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THE ASPEN | INSTITUTE

The Aspen Institute was created more than 65 years ago to be a space for
leaders to explore the fundamental issues facing society through a values-
based lens and informed by the Socratic method. Building on our history and far
reaching cross-sector networks, the Aspen Institute has embraced an institutional
commitment to addressing the critical and growing challenges of inequality

and poverty — and deeply exploring what that means for children and families

in the United States. Ascend at the Aspen Institute is a leading conftributor to

this important mission and was created in 2010 to serve as a national hub for
breakthrough ideas and proven strategies that enable opportunity to pass from
one generation to the next.

| am pleased to share with you Ascend’s newest publication, Children and
Families at the Center: Policy Ideas for Communities, States, and the New
Adminisfration, which offers a vision and set of ideas and recommendations
that are realistic and relevant. This report is a culmination of multiple strategy
sessions and individual contributions from more than 100 leaders from diverse
organizations across the country. It reflects the insights of a broad range of
sectors. As we enter an uncertain and highly dynamic environment, this report is
infended to serve as a roadmap for moving forward. Central to these ideas and
recommendations is a set of principles: set outcomes for children and families,
engage parents and families, embrace equity and inclusion, spark innovation
and radical collaboration, and leverage public-private partnerships.

As you will read in Children and Families at the Center, we have prioritized the
states and communities as a place for policy action and innovation. Place

is where change happens. And states and communities are where policy
translates into real life outcomes. We know what works to move children and
families forward. We must build the political and public will to accelerate
momentum and invest in our shared future.

Our deepest appreciation and continued commitment to all of the parents,
policy innovators, elected officials, practitioners, service providers, researchers,
and philanthropists who have partnered with us. Your leadership and
commitment is more important than ever.

Onward,

e B S —

Anne Msle
Vice President, the Aspen Institute
Executive Director, Ascend at the Aspen Institute
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We start the year with a new administration and a call from the public for

a renewed focus on economic security and opportunity. An uncertain

policy environment is fueled by political polarization, but also a demand for
change. In this shifting landscape, it is urgent that we articulate and advance
a concrete agenda for children and families at the community, state, and
national levels that leaders can embrace. Both political parties agree: Investing
in children and families yields major returns, including safer communities, a
more educated workforce, and a stable economy. We have an opportunity
to build on this common ground and shared commitment while holding our
systems accountable for ensuring positive outcomes for children, families, and
communities.

Over the past few years, states have initiated a groundswell of innovation and
collaboration to address child and family well-being. In a burst of bipartisan leadership,
governors, mayors, and their respective agencies are embracing new solutions to more
effectively support the well-being of children, parents, and families. Significant federal
investments, ranging from Early Learning Grants to the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA), have accelerated action in states and communities and laid
the foundation for future progress. Our economy is on an upswing with unemployment
down from 10 percent in 2009 to 4.7 percent today, job growth up by 15.8 million
private sector jobs since 2010, and the real median household income increasing by
$2,800 in 2015, the fastest growth rate on record.'?

If we take all this momentum and double down on our commitment to investing in what
we know works, more children and families will achieve their full potential. Our nation is
well positioned to do so.

UNDERSTANDING THE CHALLENGE AHEAD —
PRAGMATIC PROBLEM SOLVING

To promote strong families, we must
help them break free from the traps
of poverty and build long-term
economic success. Today, 48 percent
of people living in the United States
— nearly one in every two people
— is poor or low income. Nearly half
of children in the United States live
in families with low incomes, and

69 percent of African American, 64
percent of Latino/Hispanic, and 66
percent of American Indian children
under age six live in poverty.®

Ls
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The United States has also experienced a generational erosion of economic mobility.
For example, a child born into the average American household in 1940 had a 92
percent chance of making more money than his parents, compared to just 50 percent
in 1980.* Expanding inequality coupled with reduced economic mobility has undercut
the trajectory of children and their families across race and ethnicity as well as class
and rural geography.

To thrive, all families need education, stability and safety, a good job, good health, and
a sense of confidence and connectedness. Children and families with low incomes
face multiple complex, interconnected challenges. The solutions and services children
and their parents need are complicated and inefficient. Families must race around
town to access different support systems, provide the same information multiple times,
and find someone to care for their children — possibly someone they do not know —
while they wait in long lines and juggle multiple jobs, school, and family needs. The very
services designed to help those who need them most can send families backward
rather than helping them get ahead.

Even though their solutions may vary, policymakers across the political spectrum
agree: We can and must do better. We have a solid foundation from which to build,
including policy solutions, best and promising practices, cross-sector partnerships, and
models that policymakers, community leaders, on-the-ground innovators, parents, and
philanthropists can start using today to leverage existing resources and give children
and families the opportunity to live their best lives.

Evidence shows a child’s healthy development hinges on stable relationships and
supportive environments. Economists and child development specialists agree:
Investments in quality, comprehensive early child care and learning, especially prenatal
to age three, will lead to a more educated population, stronger workforce, and a more
engaged society. Improving access to high-quality child care also brings immediate
economic benefits, including increased rates of employment and higher incomes for
working parents, particularly working mothers.>

This consensus among child development experts, brain scientists, and economists
has strengthened bipartisan agreement at the federal and state level that every
child deserves the care he or she needs in the earliest years when supporting brain
development is most critical. With many leaders on record calling for the nation to do
more, this issue is ripe for action.

A growing body of research and innovation around the power of addressing the
strengths and needs of children and parents together is also fueling this momentum.
The practice of intentionally serving children and the adults in their lives simultaneously
is referred to as the two-generation (2Gen) approach. Data documents the positive
effect parents’ educational attainment, economic stability, and mental and physical
health have on a child’'s development and trajectory. In addition, when a child

is thriving, he or she has a positive impact on the parent.¢ This concept of mutual
motivation is af the heart of the 2Gen approach. Over the past few years, states and
communities have been applying a 2Gen approach to serve children and families
more holistically and effectively.
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BIPARTISAN PUBLIC APPROVAL FOR SUPPORTING CHILDREN AND PARENTS TOGETHER

Public support for a 2Gen approach continues to increase. A bipartisan 2016 election-
eve survey finds support for a 2Gen approach among a majority of both Democratic
and Republican voters. Seventy-six percent of voters agreed that if we want to ensure
children with low incomes are successful in their early learning, we must also invest in
their parents’ economic well-being; and a majority of voters (86 percent) support the
2Gen approach, even if it increases their taxes (74 percent).” Many 2Gen solutions
are already showing promising results, and the public is hungry for pragmatic solutions
that can make a difference. For example, increasing access to quality early childhood
development services is making it easier for parents to access career jobs that offer
upward mobility and allow them to provide for their families. These approaches are
ready for policymakers, academics, advocates, businesses, and others to adopt on a
wider scale.

THE OPPORTUNITY FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES — A FOCUS ON STATES AND COMMUNITIES

An increasing number of forward-thinking states are already pursuing creative ways

to boost the effectiveness of these programs and integrate them into efforts to

improve child and family education, economic, and health outcomes. With a new
administration set to review and revise federal policies and an active and critical mass
of states poised to come together to amplify their commitment to children and families,
the time is right fo give more communities access to 2Gen opportunities. States and
communities are poised to reimagine existing services and accelerate collaboration
and innovation to meet the needs of children and the adults in their lives and ensure alll
families have an opportunity to gain lasting economic security. Further, with potentially

BIPARTISAN STATE MOMENTUM - STATES PURSUING A 2GEN APPROACH TO POLICY

M States pursuing a 2Gen approach
(Democratic governor)

I States pursuing a 2Gen approach
(Republican governor)
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tightening state budgets, innovative approaches that effectively use existing programs
and resources to produce better child and family outcomes will be in demand.

Over the past five years, Ascend has partnered with, learned from, and provided
extensive technical assistance to comprehensive state efforts in Colorado, Tennessee,
Connecticut, Utah, Washington, Maryland, and Hawaii. More recently, more than 35
states have indicated a strong interest in integrating 2Gen strategies into state and
local policies and programs. Additionally, the National Governors Association and the
American Public Human Services Association, among others, are actively deepening
their 2Gen approach.

Progress in the states has translated into real bipartisan breakthroughs at the national
level as well. In 2016, Senator Susan Collins (R-ME) and Senator Martin Heinrich (D-NM)
infroduced the Two Generation Economic Empowerment Act, a measure aimed at
increasing opportunities for families living in poverty through programs targeting both
parents and children.

More than 50 years after President Johnson declared a ‘War on Poverty,” millions of
Americans still struggle to find the resources they need to meet the basic necessities of
life. In Maine, the poverty rate stands at 13.4 percent, just slightly below the national
rate. Our bill proposes a new approach to fighting poverty, one that focuses on addressing
the needs of children and their parents together — 2Gens — in order to help break the cycle
of intergenerational poverty. It marks an important first step toward reevaluating our
approach to poverty-reducing programs and encouraging innovative, more effective uses
of taxpayer dollars.

While we’ve seen signs of economic recovery, far too many families in New Mexico

and across the nation are still struggling to make ends meet and can’t escape
multigenerational poverty. I'm proud to partner with my Republican colleague from
Maine Senator Susan Collins to introduce this bipartisan bill to give states, local
governments, and tribes more flexibility to develop innovative programs that really work
to help families find a way out of poverty.

While programs and services to help families with low incomes are funded primarily
through federal legislation, states and communities have considerable flexibility in how
investment priorities are set and how programs hit the ground.

Several federally funded programs — including Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF); Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP); Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC); Child Care Development
Block Grant (CCDBG); Maternal Infant and Early Childhood Home Visiting Program
(MIECHV); Medicaid; and the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) — are
administered at the state level. Therefore, states and communities have the flexibility
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In 2012, nearly one in five kids in Colorado
was living in poverty. It's a number we’ve
worked hard to reduce: today [2016] it’s one

in six, and we want to drive those numbers
down even more. One of the approaches we're
taking is called Two Generation, or Two-Gen, a
comprehensive effort that moves families out of

poverty and toward self-reliance.

L...do hereby proclaim August 30, 2016 as “2G
for Tennessee Day” in Tennessee and encourage

all citizens to join me in this worthy observance.

to test new approaches, promote innovation,
and develop better ways to meet the needs

of both children and the adults in their lives.
While states administer these programs, federal
agencies decide how they are regulated.
Navigating conflicting requirements across these
programs and agencies can be challenging.

To make the most of these programs and
strengthen economic success throughout their
communities, states need to take a hard look at
what is working; assess where services are failing
to support children, parents, and families; and
determine how to better align benefits — such
as housing, Medicaid, WIC, TANF, and SNAP — so
these funds go farther and help more families.

The federal government and Congress play a
vital role in creating policies that have wide-
ranging impact on our country. Moving forward,
there is an opportunity to build on important
federal investments in critical areas, including, but
not limited to, economic opportunity, education
innovation from the early years to postsecondary,

community collaborations, and health care reform.

Establishing concrete outcomes for the well-being of children and families can serve

as a powerful “North Star” that will guide all sectors of our society as they collectively
work foward common goals using shared metrics — especially during times of distinct
policy shifts. While the public sector serves as an important anchor and catalyst for the
economic security of families, public-private partnerships and cross-sector collaboration
are essential to ensure that progress leads to permanent advancements and changes.

As conversations around potential block grants, privatization, or shifts in spending
emerge, a thoughtful analysis of lessons from past efforts — the good and the bad —
can inform advocates, states, and federal policymakers so that together we can hold
families harmless in the midst of policy changes. Establishing clear outcome goals for
children and families will be essential fo ensuring systems and efforts are accountable
to family well-being and responsive to what families say they need. The relationship
between states and the federal government is critical to how policies franslate into
programs and services for families. Solutions and investment must meet both the scale
and timing of the challenges they are designed to address.

We are excited about the opportunity states and communities have to strengthen and
replicate these efforts. This report is infended to support states and communities ready
to capitalize on this moment. Ascend gathered insights from policymakers, experts in
the field, and families in communities across the country to assess evidence-based
practices that are already working on the ground as well as ideas for what innovation
and experimentation is needed to continue fueling the 2Gen movement.

With this input, Ascend identified the top opportunities for states to reimagine public
supports and services so that they work better for both children and their parents. The
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recommendations presented here build on current programs and leverage existing
resources and funding streams to give all children and their parents an opportunity
to simultaneously succeed. And best of all, states and communities can start
implementing many of these ideas right away.

g Set and track outcome goals for children and families. Establishing shared, cross-
agency desired outcomes for children and families is an important process. It serves

to focus comprehensive efforts and acts as a powerful accountability tool. Creating a
development trajectory for a child and parent will help connect different interventions
and provide more holistic support.

g Strengthen and leverage health and human services innovation, collaboration
capacity, and leadership. Health and human services agencies are a strong gateway
to programs, services, and public investments that most directly affect families. Their
programs range from addressing basic needs to the ultimate goal of breaking the cycle
of poverty. Connecting the social determinants of health with the 2Gen approach has
opened new conversations and opportunities for systems alignment as well as internal
and cross-agency collaboration to drive better outcomes for children and the adults

in their lives. Maintaining a 2Gen approach to physical, mental, and emotional health
services will ensure these systems remain linked and connected to other relevant
platforms, such as early childhood, workforce, and community supports.

Q Develop a new paradigm for parent and family supports that builds upon the

best and emerging practices in family coaching and workforce training. Informed

by the perspectives and experiences of families, there is an opportunity to advance

the educational and economic stability of families by using these best practices as
important guides. This new approach for family supports more effectively links workforce
development and skill-building programs to early childhood programs that serve
parents in need of living-wage employment and training; trains and supports family
engagement specialists and coaches on assessing and addressing toxic stress; links

and aligns resources for young parents or “opportunity youth” with those for their young
children, such as TANF and child care subsidies; and ensures that supports critical to
family success — such as transportation and housing vouchers and paid leave for
sickness or caregiving — are available
to parents striving to climb the
economic ladder.

Q Expand access to quality

child care and early childhood
development services to build a
culture of early learning that gives all
kids the brain-building opportunities
they need to succeed later in life
and at the same time allows parents
to hold a job or go to school without
child care disruptions. Studies show
access to high-quality early childhood
development and child care brings
immediate economic benefits to
families, including increased rates of

-
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employment and higher incomes for working parents, particularly working momes. Yet
the skyrocketing cost of quality early childhood development programs is a significant
burden to families with low incomes, limiting access to high-quality care and impacting
a parent’s ability fo seek education or career employment. By aligning existing funding
streams, quality standards, and policies, states can create comprehensive, accessible,
high-quality early childhood development programs that feature wraparound services,
such as education and workforce training, as well as the social supports families need
to achieve economic stability that passes from one generation to the next.

g Create a strong pathway to career jobs that offer parents a living wage and benefits,
such as health care and family leave, that enable them to provide for their children and
help their families attain lasting economic stability. A higher income provides greater
access to healthy foods, quality health insurance, and better living conditions. Higher
family income is also associated with positive outcomes for children, including better
health, behavior, academic achievement, and, ultimately, financial well-being as
adults. Millions of families across the country work hard to support their families but sfill
don’t earn enough to make ends meet. To strengthen the path to career employment,
states and communities must provide real opportunities for parents with low incomes

to access the education, training, and supports needed to find and keep jobs in high-
demand industries. Doing so will promote economic mobility and bring the promise of
long-term financial security to parents and their children. By coordinating services to
match job training to the local job market, preparing workers to advance to higher-
skilled and higher-paying jobs, and ensuring access to other critical supports — like child
care — states will put more parents on a career pathway that benefits both parents
and their children.

g Reimagine and streamline existing services and financial supports so they work better
for both children and parents and help families achieve long-term economic stability.

As parents move into career jobs, they need time to establish a solid footing before

they lose critical supports. Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), child care
subsidies, health care coverage, food stamps, and housing allowances are based on
income levels. As parents’ incomes increase above the program eligibility limits, families
lose access to services — even if they are not yet self-sufficient. Therefore, parents can
earn more but still be no closer to moving their families to financial security. States have
wide flexibility to set financial eligibility
criteria, assistance amounts, and time
limits. States also determine when and
how families are reassessed. As states
review how they administer supports,
ensuring families are earning enough
to not only cover the cost of their
basic needs but also build a financial
cushion before they lose critical
supports will put more children and
their parents well on their way to long-
term prosperity.

@ Build real-time feedback and
evaluation capacity to achieve
better results for children and families.
The need for improved data, data
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collection, and technology to support evaluation is critical to supporting states as they
implement a culture of change and institutionalizing a 2Gen approach. A current

lack of coordination among federal departments, state agencies, and local providers
makes it impossible to get a true picture of what children and parents with low incomes
need or how best to address those needs. A disjointed data system also forces families
to fill out multiple reports with the same information and travel to multiple locations —
often with their young children in fow — to apply for the services they need. Leading
practitioners and researchers across the country are exploring new ways to collect

and share data to gain a solid understanding of what both children and their parents
need, and programs and services are being created or redesigned to ensure a stronger
measure of impact for both. With more comprehensive data systems, states can
streamline case management and improve health, career, and education services

for children and families. Improved data systems will also give states the information
needed to apply innovative research and evaluation techniques and quickly identify
opportunities to put children and their parents on a path to economic success.

Backed by experts and able to aftract attention from both sides of the aisle, these
ideas have the potential to change the lives of millions of children and their families for
the better — and states already have the tools they need to make real progress in the
months ahead. By prioritizing a 2Gen approach, states and communities can take the
lead in powering a cycle of opportunity that over time will elevate the entire country

— reducing health care costs, increasing school achievement, producing a more
educated workforce, and ensuring all families have an opportunity o live the American
Dream.

States can continue to find innovative ways to meet the needs of children and parents
simultaneously — and strengthen the entire family — by developing a state child and
family 2Gen plan. States may accelerate their plans by adopting these basic 2Gen
principles:

Set and track outcomes for children, parents and families using previously
uncoordinated data sets from across multiple state agencies.

Leverage public-private partnerships to test innovations and implement rapid-cycle
learning and evaluation to find what works best and replicate it.

Apply an equity and inclusion lens that considers race, ethnicity, gender, and
geography across institutionalized structures to remove systemic barriers and
combat intergenerational poverty.

As states begin applying these recommendations, they can also draw inspiration from
other states that are already successfully implementing a 2Gen approach. For example,
by improving provider reimbursement rates and setting a new statewide income-
eligibility limit for entering the program, Colorado is helping more parents access quality
care and early learning for their children. To tackle the state’s high infant mortality and
child fatality rates, Indiana created a Management and Performance Hub (MPH) — a
centralized data sharing center among the state’s agencies, the Office of Technology,
and the state Office of Management and Budget. For the first time, state leaders can
look across systems to identify opportunities to improve the health of Indiana’s infants
and children. Hundreds more examples like these continue to pop up across the
county, demonstrating time and again that when it comes to helping families move out
of poverty, a 2Gen approach works best.
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With political, scientific, economic, academic, community, and advocacy support
aligned, this is an unprecedented opportunity to close the achievement gap and
create a legacy of economic security and educational success that passes from one
generation to the next.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE ADMINISTRATION AND CONGRESS

The federal government can bolster state efforts to use 2Gen approaches to improve
the well-being of families. As Congress and the administration take up infrastructure
spending, health care, jobs, tax reform, and child care, they have an obligation to
families and an opportunity to support states in implementing the recommendations
presented here to further the economic success and well-being of families throughout
the United States.

/@ Support families and build on progress to expand health care coverage, improve
quality, and reduce costs.

Every family turns to the health care system at some point in their lives, for themselves or
for their loved ones. Our youngest children, young parents, families with low incomes,
and others who are vulnerable need a system that works. In undertaking reforms,
Congress and the administration can help more families access the care they need to
stay healthy — and lower the overall toll of health care costs on the country’s economy
— by:

Closing the last gap in health care coverage to reach the remaining 9.2 percent not
currently covered;

Expanding and improving MIECHV and the WIC program to reach all eligible
children and families;

Designing a child wellness visit program that supports a 2Gen model of care by
considering children, mothers, and fathers; and

Addressing financing for mental health and early child development services in
pediatricians’ offices and health care clinics.

/@ Prioritize human capital when investing in infrastructure. People can only get back
to work and stay there if they have job training that matches the local market, are
prepared to advance to higher-skilled and higher-paying jobs, and have high-quality,
affordable childhood development services. Often described as the “invisible part” of
the U.S. economy, child care contributes to the local economy by supporting parents,
local employers, and early childhood workers and impacts how families both earn and
spend their money. As the federal government considers infrastructure spending, it can:

Recognize the care economy as part of the critical national infrastructure — from
professional development and appropriate compensation to investments in facilities
for early learning and child care, K-12, and postsecondary education;

Incorporate the availability and location of child care in the context of other
community development goals and activities, including smart growth and
sustainability planning initiatives;

Conduct long-term analysis and consider the return on investment when assessing
community child and elder care assets and needs, including the maintenance
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of facilities and ongoing professional development and pay for early childhood
workers;

Invest in people. Launch a national commitment to human potential for all — with
a first 1,000 Days investment to ensure that all children get the strongest start in
their development for short- and long-term rewards. Ensure all job initiatives lead to
career jobs that offer dignity and advancement opportunities; and

Consider how public-private partnerships can help overcome the financing
challenges of improving local child care systems.

@ Ensure affordable, high-quality child care and development. Millions of families rely
on child care daily. The need for quality child care cuts across all demographics from
working parents to young parents who are going to school to build a better life for
themselves and their families. Working families should not have to compromise quality
to cut costs — or put one parent’s career on hold if his or her salary does not cover
child care expenses. Increasing access to affordable child care must also include

a commitment to supporting quality and ensuring that children and families get the
specific care and development opportunities they need. As Congress and the new
administration develop child care policies, they can make investments in child care
and help lift working families out of poverty by:

Expanding access to quality child care and early learning, including the Preschool
Development Grants Program; Early Head Start and the Maternal, Infant, and Young
Children Home Visiting Program (MIECHV); and the Early Learning Challenge Fund;

Increasing investments in innovation and brain science to improve early learning
and development outcomes for infants and toddlers and support positive parenting;

Ensuring Head Start and child care quality standards and best practices are met
and rewarded so more families get the care and services they need to give their
young children a good start in life;

Locating high-quality child care services convenient to college campuses for
students who are parenting;

Ensuring access to quality early childhood development services for all working
families with low incomes and children under age three, with specific support for the
early childhood workforce who are the backbone of the child care system;

Reaching all children in poverty who are under age three through MIECHYV;

Expanding the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Part C to significantly reach
very young children with special needs; and

Catalyzing new financing models and incentivizing performance-based public-
private partnerships to overcome the financing challenges of improving local child
care systems.

@ Strengthen family leave policies and engage the private sector in programs and
policies that support jobs, productivity, and strong families and communities.

Expand access to paid family and medical leave for the first six months of a child’s
life for both parents;
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Reward businesses of all sizes that support their workforce as employees and
parents; and

Incentivize innovation at all levels of decision-making — in public policy, services,
and programs as well as in the private sector — that respond to the realities of alll
families and their lives.

Putting these ideas into practice will power a cycle of opportunity that lifts up the entire
country by reducing health care costs, increasing school achievement, producing a
more educated workforce, and expanding the earning potential for working families.

CONCLUSION

The demographics of families struggling with low incomes and poverty may be diverse,
but all parents and families have the same goals: economic stability for their families
and a better future for their children. A 2Gen approach can makes these goals a
reality. Research documents the impact of a parent’'s education, economic stability,
and overall health on a child’s learning and development trajectory. Similarly, children’s
education and healthy development are powerful catalysts for parents to improve
their own well-being, as parents will often do for their children what they may not do for
themselves.

There is wide agreement among American voters that more needs to be done to
ensure families have the opportunities and tools they need to escape the cycle of
poverty. States and communities can leverage this momentum to accelerate 2Gen
programming and ensure more children and their parents have the help they need
to get ahead. States have the resources, programs, and tools to start implementing
these recommendations today. This report is a blueprint states can use to continue
finding innovative ways to meet the needs of children and parents simultaneously,
strengthening the entire family’s well-being and securing lasting economic stability for
current and future generations.
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