes parents
learn how to manage stress, understand the child’s health
and nutrition needsand identify signsof problems, among
other skills. Coaching classesare particularly effectivefor
expectant mothers, with the possibility of continued support
throughout the child infancy. Findingson thistype of
coaching or home-viditation programsin the United States
show that asmany asfour out of five cases of abuse and
neglect in high-risk families can be prevented®.

3. Identify Problem Behaviors Early on in
Schools.

Examplesof such an approach include programsthat help
teachersidentify troubled kids at an early age and provide
adequate support beforethey turninto troubled or
dysfunctional adolescents. Thereare severa waysfor
teachersand schoolstoidentify troubled kidsranging from
using psychosocial screening instrumentsor simply by
monitoring children’sschool performanceand observing

how they interact with their peers. For example, thereis
evidencethat bulliesor victimsof bullieshaveahigher
probability of committing aviolent crime’. Bullying
prevention programsarerelatively inexpensive and produce
measurableresults. The evaluation of the Montreal
Preventive Treatment Program aimed at kindergarten
children who were assessed as having high level s of
disruptive behavior, which had aschool -based component
and aparent-training component, showsthat intervening
with dysfunctional first and second grade boysnearly cutin
half the oddsthat they would | ater berated highly
disruptive by ateacher or by peers®. Thisinturn reduces
the consequent costs of specia education, repetition, and
drop out which dysfunctional children generate.

Concluding Remarks

Early child devel opment interventions should beacentral
policy optionto consider when addressing the difficult
challenge of preventing youth risky behaviors. Such
investments can have adirect impact on reducing crime,
violenceand generate many other positive externalities,
including higher educational attainmentsand delayed age at
first birth. Moreover, they are more cost effectivein the
long run than focusing on remedial interventions. These
argumentsare supported by avast literature of research
testifying to theresultsof ECD interventions. Giventhe
particular successratein areas affected by poverty, itis
increasingly evident that ECD interventionsneed to be at
the center of public sector strategiesfor investingin human
and socid development.
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