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MAKING IT WORK FOR BLACK CHILDREN, FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES   
Policy Priorities 

 
There are only three questions that drive the National Black Child Development Institute’s policy agenda: 

 
Is this good for Black children and families?   

If yes, how can we support it?  If not, how can we make it better? 
 
The answers to these questions help us achieve our mission of improving and advancing the quality of life for 
Black children and families.  As we collaborate with our Affiliates and national partners, we have chosen to focus 
on the particular strengths and needs of Black children and families in the broader context of a shared goal: 
ensuring that all children are reading proficiently by the end of 3rd grade. 
 
NBCDI has chosen to adopt this overarching objective in response to data demonstrating both the critical nature 
of this educational benchmark and the devastating performance of Black children, only 15 percent of whom are 
reading proficiently in 4th grade.i  This goal also leads us to focus on all the years from birth through age eight.  
Although the last decade has seen a significant increase in the awareness of and investment in early childhood 
programs, much of that attention has gone towards the pre-kindergarten level.   Yet research demonstrates that 
“when policymakers have invested in PreK programs without sustaining quality enhancements throughout the 
elementary grades, benefits to participants have tended to fade by 3rd grade.”  In addition, the science of brain 
development has confirmed the importance of the earliest years, from birth through age three, in ensuring 
children’s positive development.  In other words, all of the years from birth through 3rd grade, are critical; these 
years provide the foundation for all subsequent learning, and we need to protect our investments both by 
preparing children to enter PreK and by supporting them throughout the early grades.   
 
With the Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge providing an anchor for early childhood systems-building, and 
the potential reauthorizations of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant (CCDBG), there are many federal, state and local opportunities to implement policies 
and funding decisions that support strong, continuous and aligned systems of education and care for Black 
children birth through age eight.  NBCDI has identified three priority areas, for which we will be engaging in a 
range of program and policy activities.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NBCDI POLICY PRIORITY AREAS  
 

1. Empowering Parents, Engaging Communities 
2. Improving Childcare and Teacher Quality 
3. Ensuring Funding and Resource Equity 
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PRIORITY #1: EMPOWERING PARENTS, ENGAGING COMMUNITIES   
Families play the critical role in children’s social and academic experiences, particularly in the early years; 
research has demonstrated that differences in early parenting practices explain approximately one-third of the 
achievement gap between Black and white children in kindergarten, and that parenting remained a strong 
predictor of outcomes until at least the sixth grade.1   
 
Yet many schools and early childhood programs struggle to successfully engage and empower parents and the 
broader community.  And while leaders and elected officials trumpet the importance of family, current policies 
and practices at the federal, state, district and school levels rarely provide sufficient support to teachers or to 
parents, nor do they hold schools accountable for comprehensively and consistently engaging a diverse range of 
families.  Further, although there are excellent parenting education programs currently in use across the United 
States, many of them do not possess the depth of cultural relevance that allows the curriculum to fully resonate 
with Black parents, in particular.   
 
Therefore, consistent with our belief that parents are children’s first and most important teachers, NBCDI urges 
policy and decision-makers to:  
 
 Rely on a definition of family engagement that views it as a “systemic and sustained commitment that 

occurs across time, spans many settings, and requires shared responsibility from all parties”2   
 Support and promote the development of evidence-based programs designed specifically to engage, 

educate and empower parents and communities of color  
 Help districts and schools better utilize and report on the Title I funding that is dedicated to parent 

involvement activities, specifically around supporting best practices that are culturally relevant, age-specific, 
and reach beyond traditional means of involvement and communication  

 Reject efforts that punish parents, particularly low-income parents, who struggle to engage with schools and 
teachers by threatening repercussions such as jail time and loss of safety net benefits 

 Continue to fund, expand, and evaluate Promise Neighborhoods, which create webs of community-based 
programs to address the comprehensive needs and strengths of children and families    

 Support the implementation of home visiting programs, and encourage the development of an evaluation 
“pipeline” for community-based programs  

 
PRIORITY #2: IMPROVING CHILDCARE AND TEACHER QUALITY  
In both the early education and K-12 systems, we know that effective teaching and high-quality instruction is a 
central component of children’s achievement, and, further, that consistent access to effective teachers and 
leaders can narrow the achievement gap and provide particularly strong benefits for children from low-income 
communities.ii  As research has demonstrated, “having a top-quartile teacher rather than a bottom-quartile 
teacher four years in a row may be enough to completely close the Black-White test score gap.”iii   
 
Yet research has also shown that teachers vary dramatically in the quality of their classroom practice; their 
content knowledge; and their capacity to engage young children – and that these variances are not evenly 
distributed.iv  Rather, equitable access to effective teaching and high-quality instruction has been limited, in a 
pattern that has held true for decades, in study after study, within and across states, with research repeatedly 
demonstrating that teachers in schools serving poor Black and Latino children in large cities are more likely to be 
inexperienced, less likely to be certified, and less likely to have graduated from competitive colleges than are 

                                                 
1
 Belsky, J. et al.  Are there long-term effects of early child care? Child Development, 78(2), 681-701. 2007. 

2
 Weiss Heather, et al.  The Federal Role in Out of School Learning: After-School, Summer Learning, and Family Involvement as Critical 

Learning Supports.  Harvard Family Research Project, commissioned by the Center on Education Policy. February 2009. 
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suburban teachers.v  In fact, on nearly every available measure, we can be confident that Black students are 
being taught by less qualified and less effective teachers over time – precisely at the points when they need the 
most effective teaching and instructional quality to close the achievement gap and raise their academic 
achievement levels.    
 
To increase and equitably distribute quality across the birth through eight continuum, while also connecting 
early childhood and elementary schools, NBCDI urges policy and decision makers to:   
 
 Support specific efforts to recruit, professionally prepare, compensate and retain a well-qualified workforce 

across multiple birth through eight settings, including family and center-based child care as well as public 
and charter schools 

 Commit to ensuring cultural and racial diversity in the workforce, which has decreased, even while the 
population of children has grown increasingly more diverse3   

 Support the development and revision of QRIS (Quality Rating and Improvement Systems) that are as 
focused on the “Quality” and the “Improvement” as they are on the “Rating” 

 Support efforts to evaluate and increase the quantity, quality, affordability and flexibility of professional 
preparation and higher education programs 

 Explicitly include school- and community-based early childhood teachers and administrators in joint 
professional development opportunities with K-12 teachers and administrators 

 Strengthen professional development for elementary school leaders to assist them in designing and 
implementing comprehensive, aligned systems that include early childhood programs and extend through 
third grade 

 Set standards related to teachers’ ability to engage and support families, exhibit cultural competency, 
observe and assess diverse young children, teach English Language Learners, and work with children with 
special needs 

 Encourage the development of culturally, linguistically and developmentally valid and reliable measurement 
tools for young children and the classrooms in which they learn 

 Encourage states, districts and schools to embed professional development opportunities that support a 
deeper understanding of families’ race and culture, and explicitly teach teachers from all backgrounds how 
to develop and strengthen relationships with parents and the community  

 
PRIORITY #3: ENSURING FUNDING AND RESOURCE EQUITY 
The current priority of our federal, state and local governments is clear: cut spending.  In this environment, it is 
critical for NBCDI to join with national and state partners to advocate for the need to protect, maintain and 
sustain the comprehensive investments that support, feed, treat, nurture and educate our children and families.   
 
Through joint advocacy and communication efforts, we urge our policy and decision-makers to:  
 Increase their understanding about what programs such as child care, Head Start, WIC, SNAP, and Medicaid 

mean to our working parents  
 Develop a reasonable, balanced deficit-reduction plan for the current and future budgets that does not 

cause irreparable harm and require undue and unequal sacrifices on the part of children, lower-income 
families and communities of color 

 Prioritize applicants that primarily serve low-income, Black and Latino children in federal, competitive grant 
applications 

                                                 
3
 Kagan, S. L., Kauerz, K., & Tarrant, K. (2008). The early care and education teaching workforce: At the fulcrum. New York, NY: Teachers 

College Press. See also Julia Coffman and Melinda Green’s brief Reaching for Quality: Lessons from New Jersey on Raising Preschool 
Teacher Qualifications While Maintaining Workforce Diversity.  On the web at: www.buildinitiative.org/files/AbbottDiversityBrief.pdf.
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 Pay attention to the states and districts that do not win competitive grants to ensure that their children and 
efforts are supported as well 

 
*** 

 
Nine years ago, Angela Glover Blackwell, President of PolicyLink wrote, “As a woman of color working at the 
intersection of implementation and policy regarding issues affecting children, families, and community, I am 
constantly amazed by how frequently I am nearly the only person of color present when policy is being 
discussed and decided.”   
 
Despite the momentous election of our nation’s first Black president, Blackwell’s words continue to ring true 
today.  We close our policy agenda with a pledge and a reminder to focus on leadership development that 
expands and deepens the voices at our table.  To successfully advance the priorities that we have identified, 
NBCDI and the BCDI Affiliates are committed to building a stronger, more diverse network that helps our leaders 
and elected officials make positive, supportive and equitable funding and policy decisions that affect Black 
children, families and communities.   
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