
Challenges confront the California family 

ow well does California treat its children? 
Children Now gave the state either a “D” or 

a ”D-” for its efforts in the years 1989 to 1992. Last 
year, the national advocacy group did not give 
letter grades, but disclosed disturbing facts in its 
most recent report California: The State of Our Chil- 
dren 1993. For instance, when compared to other 
states, California’s children are: 

more likely to grow up poor; 
less likely to have health insurance; 
less likely to receive child support; 
more likely to have babies as teenagers; 
less likely to go to college; 
more likely to be unemployed; and 
more likely to be victims of homicide. 

Can a state’s future be foretold by the way it 
treats its children? Advocacy organizations say 
“yes.” If they are right, California has witnessed 
foreboding changes in the last 20 years; some of 
them, including a 50% rise in poverty, increases in 
divorce and the number of single parents, mirror 
national trends. Others, such as the dramatic 
shifts in California’s racial and ethnic composi- 
tion, are unique to the state. In part due to eco- 
nomic stress and the breakup of the family, Chil- 
dren Now reports that the state has witnessed 
“alarming declines” in its efforts to contain such 
rising problems as child abuse, up 41 % between 
1988 and 1991; juvenile homicide, up 59%; and 
teen births, which rose 23% during the same 
4-year period. 

Although it’s difficult to draw conclusions 
about exact cause and effect, a large body of evi- 
dence points to one unfortunate result: When 
problems like hunger and poverty occur early in 
life, they cause a cascade of effects that touch all 
Californians for years to come. 

One of the most dramatic changes in the state 
has been its increasing ethnic diversity; the white 
population is projected to be a minority by the 
year 2000. More than half of California’s school- 
children are minorities, and one in five California 
schoolchildren has only limited English profi- 
ciency, according to recent studies. 

Statistics show that minorities are dispropor- 
tionately affected by poverty and its associated 
problems. For instance, the 1993 Current Popula- 
tion Survey Report shows a 16% poverty rate for 

the state as a whole. However, among Hispanics 
the rate was 28%; among African-Americans, 
25.4% and among whites, 9.5%. 

Although the majority of California children 
continue to live with two-parent families, the 
families may be reconstituted with stepparents 
and stepsiblings. More than half of all 
California children will spend at least 
a portion of their childhood in a single 
parent home, according to Children 
Now. UC studies show 24% of all 
California mothers are unmarried, 
and some 60% of children come from 
divorced or single-parent homes. 

By contrast, more than 80% of 
children in the postwar generation 
grew up in an intact family with two 
biological parents, according to 
writer Mary Beth Whitehead in an 
extensive review of the single-parent 
family which appeared in the Atlan- 
tic Monthly in April 1993. 

rounds single parenthood and espe- 
cially single motherhood. Half the single moth- 
ers in the United States live below the poverty 
line, with income declining an average of 30% 
for women after divorce. This statistic holds true 
for California, where 57% of all female-headed 
households with children lived in poverty in 

A constellation of problems sur- 
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In California, 1 out of 
every 4 children lives 
in poverty, a statistic 
that has implications 
for all Californians. 

The age distributions of 
both rural and urban Cali- 
fornians are pictured 
above. Both rural and ur- 
ban areas show bulges for 
the very young, ages 0-4, 
and in the 20 to 40-year-old 
range. 
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1990, according to census figures. Partly as a re- 
sult of this, one-fourth of California’s children 
now live in poverty, significantly more than the 
15% who did so in 1980, according to Children 
Now. 

If present trends continue, fully one-third of 
California’s child population will live in poverty 
by the year 2000, advocacy officials predict. 

Child poverty is an important indicator of 
child well-being. Poor children are four times as 
likely to die in infancy. They are also more likely 
to suffer serious illness, drop out of school or be- 
come pregnant as teenagers. 

As noted elsewhere in this issue, (see page 11) 
about 13% of California’s population is hungry, 
which puts the state among the top 15 with the 
largest hungry populations. Almost one-third of 
all school children in the state re- 
ceive free or reduced-price Although the majority 

of California children lunches. 
still live in two-parent 
homes, single-parent 

While it is difficult to point to 
any one cause for California’s 

households~ particum 
larly those headed by 

are increas- 

ill;, research suggests that in ad- 
dition to economic stress, the 

ing in both urban and 
rural areas. 

breakup of the family may be at 
the root of such problems as 
poverty, high school dropout 
rates and even increases in vio- 
lent juvenile crime. 

In her 1993 review of the 
single-parent family, Whitehead 
reported that children in single- 

parent families are six 
times more likely to be poor as children 
from two-parent families. They are also 
more likely to drop out of high school, 
get pregnant as teenagers, abuse drugs 
and get in trouble with the law. Nation- 
wide, over 70% of all juveniles in state 
reform institutions come from fatherless 
homes. 

Children from single-parent families 
usually do not receive the financial sup- 
port of two parents. Nearly one-third of 
all California babies are born to unmar- 
ried parents, and many custodial parents 

do not seek or receive court-ordered child sup- 
uort. In 1994, less than half (40%) of children with 

Among families with 
children, W0me1-1 with . .  
children comprise the 
fastest growing seg- 
ment of the state’s payment. 

Lourt-ordered child support received even partial 

poor. Percentages 
have been rounded. 

Economic instability can lead to many other 
problems, not the least of which are the emotional 
adjustments that may be required of children 
forced to move to a new home, form new attach- 
ments with a stepparent or lose contact with the 
noncustodial parent. One study showed that 10 
years after a marriage breaks up, more than two- 

thirds of children report not having seen their fa- 
ther for a year. 

Children in disrupted families face a myriad 
of other problems. They are nearly twice as likely 
to drop out of high school. One study which fo- 
cused on white families found that daughters of 
single parents are not only more likely to di- 
vorce, they’re also more likely to marry or have 
children as teenagers. Fewer children from dis- 
rupted families attend college. 

California’s family portrait mirrors many of 
these national trends. In its 1993 report, Children 
Now examined 27 benchmarks, which taken to- 
gether provide a statistical profile of the California 
child. 

ticeably, a 13% decrease in the number of infant 
deaths between 1988 to 1992, and a 
decrease in the number of students 
who dropped out of high school. 
That number, which had been 18.2% 
in 1990-91, dropped to 16.6% in 

There were some reasons for hope - most no- 

1991-92. 
But there were reasons for con- 

cern as well, with increases reported 
in such areas as child abuse and ne- 
glect, teenage arrests for felony 
crime, teen homicides and teenagers 
giving birth. 

For instance, in 1992 the number 
of reported cases of child abuse and 
neglect was almost double the num- 
ber of reported violent crimes such 

as rape, murder and assault. Child abuse reports 
increased 41% between 1988 and 1991 - to more 
than double the incidents reported in 1984. 

Teen crime and homicide also increased. Ac- 
cording to Children Now, 828 teenagers were 
murdered in California in 1992, a 59% increase 
from just 4 years earlier - almost two teenagers 
killed per day. 

Although crime often is associated with big 
cities, Children Now found that predominantly 
rural counties logged the highest rates of juvenile 
felony arrests. Overall, juvenile incarceration 
rates rose 23% between 1988 and 1991, climbing 
to 256 arrests every day. 

More than 70,000 babies - or 1 in 8 - are 
born to teenagers in California every year, ac- 
cording to statistics. Although the numbers fluc- 
tuate, California’s rate of teen births is higher 
than the national average, with teen mothers ac- 
counting for 11% of all mothers in the state, ac- 
cording to Children Now. 

Education statistics were not much more opti- 
mistic. According to a 1992 report issued by the 
Policy Analysis for California Education (PACE), 
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a university-based research center, the state 
spends less per pupil than any other industrial- 
ized state. Class size in California is second high- 
est in the nation, after Utah. 

The report noted that California gains an av- 
erage of 150,000 new students a year. In 1991-92, 
California’s public schools enrolled more than 5 
million students, 1 million more than the com- 
bined enrollments of Colorado, Florida, Minne- 
sota and Maryland. California has more students 
in its K-6 system than New York has in its entire 
K-12 system. Private schools account for nearly 
10% of the school-age population. 

The PACE report found that academically, 
California students are not doing as well as they 
once did. While the high school dropout rate im- 
proved, there were continued gaps in achieve- 
ment between racial and ethnic groups, with Af- 
rican-Americans and Latinos scoring substan- 
tially lower in the California Assessment 
Program tests - particularly in reading. 

In 1960, according to the Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities, a Washington, D.C. think- 
tank, California spent 21% more per student than 
the rest of the nation. Now, it spends 14% less 
than the national average. 

With statistics such as these, it’s hard to know 
what to be optimistic about as the International 
Year of the Family ends. But even officials of ad- 
vocacy organizations, who make a 

Hope for the California family rests in part with communities themselves, 
which have taken the initiative to develop programs targeting such areas as 
educational achievement, teen parenting and prenatal care. 

The issue of child support is high- 
lighted in a California Department of 
Social Services program to educate 
kids about the child support system. 
“What Kind of Parent Will You Be?” is 
a curriculum designed for 9th through 
12th graders, to help them understand 
the emotional and financial responsi- 

Both parents work 

Father works 

Mother works 

Neither parent works 

bilities of being a parent. The program 
is included in Los 
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point of assessing what‘s wrong in or- 
der to improve it, see room for hope. 

are a lot of examples of good ef- 
forts that are happening around the 
state,” said Amy Abraham, acting 
policy director for Children Now. 
These include efforts described in 
this issue, as well as other govern- 
ment programs and community at- 
tempts to solve such problems as 
teenagers giving birth, or fathers 
failing to provide child support. 

Among programs Children 
Now cited in its 1993 report were 
”Healthy Tomorrow,” a Contra Costa County 
program designed to improve the health of preg- 
nant women and infants, with special emphasis 
on African-Americans. Outreach workers visited 
soup kitchens, shelters and other facilities to find 
pregnant women and link them with health care. 
They provided transportation to health care pro- 
grams along with improved health care, educa- 
tion and nutrition information. As a result, the 
county now has the lowest infant mortality rate 
for African-Americans and has already reached 
its target goal for the year 2000. 

”There’s a lot of hope and there 

Hngeies uniriea xnooi  
District’s curriculum, and is 
taught in many other Califor- 
nia high schools. A second 
program, called the Parent 
Opportunity Program, allows 
natural parents of a child to 
acknowledge 
paternity by 
simply sign- 
ing a declara- 
tion at the 
birth site, cut- 
ting down on 
court time 

and making it more likely that 
both parents will be involved and 
honor their obligations. Governor 
Wilson has signed legislation en- 
suring this program will be ex- 
panded statewide by January 
1995. 

In an effort to improve the 
educational achievement of all kids, not just the 
academically advanced, several San Jose schools 
have adopted the Accelerated Schools Project, 
which challenges conventional wisdom about 
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The figure above 
shows the number of 
working parents in 
two-parent homes. 
The majority of chil- 
dren come from 
homes where both 
parents work. 

Class size in Califor- 
nia is second highest 
in the nation, after 
Utah. 
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Cookie Monster 
decorates a “hot” 
lead-leaching piece 
of ceramicware. How- 
ever, similar plates 
made of plastic do 
not leach lead. 
(Photo by Ron Goble) 

education by speeding up, rather than slowing 
down, the learning process for at-risk kids. The re- 
sult has been substantial improvement in test 
scores for all kids, with seventh graders showing 
test score improvements of more than a grade 
level in math, and most eighth grade students go- 
ing on to take geometry in high school. 

Other efforts include “Humanitas,” a Los 
Angeles-based program that encourages team- 
teaching based around a relevant theme to engage 

kids in the learning and writing process; Barrios 
Unidos, a Santa Cruz program that brought to- 
gether teenagers, their parents and community 
sponsors to build a soccer field and park as an al- 
ternative to violence; and LA‘S BEST, a Los 
Angeles-based organization that hopes to steer 
kids away from violence by providing them with 
after-school activities, such as tutoring younger 
kids, designed to boost their self-esteem. 

-Editor 

Lead poisoning continues to pose threat 
espite recent efforts to reduce the amount of 
lead in the environment, lead poisoning re- 

mains one of the most common environmental health 
problems for children in the United States today. 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and the 
American Academy of Pediatrics 
have both called for universal 
screening of children ages 6 months 
to 6 years in an effort to ward off 
the physical and developmental 
problems associated with even rela- 
tively low blood levels for lead. 

In addition, the CDC recently 
lowered the acceptable blood lead 
level from 25 to 10 micrograms per 
deciliter (pg/dl) -the lowest level 
yet at which effects from lead expo- 
sure have been seen. 

deal with the problem continues to 
be education. UC Cooperative Ex- 
tension efforts to educate Califor- 
nians about the dangers of lead poi- 

soning and methods for its prevention include 
workshops for community health care workers, as 
well as the development of a lead test designed to 
determine if household ceramics and pottery are 
leaching lead (see opposite page). 

Nutrition Science Specialist Sheri Zidenberg- 
Cherr, colleagues from the Department of Nutri- 
tion at UC Davis and county advisors in Tulare, 
Fresno and San Bernardino, are conducting re- 
search designed to determine what impact diet has 
on a child’s susceptibility to lead poisoning. If a 
relationship between certain nutrients and lead ab- 
sorption can be found, then detailed nutrition edu- 
cation programs might be targeted to high-risk 
populations, she explained. 

Chronic exposure to lead can lead to serious 
health and behavioral problems such as anemia, 

One of the most effective ways to 

kidney disease, lower IQ and other permanent 
cognitive deficiencies, Zidenberg-Cherr noted. 

Children are considered especially at risk of 
lead poisoning because their central nervous sys- 
tems are still developing. They are also the ones 
most likely to pick up lead in the environment 
through crawling or putting things in their mouth. 

Although blood lead levels for children have 
dropped in the last decade, due in part to such ef- 
forts as banning lead-based house paint and intro- 
ducing lead-free gasoline, experts remain con- 
cerned about the effects of low-level exposure 
from such sources as water, soil, and the colorful 
pottery Americans may pick up when traveling. 

The most common source of lead poisoning is 
lead-based paint which was commonly used in 
homes until it was banned for such use in 1977. 
Children who live in older homes are at risk of 
lead poisoning, especially if the paint is chipped 
or peeling, or the house is undergoing renovation. 
Lead also can be ingested or inhaled from dust 
kicked up during remodeling. 

Lead exposure also can occur in some jobs, 
such as radiator repair or battery making, and in 
some hobbies, such as working with stained glass 
which uses lead in the soldering process. 

Children of migrant workers are considered at 
high risk of lead exposure due to environmental 
contamination in their homes and work environ- 
ments. Poverty is a risk factor for lead toxicity, in 
part because more low-income children live in 
older, dilapidated homes. People who are poor 
may not have adequate diets, which can increase a 
child’s susceptibility to lead poisoning, according 
to Zidenberg-Cherr. 

Animal studies have shown that diets low in 
calcium or iron, or high in fat, can enhance lead 
absorption. 

Zidenberg-Cherr’s study involves more than 
200 children between the ages of one through five. 
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