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Racism has deleterious effects on the 
development and learning of racial 
ethnic minority (REM) children and 
causes trauma through multiple 
pathways, affecting their physical, 
emotional, social, and academic growth 
and development. Racism is a system of 
hierarchy, privilege, and inequity based 
on skin color (the social construct of 
race) designed to maintain the power 
and privilege of White America, and 
it has pernicious, multidimensional 
effects at individual, systemic/
institutional, cultural, vicarious, and 
internalized levels. The exercise of 
power against racial groups that are defined as inferior, with the support of the entire 
culture, is embedded in our policy and legal systems and forms a core foundation of 
the United States of America.1 

The mechanisms through which racism affects child development include economic 
instability, inadequate neighborhood and community resources, adverse birth outcomes 

and effects on 
physical health, and 
lack of educational 
opportunities. 
Economic 
instability and 
poverty can 
negatively affect 
development 
through parental 
economic stress, 
unhealthy 
environments, 
and lack of time 
for engagement.2,3 
Black, Native 
American, 
and Latine4 



U.S. households are more likely to live in poverty than are White households.5 
Redlining and other discriminatory practices have contributed significantly to the 
cycle of intergenerational poverty for REM families due to a lack of educational and 
employment opportunities and a paucity of resource accumulation.6 Wealth resulting 
from intergenerational accumulation of resources provides numerous supports and 
social capital to simultaneously buffer children from adversities and accelerate their 
learning opportunities and progress.7 The purposeful denial of opportunities to 
invest in homeownership due to racism and 
redlining has had cumulative adverse effects 
on the economic stability of Black, Native 
American, and Latine families (and some 
Asian American groups).5

Redlining and other discriminatory practices 
also affect the neighborhood/community 
quality and resources that are available 
to REM families. Where children live 
determines multiple factors that impact 
their health, education, and development. 
Impoverished neighborhoods may include 
exposure to violence; environmental 
toxins8,9,10,11 (including lead and particulate air 
pollution)12,13; lack of access to high-quality, 
nutritious food; and substandard educational 
resources.14,15 Low-income neighborhoods 
are characterized by fewer high-quality early 
childhood programs, libraries, schools, health 
facilities, and green spaces, all of which 
enrich a child’s environment.16

Residence in a low-income neighborhood can also adversely affect birth outcomes 
and physical health. The United States has striking racial disparities in birth 
outcomes, with preterm birth rates 1.6 times higher for Black women than White 
women and a greater prevalence of low birth weight among Black infants.17 Preterm 
birth is associated with a range of lifelong cognitive, behavioral, and health challenges 
for the child.18,19,20 A birthing person’s lifetime exposure to structural racism and 
discrimination can act as a chronic stressor that operates on multiple levels, with 
adverse effects on birth outcomes and on the health of that individual.16
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Where children 

live determines 

multiple factors 

that impact 

their health, 

education, and 

development.
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Finally, educational opportunities 
vary widely between high- and low-
resource communities; there are 
significant racial disparities in U.S. 
children’s access to high-quality early 
care and education (ECE) programs 
that provide safe and healthy 
environments with responsive early 
childhood professionals providing 
language and cognitively enriching 
activities. Black and Latine children 
are more likely to attend lower-
quality programs than are White 
children.21,22 Studies also show that 
REM children are more likely than White children to receive biased, unfair, and harsh 
treatment by and interactions with education professionals and staff.23,24 Biased treatment 
of REM children and youth can also result in harsher treatment by law enforcement, 
contributing to the risk of entering the “school to prison pipeline.”25
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Developmental Science and Child Development
Developmental science can provide a framework to examine how racism affects 
REM children and families and can support the development of programs and 
policies that mitigate its effects. The Racism + Resilience + Resistance Integrative 
Study of Childhood Ecosystem (R3ISE Integrative Model) addresses the gaps in child 
development research around racism and provides an opportunity to advance 
developmental science’s understanding of the impact of racism. To support the 
optimal development of children and ensure they thrive, we must identify the 
interplay between racism and family and community cultural assets and examine 
how racism affects all domains of development (physical, social, emotional, and 
cognitive) within or across ecological contexts.

The R3ISE Integrative Model provides a framework for conceptualizing all the key 
mechanisms by which racism, both interpersonal and structural, affects children’s 
growth and learning, and it emphasizes the multidimensionality of racism: cultural 
racism (“the water we swim in”), structural influences, institutional racism, and 
interpersonal effects. R3ISE emphasizes the cultural assets of family and community 
that promote and build the resilience of REM children; these cultural assets help Black, 
Indigenous, Latine, Asian, and other communities of color to navigate the various 
forms of racism.26

The R3ISE Integrative 
Model can be used 
to examine current 
policies and support 
those that disrupt 
the harmful effects 
of multilevel racism 
while also supporting 
and promoting REM 
cultural assets. Those 
policies that disrupt 
the effects of racism 
and promote cultural 
assets have the 
greatest potential to 
positively affect child 
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development.27 An amalgamation 
of policies is needed to undo the 
harmful effects of structural and 
systemic injustices, including 
prioritization of economic stability 
and support for housing; equitable 
prenatal, child, and family health; 
and quality early childhood 
programs and education.

Examples of antipoverty policies 
that support economic stability 
include the earned income 
tax credit (EITC) and child tax 
credit (CTC). Emerging research 
supports the relationship between 
poverty-alleviating programs such as the EITC and CTC and their link to improved 
health and educational child outcomes.3 Black people earn less than their White 
counterparts across every level of education and profession.28,29 Therefore, income 
support, investment in Black- and Brown-owned and -led entities, and attending to 
racial wage disparities can help to lift REM families out of poverty. 

Municipalities can address the need for safe, 
stable housing and neighborhood support by 
engaging in racial impact studies to examine 
racial disparities in housing and land-use 
policies, supporting policies to mitigate 
displacement due to gentrification and  
to keep renters and homeowners housed, 
and promoting inclusionary housing policies 
by supporting and funding shared equity 
homeownership (e.g., Housing Choice  
Voucher Program).

Support for equitable prenatal, child, and family 
health is imperative; a mother’s prenatal health 
directly affects the healthy development of her 
children and is supported by increased access 
to Medicaid and culturally centered prenatal 

An amalgamation  

of policies is needed  

to undo the harmful  

effects of structural  

and systemic injustices.
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care. Pediatric health is supported by access 
to Medicaid, the Children’s Health Insurance 
Program (CHIP), and the Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and 
Children (WIC). The Maternal, Infant, and Early 
Childhood Home Visiting program and the 
Group Prenatal Care program are promising 
strategies for incorporating targeted services to 
meet the needs of REM families.

Quality early childhood intervention and 
education are crucial during the early years 
of brain development. Access to quality early-
childhood and intervention programs and 
services supports school readiness skills and 
academic attainment over time.30 Policies that 
address systemic barriers (e.g., cost, quality, 
and accessibility of care), such as tuition-
free universal pre-K and Head Start, increase 
accessibility of care for REM families and 

support healthy development. Curricula and pedagogy that center the cultural assets of 
REM families and communities and promote Black excellence by culturally responsive 
educators are essential because they validate the lived experience of Black, Indigenous, 
Latine, and other REM children. 

Research that centers 
the perspectives of REM 
families and seeks to 
understand their ability 
to survive in unequitable 
environments is 
needed to support 
and fuel policies that 
work to dismantle 
the damaging impact 
of systemic racism. 
As highlighted by the 
R3ISE Integrative Model, 
studies that investigate 
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the cultural assets of children, families, and communities are necessary and critical 
in developmental science. Modalities such as community-based participatory research 
(CBPR), which incorporate the community voice in research, can provide a framework 
to center REM families and allow them to be active members of the entire research 
process.31 New research that centers cultural assets within REM families will build 
counternarratives to past deficit-based research. Further, creating new survey tools 
that capture cultural assets will begin to build the knowledge base and allow for other 
studies to incorporate this tool into data collection and explore how cultural assets may 
impact outcomes for developing children.

In sum, addressing multiple forms of racism will require understanding its persistent 
and compounding nature, as well as the many ways it impacts children’s healthy 
development. The R3ISE Integrative model alerts us to the impact of racism and 
emphasizes the importance of elevating family and community assets to advance 
equity. Developmental science must transform to ensure all children have the 
opportunity to thrive.
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