ERHAPS the most widespre
mmxm children face isn’t guns,
Huﬁmw pools S, speeding
. 5. Rather, scientists are sug-
Wmmmnm EE 1t may be “toxic sftress”
early in kife, or mﬂmm before hirth
Thiz month, the American Aca
of Pediatrics wm fsuing A _z,aﬂw
warning that this toxic stress can !
children for life. U'm as skeptical a
one of headlines from new H;pmm&,
ies (Coffee is good for you! Coffee s wmm
for vou!y, but that's not what this
Rather, this Is a “poiicy statemenit”
from the premier association of pedia
ericians, hased on two decades of scien-

Doctors warn that a harsh childhood can
lay the groundwork for lifelong problems
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Texde stress mig mimm from paren-
tal abuse of &ma:L o drugs, Ticould oo-

cur inaiome wherec pmm?ﬂ are threat-
ened and beaten. it ,Jﬁwﬁ deriv
chronic neglect — a i
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siress emerges when a child senses per-
sistent threatls but no pratector.

Cues of a hostile or indifferent envi-
ronment flood an infant, or even a fetus.
with stress hormones hke cortisal in
ways that can disrupt Eu wcan : netah-
olism or the architecture of the brain,

The upshot is that Q,masm: are some-
times wn;mmeﬂbm:a undermined. Even
many years later, as aduits, they are
more likely to suffer heart disease,
itv, dinhetes and other physical ail-
ments. Thev are alse more Hkely
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struggte in school, have short rempers
and tangle with the law,

The Qdﬁm._ eried seems 10 be from
conception through early ch
ter that, the 3& 15 less pliabie and has
trouble heing remolded.

“You can modify behavior ip e, hut
vou can't rewire disrupted brain cr-
enits,” notes Jack P Shonkolf, a Har-
vard pediatrician who has been a leader

this field. “We're beginaing to get a
pretry compelling bielogical model of
why kids who have experienced adver-

v have iroubie learning”
ﬂmm new regearch addresses an une
comfortaiie truth: Poverty is difficult
to overcome partly hecause of self-
destructive behaviors., Children from
poor iomes often shine, but others may
skip school. abuse narcotics, break the
law, and have frouble settiing downina
marriage and s joi. Then their children
may replicate this patrern,

Liberals sometimes wmno«m these sehi-
destructive pathologies. Conservatives
sometimes rely on thers 10 blame pov-
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inm arch suggests that the roots
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are ..immwﬁmr emb cmxwmr bul prevent-
able. “Thiz is the biclogy of n\_me class
disparities;)” Dr Shonkef! . CHarly
experiences are literally buill nto our
hrodies,”

The implication is that the most cosi-
effective window to bring abous change
it high school or even kindergarten
— although much greater efforts are
needed n m W0oks a8 welh - but in
early years of Hfe, or even wm.&wn bir

“Protecting young children from
:mwmmw is a promising, swcience-based
wrategy 10 address many of the most
[Ers 532 and costly problems facing
con chw:a society, including Hmmited
achievement, diminished
- productivity, criminality, and

oy

i the pediairics
Jawm statement.
One succes mun example of mmﬁ.wm it
tervention is home visharion by child-
care experts, like those from the MWurse-
Family Partnership. This QSMSMS&E
sends nurses [0 visit poor, vulnerabie
women who arg pregnant for the first
time, The nurse warns against smoking
and alcohoel and drug abuse. and later
encourages breas st-feeding and good na-
trition, while coaxing mothers to cuddle
Mwwm children and read to themn ,_,Hm
program nosmmwwm Ez.: M.mo ch E A
ﬁ age o, . these
Wmmﬁm tn

have behavioral or intellectn
temis as others who werel't enr
5, the children are less than half as
to have wmmm arrested.
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Ing a .:ﬁnm rw,?w:u al the e A% ﬁ, rid
% ar ﬁ Dacades later, those “famine ba-
bies™ had more trouhle ¢ E%m.:j?_
and more Reart disease than those bor
before or after.

Cther olars exXamined chikdren
why had been badly neglected in Ro-
manian orphanages. Those who spent
more time in the orphanages kad short-
er telomeras, 3 change in chromosomes
thuts a marker E accejerated aging.
Their brain scans alse locked different,

The sejence 1 srili accumulating. Bt

compelling message from biclogy is
mwm * we want to :E ¢ away at poverty
ang ,Enwﬁm aducational and heaith
ive [0 start earlier. For

MAaNY ¢ .\‘m,,;mmm Ias been suf-
fered cﬁﬁd he first dav of school.

¢ noled, “Iis
Sildren thas to

ick wamwﬁ |
ié strong
sken men”
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