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WALKING DOWN THE AISLE

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
Three aisles. One destination. The month of June brings attention to the political aisle, the wedding aisle and the graduation aisle. Each has an impact on Hoosier children and youth.

The Indiana General Assembly will convene a special session this month to draft and (hopefully!) approve a new state budget.

Education spending will account for half of that budget, and legislators continue to disagree over the formula that divvies the dollars among individual school districts. Some House and Senate members advocate for more money for districts with more poverty – primarily urban. Other legislators advocate for more money for districts with more and more students – growing districts, mainly suburban.

Clearly, Republicans and Democrats will need to "work across the aisle," as the old saying goes, to compromise and craft a budget.

At the same time, there is another "aisle" that will be heavily utilized this month that also impacts the education of children – the aisle used by newlyweds. There are more marriages in Indiana in the month of June than any other month. Over 4,600 couples "walked down the aisle" in the Hoosier State during this month last year – 13 percent of the state's total.

Social science research reveals that children living with their married parents tend to do better in school.  Not always, but more often.

That is why the state's growing non-marital birthrate remains a growing concern. Forty-two percent of Indiana babies are now born to unmarried parents. While the rate is higher for African Americans, the actual number is higher for Caucasians. This truly is a statewide issue.

This is not to say that children in single-parent or cohabitating families cannot succeed. Many of them do. One kid who grew up in a single-parent home just became President of the United States. But the data are clear. Children in single-parent and cohabitating homes are at greater risk of struggling in school. Conversely, stable parenting helps children earn good grades.

According to the national research organization Child Trends, "Parental involvement (is) a highly consistent predictor of teens' success in school. Teens whose parents are more involved in their schooling also do better academically and go on to higher levels of education than their peers whose parents are not involved."

Therefore, the work of the state legislature, while important, is incomplete. Consider, for example, the interesting public policy discussion around teacher quality.

During a presentation to Indiana's Education Roundtable, Kate Walsh of the National Council on Teacher Quality advocated for Indiana and all states to use "quality teaching" standards in the preparation, evaluation and compensation of teachers.

In addition to quality teaching, Walsh was asked to compare the impact of a quality teacher with the importance of parental involvement. Walsh replied that a student would need to have a quality teacher (as defined by her organization) for five consecutive years to equal the academic impact of even one involved parent.

Students are more likely to succeed when they receive quality involvement from both parents and teachers.

These adults lead students to another "aisle" that will be heavily used this month – the aisle graduating seniors will walk down toward the stage where they receive their high school diplomas. Now, graduation is just a first step. Post-secondary education – from a college or university, a union apprenticeship program or a trade or technical school – is essential for landing a job in the 21st century economy.

Which is why failing to graduate from high school imposes, in the words of Indiana Chamber of Commerce president Kevin Brinegar, "an economic death sentence" on dropouts. Nearly 20,000 students drop out of each four-year class. How can this problem be reversed?

In "The Careless Society," sociologist John McKnight warns that we too often focus too heavily on the big institution or the big system for the big solution. We sit back and let the experts solve our problems.

But, McKnight contends, "Our problem is not ineffective service-producing institutions." Instead, McKnight looks first to families and community-based organizations as both the possible cause and the best solution for social ills, including academic failure.

In this context, what happens this month under the Capitol dome will affect one valuable budget. What happens for years in a child's home will affect an entire invaluable lifetime.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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