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Attending to the Early Childhood Needs of 
Infants and Toddlers 
Lessons from Black Families and their Babies 

Iheoma U. Iruka, Ph.D.
Research Professor, Public Policy
Fellow, Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute
Founding Director, Equity Research Action Coalition

Presentation at the Early Childhood Investigations
February  24, 2022

SPEAKERS

Iheoma U. Iruka

&

Kamye Hugley

Thank you for the 
invitation!
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Honoring 
Native Lands

I  ACKNOWLEDGE THAT I LIVE, 
WORK, AND BUILD MY 
FAMILIES’ ECONOMIC WEALTH 
ON THE LUMBEE TRIBE TAKEN 
THROUGH COLONIZATION AND 
ATTEMPTED ERADICATION BY 
SETTLERS. 

LUMBEE TRIBE PROVIDES 
PROGRAMS AND SERVICES TO 
ALL TRIBAL MEMBERS WITHIN 
THE AREAS OF CUMBERLAND, 
HOKE, ROBESON, AND 
SCOTLAND COUNTIES IN NC.

Honoring Black 
Bodies

• Many parts of the US was built by enslaved 
Africans and their enslaved descendants,  and 
only within the past generation were Black 
people afforded full rights.

• Today, Black individuals and People of Color 
disproportionately work as service staff across 
the country. This community is largely 
responsible for the maintenance of our daily 
lives,  the food and food service available,  child 
care,  health care,  and many other basic 
necessities that make our lives easy.  The 
wealth of our nation is due to the forced free 
labor of these Africans.

T H E  U N I V E RS I T Y  O F  N O RT H  C A RO L I N A  AT  C H A P E L  H I L L
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Take Home Message

• Need to address the dual pandemics being 
experienced by Black families and children. 

• Must attend to the cultural assets of Black 
communities in policymaking and research

• Antiracist policies must center justice and  
whether policies address historical and 
current inequities of Black communities

• Engage and activate the Black Child 
National Agenda

• We must center our excellence, heritage, 
and ancestral knowledge in our research 
practice, and policies to meet the humanity 
of Black children, families, and communities. 

9

Ground setting

Science of Early 
Development

• Early experiences are essential for 
building brain connections that 
underlie healthy development. 

• Early adversity can change the 
timing of critical periods of brain 
development. 

• Healthy development of the child 
begins in the preconception period. 

• Supportive relationships between 
the child and the adults in life are 
essential and buffer against stress.

10
Source. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2019). Vibrant and Healthy Kids: Aligning 
Science, Practice, and Policy to Advance Health Equity. The National Academies Press. 
mhttps://doi.org/10.17226/25466
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Lessons from the Science of Early Development

The influence of access to basic 
resources prenatally is powerful 
and limit chronic stress and help 
close racial and economic 
disparities.

Both institutional racism and 
interpersonal experiences of 
discrimination can influence the 
health and well-being of both 
children and adults in many ways.

Source. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2019). Vibrant and 
Healthy Kids: Aligning Science, Practice, and Policy to Advance Health Equity. The National 
Academies Press. mhttps://doi.org/10.17226/25466

Advancing child health, development, and learning starts 
prior to birth and matters throughout the life course.

Black households make up about ~13% of the US population but make up the 
largest or second largest racial/ethnic group in 19 states & DC.  
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Black and Hispanic median net worth is 8-10X less than White 
families. 

14

Disparities start prenatally and after birth….

wealth income poverty
food 

insecurity

housing 
insecurity

maternal 
mortality

infant 
mortality

low birth 
weight & 
preterm

early 
education 

access

suspension/ 
expulsion

AND SO 
MUCH 

MORE...

Black children, in particular, are likely to be in lower 
quality rated programs regardless of auspice.

Barnett, W. S., Carolan, M., & Johns, D. (2013). Equity and excellence: African-

American children's access to quality preschool. Rutgers University, National Institute 

for Early Education and Research, Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes.
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Black children make up 18% of public preschool but 
make up almost 50% of suspension/expulsion rates; 

information is unavailable for private programs.

3-Part Series

3Ps Framework of Protecting, Promoting, and Preserving

• Black families and babies are 
biologically and socially vulnerable 
to the ACEs of racism

• Black families and children continue 
to strive and thrive

• Policies are needed that
• preserve Black children’s cultural 

heritage and family unit

• protect them from harm and trauma, 
and 

• promote their health, economic stability 
& mobility
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Black Parents and Their Babies - Data

768 Black families/caregiver 
• Surveyed between April – March 2021
• Average household income of $56,097 

• higher than the 2019 median income for 
Black households of $45,438

• 7% immigrant caregivers
• Majority English-speaking households 
• Representing 43 states and DC 

Survey focus areas
• Surveyed families about their experiences with 

racism and discrimination, financial security, 
mental health, wellbeing, early care and 
education options 

More Black parents report experiences of discrimination than other parents.

= All Parents
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More Black parents have concern about their child’s racialized experiences than other parents.

= All Parents

About 40% of Black families in poverty experience major/extreme financial problems 
compared to 30% of non-Black families in poverty.

More parents in poverty report report missing well-baby visit than middle-income families. 
Black families likely to miss due to vaccine hesitancy, transportation, and ECE access. 
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Most Black parents reduced use of out of home care during pandemic, especially in centers. 
Similar use of center/school based compared to FFN and home-based programs.

Key Findings

• Racism and discrimination remain a concern for Black families and their 
babies, along with economic instability and access to early care and 
education options.

• Black families with babies face economic insecurity and material hardships.

• COVID-19 caused disruption in parents’ and babies’ health care, well-being, 
and early care and education placements.

• Black families begin promoting their babies’ racial identity early.

Cultural wealth are 
forms of capital that 

children of color bring 
with them that are 

often unrecognized or 
unacknowledged
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Six cultural capital categories: 
Applied through State of Babies Yearbook

State of Babies Yearbook: Good Health Domain
Navigational and Familial Capital

• Familial Capital = draw on extended networks of family and friends to help 
them care for themselves and their children during particularly stressful times, 
including access to support, resources and information

• Navigational Capital = families seek other ways to meet their needs outside of 
system due to history of hostile interactions and inadequate supports

State of Babies Yearbook: Strong Families Domain “Crowded Housing”
Familial and Social Capital

• Familial Capital = living with 
extended family members or others 
during a child’s early years can 
potentially and positively support 
parents’ and children’s mental health 
and well-being

• Social Capital = pool social and 
economic resources to support 
educational and employment 
opportunities

29

30

31



2/24/2022

11

State of Babies Yearbook: Positive Learning Domain
Linguistic and Resistant Capital

• Linguistic Capital = people of color utilize a variety of communication styles and 
methods to stimulate intellectual growth, and storytelling is culturally-grounded

• Resistant Capital = messages parents use to ensure children can cope in a 
racialized society (i.e., racial/ethnic socialization)

Key Findings

• Inform service provision and policies for 
for Black families and babies that draw on 
cultural assets and uses a strengths-based 
perspective.

• Critical to rethink how to understand, 
explain, and activate current indicators.

• Consider how existing indicators might fall 
short by not attending to context, culture, 
or assets.

• Need for broad indicators that are 
applicable for different populations, but 
also equitable and centered on positive 
Black experiences.

The 3Ps Protect, Promote, 
Preserve Framework can 
help public officials to 
combat anti-Black racism 
in policy and programs by 
applying a racial equity 
lens. 
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Questions being 
Addressed

• Based on the research review by the Prenatal-to-3 
Policy Impact Center, which policy approaches 
have the potential to protect, promote, and 
preserve Black families and babies?

• Beyond the work of the Prenatal-to-3 Policy 
Impact Center, what additional policies and 
programs need research review to build a more 
complete picture of the levers available to state 
and federal officials to protect, promote, and 
preserve Black families and babies?

Protective Policies

• Expansion of Health (Medicaid) 
Insurance increased Black 
families’ insurance access.

• Medicaid expansion reduced 
maternal mortality and 
reductions in preterm birth and 
very low birthweight among 
Black infants compared to 
White infants.

• **Attend to equity in early 
intervention identification and 
supports

Promotive Policies

• State Earned Income Tax decreased 
incidences of LBW for Black 
mothers.

• State Minimum Wage reduced 
poverty for Black people compared 
to White people.

• Paid Family Leave leads to initiation 
and duration of Black mothers’ 
breastfeeding practice and Black 
mothers’ postpartum mental health.

• **Attend to mortgage insurance, 
baby bonds, and universal 
preschool.
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Preservative Policies

• No policy or policy approaches that 
support the cultural heritage, 
language, family preservation, and 
positive racial identity of Black 
families and babies.

• **Attend to increasing wages 
and compensation of ECE 
workforce.

Findings

• Need for research as well additional policy 
and program refinement to begin to 
address and dismantle systemic and anti-
Black racism and bias in policy for Black 
families with young children

• Need for research and policies focused on 
economic mobility and wealth generation

• Still limited research and policies that 
address the cultural preservation of Black 
families, children and communities

40

Where do we go from here?
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10 Policies
1. Maintain Child Tax Credits and Income Supports

2. Address Racial Disparities in Wages and Career Advancement Opportunities

3. Invest in Black-Owned and Black-Led Businesses, Organizations, and Institutions

4. Expand the Family and Medical Leave Act

5. Expand Health Insurance

6. Expand Universal Access to Early Care and Education

7. Address Harsh and Unfair Discipline Practices

8. Ensure Equity in Early Intervention and Special Education

9. Ensure Culturally Responsive Curricula and Practices through Workforce 

Development and Training

10.Pass Reparations

take home message
#WeShallOvercome

• Need to address the dual pandemics 
being experienced by Black families 
and children.

• Must attend to the cultural assets of 
Black communities in policymaking 
and research

• Antiracist policies must center 
justice and  whether policies address 
historical and current inequities of 
Black communities

• Engage and activate the Black Child 
National Agenda

• We must center our excellence, 
heritage, and ancestral knowledge
in our research practice, and policies 
to meet the humanity of Black 
children, families, and communities. 
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Moderated Conversation 
with Kamye Hugley
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Thank you 
for your 

time, 
attention, 
and work!

https://equity-coalition.fpg.unc.edu

T H E  U N I V E RS I T Y  O F  N O RT H  C A RO L I N A  AT  C H A P E L  H I L L

Questions? Comments?

Email: FPGEquityCoalition@unc.edu
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