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This report references data collected from the National Survey of America’s Families and compares changes in children’s well-being, behavior, and their family environments between 1997 and 2002. The authors identified several significant patterns:
· Reading & Storytelling 
Children ages 1 to 5 were somewhat more likely to be engaged in cognitively stimulating shared activities with their parents, like reading and storytelling. The portion of toddlers and preschoolers whose parents infrequently read or told stories to 
them less than three times per week dropped from 17% to 14%. 

· Engagement in School
School-age children became much less engaged in school, as measured by how parents responded to questions regarding their child’s care for and frequency of performing well in school and doing schoolwork. The number of children ages 6 to 11 with a level of high school engagement dropped from 43% to 35%, while highly engaged youth ages 12 to 17 decreased from 38% to 31%.
· Activities Outside the Home

Parents became less consistently involved in activities outside the home. For children in low-income families, those with a parent who never volunteered increased from 39% to 42%, and those whose parent did not attend religious services slightly rose from 21% to 22%.  In higher-income families, children with a non-volunteering parent rose from 19% to 23%, and those who did not attend religious services increased from 13% to 15%. 
For children ages 6 to 11, there was a slight decline for participation in extracurricular activities as well.  A greater decline was apparent for children in lower-income 
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families, from 72% to 64%, compared to those in higher-income families, from 91% to 89%. Furthermore, there was no such trend for youth ages 12 to 17. 
· Children’s Behavioral and Emotional Problems, and Parental Aggravation

Behavioral and emotional problems worsened significantly among children in higher income families, rising from 4% to 6% in ages 6 to 11, and from 5% to 7% in ages 12 to 17. Similarly the likelihood of these children living with a “highly aggravated parent” (those indicating that their children were more difficult to handle than other children or who bothered them a lot) increased noticeably from 6% to 9%.  
Conversely, low-income families showed a significant decline of youth ages 12 to 17 with a high level of behavioral and emotional problems, from 15% to 11%.  Rates stayed fairly constant for low-income children ages 6 to 11 and, likewise, there was no change in the likelihood of having an aggravated parent for either age group.  
· 
Child Well-Being by Family Income
Great differences in the well-being of children from different socioeconomic statuses continued.  In addition to the above factors, low-income families were twice as likely to have a parent with poor mental health and three times more likely to have children in poor mental health when compared to higher-income families. 
Overall from 1997 to 2002, most child well-being indicators stayed the same or declined. While exact causes cannot be determined, certain societal stressors like economic fluctuations, budget cuts for state and local services, terrorism, and war may be contributors to changes in the well-being and family environment in children’s lives. The trends specific to school engagement and reading with preschoolers occurred at a time when school reform, more testing and greater accountability have been called for, as well as when greater attention has been given to the importance of early childhood development.  
Similar effects can be seen in both higher and lower income families.  The authors reply that hard times families are facing could be ones that are here temporarily or might be around for years to come. Continued monitoring of shifts and trends is critical to inform policy and programs.

Implications for Cooperative Extension. Knowledge of trends in children’s well-being and family environments is beneficial to the work of Extension Educators. Shifts, changes or lack of progress over time should inform public policy, program development, and how services are provided. The factors summarized in this report have implications for all FCS and 4-H programs that reach children, youth, their parents and families, as well as various community institutions and partners. Specifically, this information is relevant for the new Family Resiliency Impact Team which is addressing high risk behaviors in children and youth.
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