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2 Cooking Up Fun!
For young people to make healthful food 
choices now and in the future, nutrition 
knowledge alone isn’t enough. They need 
successful fi rsthand experiences 
in preparing foods.
 BY METTA WINTER

6  Child Care Programs of 
Excellence
It is an accepted tenet in biological and 
physical sciences research that novel 
approaches appear at the point where 
differing disciplines meet. Child Care 
Programs of Excellence emerged from 
such an intersection—conversations 
among economists, child care experts, 
and child development experts.

  BY METTA WINTER

11  A Place of Their Own: 
Children and the Physical 
Environment
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Lisa Staiano-Coico, Ph.D.

Rebecca Q. and James C. Morgan Dean
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M E S S A G E  F R O M  T H E  D E A N

As I settle into my deanship of the College of Human Ecology, I am consistently 

impressed by the dedication of our faculty, staff, and students to the betterment of 

the human condition, particularly to the health and well-being of children and youth. 

Through our multidisciplinary approach to teaching and research, we are able to 

emphasize a commitment to youth development throughout all of our academic units, 

departments, and majors. We also are able to provide a wide range of educational 

outreach through Cornell Cooperative Extension (CCE) and units of our college such 

as the Family Life Development Center (FLDC). Indeed, children and youth remain a 

focal point of our college’s scholarship.  

 One example of our efforts is the collaboration of CCE and FLDC on ACT 

for Youth, or Assets Coming Together for Youth. A project of the New York State 

Department of Health, this initiative aims at strengthening community partnerships 

that promote positive youth development. It also works to prevent risky behavior 

among young people and to educate them to make better choices for themselves. As 

do all of our youth-related programs, ACT for Youth addresses the problems faced by 

so many young people today: family violence, substance abuse, and unplanned preg-

nancy to name a few. 

 We also are concerned about nutrition as it applies to children and youth. Our 

Program in International Nutrition includes courses in maternal and child nutrition, 

human lactation and reproduction, and child growth and development. We examine 

the links between nutrition and chronic disease, socioeconomic status and nutri-

tional status, and parasites and nutrition. Our college also studies policy development 

related to child nutrition, such as the impact of economic policies on poverty, food 

consumption, and malnutrition.

 The College of Human Ecology had a leadership role in establishing the first 

Head Start Program and continues to be an important contributor to the field of early 

childhood development and education. Members of our Early Childhood Program 

are working with the Paris-based Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development on a Thematic Review of Early Childhood Education and Care. This is

a 12-country collaborative effort including Denmark, Italy, the United Kingdom,

and Switzerland.

 Conducting and applying research to effect positive change in the lives of children 

and youth in New York State, the nation, and, ultimately, the world is a priority for our 

college. This issue of Human Ecology highlights just a few of our on-going efforts in 

this arena. We continue to welcome new partnerships as well as opportunities to

educate others to use knowledge in battling the real-world problems our children

face daily. 
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“When people know little about food composition and 
have few preparation skills, they have no alternative 
but to rely on others for what they eat,” says Carole 
Bisogni, a professor in the Division of Nutritional 
Sciences whose research examines the factors that 
influence food choices. “Mastery brings indepen-
dence and that, in turn, empowers young people to 
make food work in their lives.” Mastery and empow-
erment are the goals of Cooking Up Fun, a hands-on 
nutrition and cooking program created by Division of 
Nutritional Sciences extension associate and award-
winning curriculum designer Patricia Thonney.

Cooking Up Fun is a unique approach to teach-
ing nutrition to young people. It is based on the prin-
ciples of experiential learning that Thonney pioneered 
so successfully in the hands-on science series: Kitchen 
Science for Kids, In-Touch Science: Foods & Fabrics, 
and In the Bag! Families Sharing Science Together. The 
content of Cooking Up Fun integrates the twin goals 
of promoting healthy food practices and encouraging 
positive youth development. 

“I consulted science literature to learn more 
about how to use science to actively engage youth 
in learning about nutrition,” Thonney explains. “I 
combined that information with the basic goals and 
desired outcomes delineated in youth development 
literature to create the best program.” 

 Funding for the program is supplied in part by 
Cornell Cooperative Extension (CCE) and its Expanded 
Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP), the 
New York State 4-H Foundation, a Cornell Faculty 
Fellows in Service grant, and a Human Ecology 
Undergraduate Summer Research Stipend.

Cooking Up Fun is a radical departure from the 
way nutrition formerly has been taught. In the past 
the goal was to impart factual information, which 
typically was conveyed by teaching about the Food 

Guide Pyramid. The adult decided what would be 
taught, then assessed success by asking the youth 
participants questions about the activity.

In 2002, Thonney and Bisogni pilot-tested 
Cooking Up Fun in 18 cooking clubs. The program 
received rave views from young people and their 
adult facilitators. 

“Cooking Up Fun was one of the most successful 
outreach efforts to come to West Village,” wrote one 
CCE staff member who manages an urban 4-H pro-
gram. “It kept youth involved, interested, and asking 
for more.” An EFNEP staff member said, “I worked 
with an energetic group of girls…who did not have 
much stability in their lives. After just two sessions 
they were working together and sitting down to eat 
together, and at the end of the six weeks they wrote a 
letter begging the school enrichment coordinator to 
let me continue the cooking club.”  

Participants’ comments were equally effusive. 
“The pretzels were awesome!” enthused one young 
chef, while another said how much she enjoyed the 
chopping.  A third student reported, “I had a great 
cooking class today even though it is our last day. I 
will remember this experience for a lifetime.” 

In Cooking Up Fun information is imparted 
through conversations created by both facilitators 
and participants. Adults work alongside young peo-
ple who are actually making—from start to finish—a 
food they would like to eat.  

“Success depends on extensive facilitator train-
ing,” says Thonney who acknowledges that often 
4-H staff and volunteers have experience working 
with youth but not a strong background in nutrition, 
whereas CCE paraprofessionals with the Food Stamp 
Nutrition Education Program (FSNEP) and EFNEP, 
both of whom deliver nutrition programs, often have 
little youth development experience.

Promoting mastery and empowerment among youth

Cooking Up Fun!

For young people to make healthful food choices now and in the future, 
nutrition knowledge alone isn’t enough. They need successful firsthand 
experiences in preparing foods.

BY METTA WINTER
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In Tompkins County, beginning with the first 
year of the program in 2002 and continuing through 
fall 2004, 16 Cornell undergraduate students partici-
pated as adult facilitators in cooking clubs. The stu-
dents had a variety of interests and academic majors 
including nutritional sciences; dietetics; human biol-
ogy, health, and society; nutrition, food, and agricul-
ture; biology and society; policy analysis and man-
agement; human development; and industrial and 
labor relations. The undergraduates were paired with 
CCE 4-H and nutrition staff members who helped 
them in their work with Cooking Up Fun.

Facilitators in Cooking Up Fun are encouraged 
to include young people in planning what goes on 
in each session; to listen to what they already know 
before preparing a recipe; to create conversations by 
asking open-ended questions that promote think-
ing skills, which in turn result in more meaningful 
learning; to be flexible in meeting the unexpected 
needs or interests of youth; and, most important, to 
relax and have fun.

In contrast to a cooking demonstration intended 
to be watched by a large group, in Cooking Up Fun 
the groups are small, informal gatherings of five to 
10 young people and two adults. Each participant has 
a workstation, and each prepares an entire recipe. 
Thonney wrote three teaching guides for Cooking 
Up Fun—A Pyramid of Snacks, Muffins & More, and 
Yeast Breads. Each guide contains 14 to 20 recipes 
along with related activities including those that 
reinforce skills in food safety, food ingredient sci-
ence, and nutrition, along with games and science 
experiments. 

During the first weeks the youth make a rela-
tively simple recipe, such as apple cinnamon toast or 
rainbow fruit salad, chosen by the facilitator. After 
that, the chefs themselves choose what they will 

make. Depending on the skill and reading ability of 
the group, by the last session they might have cho-
sen to make something as challenging as jalapeño 
cheese bread or whole-grain crackers. Many of the 
recipes allow for ingredient substitutions—“create-a-
flavor” changes—that teach not only food composi-
tion but also individualize the taste and appearance 
of the result. 

“In this way the student chefs own what they’ve 
made,” says Bisogni. “Providing options from which 
students can choose promotes both decision making 
and creativity.” 

 Including a variety within one type of ingredi-
ent (like apples: red and green ones, tart and sweet 
ones) or choices within a category (like fruits: apples 
produced in New York State and oranges grown else-
where) allows for teaching other aspects or qualities 
of food as well as food origin. A choice in substitut-
ing whole-wheat flour for all-purpose flour can give 
rise to conversations about where fiber comes from 
in a plant and why it is helpful in the diet. 

Facilitators negotiate the progression of recipes so 
that young people have the chance to build their con-
fidence by practicing the same skills—such as mea-
suring or chopping—week after week. “When people 
first learn to cook, cutting an apple and then cutting 
it again into smaller pieces does not come naturally, 
no matter what age they are,” says Thonney. 

Although all young people have their own work-
stations, ingredients for everyone are often located 
in one place. Learning how to navigate a common 
ingredient station fosters the development of shar-
ing, cooperation, and teamwork. 

The core youth development concepts incorpo-
rated in Cooking Up Fun are mastery, independence, 
belonging, and generosity. The premise is that the 
feelings of success that accompany mastery foster 

“Mastery brings
independence and 
that, in turn,
empowers young
people to make food 
work in their lives.”

CO
U

RT
ES

Y 
O

F 
PA

TR
IC

IA
 T

H
O

N
N

EY

COOKING UP FUN • NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES
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independence—the power and autonomy 
to do things on one’s own. 

“Youth who develop a skill that they 
feel good about are inclined to go home and 
share it by making the same recipe for their 
family,” Thonney explains. “Young people 
who enjoy working together develop a feel-
ing of belonging to the group that leads to 
wanting to cook whole meals and sit down 
and eat together.” For some participants in 
Cooking Up Fun it is a new experience to 
learn the social skills involved in eating a 
meal together in an organized way. 

4-H staff members and volunteers—
along with paraprofessionals from FSNEP 
and EFNEP—offered Cooking Up Fun 
in eight counties. Some incorporated the 
cooking club into existing 4-H groups. 
Others used the opportunity to branch 
out into new youth audiences. Pilot-testing 
sites included after-school and enrichment 
programs that support children from low-
income households, a prevention-focused 
program for at-risk girls, and a group of 
home-schooled youth. The largest number 
of sites was in Tompkins County, where the 
cooking clubs have continued. 

“In addition to traditional audiences, 
we used the program with a number of very 
challenging groups of children who were 
noted to have behavioral problems or were 
teens in foster care,” says Helen Howard, 
regional CCE nutrition coordinator for the 
Southern Tier and program manager in 
Tompkins County. “Cooking Up Fun works 
well with all of these youth.”  

The participants ranged in age from 
nine to 15 years old. Sixty-six percent were 
girls. In three sites boys predominated, 
while three other sites were girls-only. 
Cooking clubs met for a total of four to six 
sessions; a number of groups requested an 
additional series. 

Evaluating the dual youth development 
and nutrition outcomes of Cooking Up Fun 
was particularly challenging, says Bisogni, 
who created the experimental design. 
“Since nutrition education has not been 
taught this way before, evaluating it is new 
territory,” she says.

The ages and experience of the youth 
varied significantly. And the chefs were 
given so much choice in what recipes to 
make that each cooking club had its own 
distinct character. To capture data in light 

“Providing options from which students can choose 
promotes decision making and creativity.”

“Adults have no one to blame but them-
selves when it comes to childhood obe-
sity,” says David Levitsky. That is the 
conclusion he has drawn from two of his 
most recently published studies, which 
investigated the factors that determine 
what and how much a child eats.   

“There was a suggestion in the lit-
erature that, unlike adults, children have 
a nutritional wisdom that tells them 
when to stop eating,” says Levitsky, the 
Stephen H. Weiss Presidential Fellow in 
the Division of Nutritional Sciences. “We 
wanted to examine in detail how children 
do regulate their caloric intake, meal to 
meal and day to day.” 

Levitsky and former Ph.D. student 
Gordana Mrdjenovic drew a sample of 
30 children, ages six to 13, attending 
the Cornell summer day camp. They 
controlled all of the food and beverages 
the children ate during the week. Parents 
reported food consumed on weekends.

The findings were very straightfor-
ward, Levitsky says. How much children 
eat is determined by how much food is 
put in front of them. “We could find very 
little relationship between how much a 
child ate prior to the meal or how long 
they waited between meals,” Levitsky 
says. “However, what the caregiver gave 
the child was a very strong predictor 
of how much the child ate.” An article 
describing the study is slated for publica-
tion in the journal Appetite.

Using the same group of children, 
Levitsky and Mrdjenovic examined a sec-
ond obesity-related question: Does the 
consumption of sweetened drinks reduce 
the amount of milk a child drinks? Milk 

is one of the most common sources of 
critical nutrients (protein, calcium, phos-
phorus, magnesium, zinc, and vitamin A) 
in the diets of children in this age group. 
The increased consumption of sweetened 
drinks is considered an important risk 
factor for obesity in school-age children.  

Again, Levitsky’s and Mrdjenovic’s 
findings, published in 2003 in the Journal 
of Pediatrics (“Children Eat What They 
Are Served: The Imprecise Regulation 
of Energy Intake”), were clear. The more 
sweetened beverages (grape-, orange-, 
lemonade-, and tropical-f lavored) and 
fruit juices that children drank, the great-
er their total energy consumption, result-
ing in a gain in weight. The children did 
not compensate for the increased energy 
intake of the sweetened drinks by eating 
less solid food. However, they did drink 
less milk. Levitsky and Mrdjenovic found 
that the primary reason for this was that 
the caregivers were making the beverage 
choices for the children.

As fast-food restaurants and food pro-
cessors present food—much of it high 
in sugar and fat—in ever-larger serving 
sizes, the implications are clear for the 
role of these studies in clarifying the 
understanding of the causes of childhood 
obesity.

“It is becoming more and more appar-
ent how susceptible children are to serv-
ing sizes and how directly larger serving 
sizes correlate with obesity. Adults—
whether they are parents or industry 
executives or just citizens—must rec-
ognize that they hold responsibility,” 
Levitsky says.

 

BY METTA WINTER

Portion Size and Obesity in Youth
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of all the elements of choice and variation 
within and among the clubs, Bisogni and 
Thonney designed multiple-assessment 
instruments for youth and facilitators, 
using written questionnaires, journals, 
observation, and in-depth interviews.  

All participants chose their own chef 
names (Chef Princess, Chef Beau, Chef 
Huda, Chef Zoe), and they used those 
names to identify themselves throughout 
the program. As part of the program, the 
youth participants completed four different 
forms: “About Me” and “More About Me” 
(pre- and post-assessment of food skills, 
behavior, and attitude); “About Food” and 
“More About Food” (pre- and post-assess-
ment of nutrition knowledge); “My Chef 
Skills” (pre- and post-assessment of food 
skill mastery); “About Today’s Session” 
(food skill mastery and youth develop-
ment). There was also a Kitchen Chatter 
pad posted in the food preparation area 
where youth could write additional com-
ments as they worked. 

Using “Facilitator Notes” forms, the 
adults reported observations of individual 
and group improvement in both food skills 
and youth development. In addition, some 
of the facilitators were interviewed both 
individually and as a group.

“One of the things that we observed 
while working with different age ranges of 
youth is that mastery was not defined by 
age—14-year-old participants might be at 
the same level as those who are 10 years old 
if they had not previously had the opportu-
nity to handle the equipment and prepare 
food,” says Thonney.

Comments from a director of a com-
munity program targeted for at-risk girls 
explained that the youth gained significant 
skills. “In the beginning they didn’t know 
how to do much by themselves. By the end of 
the series all I did was unload the groceries.”

Although analysis of data from 128 
youth and their adult facilitators is still 
under way, early results suggest that 
Cooking Up Fun is a success. “Preliminary 
data indicate that youth gained confidence 
and mastery of food skills,” Bisogni says. 
Samerah Ghorbani ’04, a human biol-
ogy, health, and society major and Human 
Ecology Summer Research Stipend recipi-
ent, collected and analyzed a portion of the 
evaluation data for her honors thesis.

Session feedback sheets show that 70 
percent of the youth rate the experience 
as “great.”  Seventy-one percent reported 
that they had learned a new cooking skill 
in that session, and an equal percent said 
they had improved a skill. Sixty-three per-
cent reported that they did not know how 
to make the recipe before the session, and 
68 percent said they would make it again.  
Sixty-two percent said that they could teach 
a friend to make the recipe. In response 
to open-ended questions, youth said they 
learned skills including measuring, cut-
ting with knives, kneading, using an oven, 
following instructions, reading food labels, 
cracking eggs, grating cheese, peeling, and 
washing dishes. 

In response to the question “What 
was the best part of the cooking club?” 
there was an even split between youth who 
most liked cooking and those who most 
liked eating the results. Other things they 
enjoyed were being with friends, having 
fun, learning new things, playing games, 
getting chef’s hats, cutting with knives, 
and learning the names of specific foods. 

Many facilitators reported that  the youth 
gained communication skills and respect 
for each other as they continued working 
together. The students also were eager to 
talk about their experiences. “Allowing the 
students to comment on their experiences 
at the end of each session is novel to them 
and helps them feel that their opinions and 
ideas matter,” one facilitator noted.

Adults expressed feelings of success 
in working with the youth. “It is always 
rewarding to see youth gain confidence 
and to see their excitement about their 
accomplishments,” commented another 
facilitator.

Howard notes that nutrition program 
educators in New York’s Southern Tier—
who are on the front lines working with 
low-income children and adults—have 
become better teachers since they’ve been 
using Cooking Up Fun. She credits the 
extensive facilitator training but also the 
technique—working in small groups, each 
person a chef making a recipe, purpose-
ful lack of focus on providing numerous 
and detailed directions, and use of positive 
reinforcement. 

“The philosophy helps the facilitators 
focus on the outcome of skill acquisition,” 
Howard explains. “As a result, I see educa-
tors experienced in Cooking Up Fun carry 
over the same techniques when they are 
working with adults, many of whom also 
don’t know the basics of cooking.”  

“Many of the youth in the cooking clubs 
had not seen or eaten many of the foods 
featured in the recipes. Or if they’d seen 
the food, they had preconceptions that they 
wouldn’t like it,” Thonney says of the fruit 
and vegetable salads and healthy versions 
of meals and snacks, from quesadillas to 
scones.  “When kids are having fun with 
their peers, they’re more adventuresome in 
what they’ll try.”

 
For more information, contact

Carole Bisogni
Cornell University 
Division of Nutritional Sciences
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall
Ithaca, NY 14853-4401
607-255-1127
cab20@cornell.edu

Patricia Thonney 
Cornell University 
Division of Nutritional Sciences
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall
Ithaca, NY 14853-4401
607-255-2631
pet3@cornell.edu

Information also is accessible online at:

www.human.cornell.edu/units/dns/
extension/youth/cookingupfun

www.intouch.cornell.edu

COOKING UP FUN • NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES
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“These talks made child development experts realize 
that they should take the market into consideration 
when thinking about how to make day care better 
for children,” says H. Elizabeth Peters, a professor of 
policy analysis and management. She was one of the 
economists at Child Care in the New Policy Context, 
the 1998 National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development conference that initiated the 
multidisciplinary approach.

It may seem odd to think of such an essential 
human service as child care in economic terms. 
Yet in New York State alone, 750,000 working par-
ents pay $3.64 billion in fees to the state’s 22,000 
regulated child care businesses that serve 620,000 
children. In essence, the care available for preschool-

BY METTA WINTER

It is an accepted tenet in biological and physical

sciences research that novel approaches appear at 

the point where differing disciplines meet. Child Care 

Programs of Excellence emerged from such an

intersection—conversations among economists,

child care experts, and child development experts. 

Child Care Programs of Excellence 

age children is a result of classic market forces: the 
interaction between parents’ demand for care and 
the supply of care that is available. 

How could the market be enhanced to improve 
child care in New York State? “Information is crucial 
to the smooth operation of any market but most par-
ticularly to a market like child care, where quality is 
so differentiated,” Peters explains.

She designed the Child Care Programs of 
Excellence project to investigate how improvements 
in information might influence the child care mar-
ket. The research was funded by the Child Care 
Bureau through a federal grant administered by the 
Administration on Children and Families and a U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Hatch grant. Peters and 
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her colleagues are concluding the fourth year of the 
study and hope to be able to sustain their studies in 
a new phase.

The researchers began with one of the major 
problems facing working parents of children under 
the age of five: how to find high-quality child 
care. Many parents, including those with limited 
resources, do not have time to visit very many differ-
ent centers and family day care homes. Additionally, 
parents do not always have the information necessary 
to judge the quality of one facility versus another, 
notes Barbara J. Bristow, an extension associate in 
the Department of Policy Analysis and Management 
who directed the project.

In New York State, licensed family child care 

takes place in the home of the provider—family day 
care homes are organized in two sizes: homes for six 
or seven children who are cared for by one adult, or 
homes for 12 to 15 children cared for by two adults. 
Licensed child care centers are located in an inde-
pendent facility or associated with a sponsoring orga-
nization such as a school or church. These centers 
include classrooms designated for children of certain 
ages, with head teachers and assistant teachers for 
each classroom.

Bristow and Peters designed a consumer guide 
for parents to use as a reference in choosing among 
various licensed child care options. They worked in 
consultation with Moncrieff Cochran, director of 
the Cornell Early Childhood Program and professor 
of human development, and with the assistance of 
Youngok Lim, a graduate student in the Department 
of Policy Analysis and Management. The guide for 
Child Care Programs of Excellence, based on the 
same concept as the consumer guides for hotels 
and restaurants that use a star rating system, rates 
the overall quality of each provider. Other markets, 
including the health care industry, are adopting 
such consumer information assistance, Peters says. 
Among these new guides are those rating health care 
plans—a market that is very similar to child care in 
that there are large differences in quality that may be 
difficult for consumers to discern. 

“We can help parents make better decisions by 
giving them information based on what current 
research in child development shows to be the char-
acteristics of child care providers who best serve the 
developmental needs of children,” Peters explains. 

The first step in evaluating whether such a guide 
could improve the child care market was to iden-
tify counties willing to participate in pilot testing. 
Peters and Bristow turned to Child Care Resource 
and Referral Agencies (which exist in almost every 
county in the state) and the New York State Child 
Care Coordinating Council. Personnel from these 
organizations in four counties—Albany, Onondaga, 
Ontario, Yates—chose to collaborate in the project.

Forty centers and 13 family day care homes serv-
ing nearly 3,500 children elected to be evaluated 
and agreed to have their ratings listed in consumer 
guides that would be accessible on the Internet.
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text of the supply-and-demand 
framework of economics, says 
Mathios. Their perspective allows 
them to focus on prevention poli-
cies that can decrease demand 
for and supply of these goods. 
The costs of the drugs, access to 
the drugs (or laws prohibiting 
access), product advertising (or 
regulatory limits on advertising), 
excise taxes, access to cessation 
products, and health messages 
geared to youth—these are eco-
nomic tools that might produce 
the desired preventive effect, a 
decrease in demand. In a series 
of projects, Mathios and his col-
leagues are studying these tools, 
asking if their application can 
reduce the onset of tobacco use 
in teens and influence quitting 
behavior throughout the life-
course.

One recent investigation, 
funded by the National Institutes 
of Health (NIH), was designed 
to confirm or disconfirm what 
Mathios and his colleagues were 
reading in the scientific litera-
ture—that the cost of tobacco 
(and therefore the effect of a tax 
increase on cigarettes) is a sig-
nificant determinant of youth 
smoking onset. Mathios worked 
with Donald Kenkel, Cornell pro-
fessor of policy analysis and man-
agement, and Phillip DeCicca, a 
former Cornell graduate student 
and now a Ph.D. candidate at 
the University of Michigan. They 
took a critical look at studies that 
use comparisons across states to 
infer the responsiveness of youth 
smoking to excise taxes. The prob-
lem with this approach is that not 
only do taxes vary across states, 
antismoking sentiment does, as 
well. Thus, cross-sectional stud-
ies can attribute to taxes what 
is really being driven by unob-
served antismoking sentiment. 
In work published in the Journal 
of Political Economy (2002, vol. 

The use of illicit drugs by 
American youth rose dramati-
cally during the 1990s then sta-
bilized somewhat. Today, more 
than half of our youth have tried 
an illicit drug by the time they 
finish high school, according to 
recent U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) sta-
tistics. Illicit drugs, such as mari-
juana, are those for which use by 
a person of any age is against the 
law. HHS statistics for cigarettes 
and alcohol, illegal for use by 
young people but legal for adults, 
are also of concern.Nearly two-
thirds of American youth have 
tried cigarettes by twelfth grade, 
and almost a third of twelfth 
graders are smokers. Four out 
of five students have consumed 
alcohol (more than just a few 
sips) by the end of high school, 
half by eighth grade. While there 
have been declines in cigarette 
consumption among youth in the 
last few years, the rates of use are 
still well above the goals articu-
lated in HHS’s “Healthy People 
2010,” a set of national goals for 
disease prevention and health 
promotion.

Drug use by adolescents has 
potentially harmful consequenc-
es: alcohol-related car crashes, 
long-term health impacts, lower 
educational attainment, and poor 
labor market outcomes. Reducing 
drug use is an important policy 
objective, explains Alan Mathios, 
professor in the Department of 
Policy Analysis and Management 
and the college’s associate dean 
for academic affairs.

An economic approach to 
the problems of adolescent sub-
stance abuse complements other 
research approaches—social sci-
ences, psychology, medicine—
and leads to a more complete 
understanding. Economists can 
view consumers’ decisions about 
alcohol and tobacco in the con-

Understanding What Influences Tobacco Use by Young People

110, no. 11), the researchers focus 
only on variation in taxes with-
in a state over time and find 
little evidence that increases in 
taxes deter youth smoking onset. 
In more recent work, Mathios 
explains, they use data from a 
large national survey to measure 
antismoking sentiment in a state. 
In this way they can directly con-
trol for this unobserved senti-
ment, he says.

These data include states with 
some of the lowest cigarette taxes 
and cultures in which there is 
high acceptance of tobacco (such 
as North Carolina, a major tobac-
co-industry state, with a five-cent 
per pack cigarette tax) and those 
with higher taxes and cultures 
that do not encourage smoking 
(such as Utah, a predominantly 
Mormon state where cigarette 
smoking is less acceptable, with a 
69.5-cent per pack cigarette tax). 
Following cross-sectional mod-
eling and factor analysis of the 
data, Mathios and his team deter-
mined that youth behavior—in 
this case, the use or non-use of 
cigarettes—was influenced more 
heavily by antismoking sentiment 
than by cigarette taxes.

As their study continues, the 
invesigators also are analyzing 
how youth respond to taxes by 
examining those who move from 
one state to another—when they 
are likely to experience large 
changes in taxes but might not 
yet be influenced by the smoking 
sentiment in the state to which 
they recently moved. This situa-
tion potentially allows identifica-
tion of the tax effect independent 
of the influence of antismoking 
sentiment. “We are question-
ing whether increased tobacco 
taxes can have a major impact in 
decreasing smoking in youth,” 
says Mathios. “Our findings will 
help decision makers determine 
effective policy. If raising taxes 

results in decreased cigarette use, 
this is obviously a simple step. 
Influencing sentiment and cul-
ture would be much more dif-
ficult,” he adds.

Another study, part of the 
Consumers, Pharmaceutical 
Policy, and Health initiative spon-
sored by the Merck Company 
Foundation and the NIH, focuses 
on the quit behavior of those who 
smoke tobacco. Mathios—work-
ing with Department of Policy 
Analysis and Management col-
leagues Rosemary Avery, Donald 
Kenkel, and Dean Lillard—is 
analyzing the impact on con-
sumers of regulations placed 
on smoking-cessation products. 
Under the supervision of Avery, 
the researchers enlisted a team 
of undergraduate students to 
collect, digitize, and archive the 
direct-to-consumer tobacco-relat-
ed advertising in printed maga-
zines from 1985 to 2002. The 
study includes more than 40,000 
advertisements for products such 
as cigarettes, smoking-cessation 
products, and pharmaceuticals—
over-the-counter and prescription 
drugs—as well as public service 
announcements. With the data, 
the researchers will be able to 
deduce the exposure rate that 
young people have had to the 
various advertisements.

Data analysis will provide 
answers to complex tobacco-
related questions: Do cigarette 
ads prevent or deter quit behav-
ior in youth and others? If a 
young person has been exposed 
to smoking-cessation ads, is he/
she more or less likely to quit 
smoking tobacco? The project’s 
goal is to determine how regula-
tions by the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration inf luence the 
number of tobacco-related adver-
tisements that young people see 
and how these ads increase or 
decrease quit behavior.
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viders with marketing tools such 
as decals for automobile win-
dows with the slogan “My Child 
Goes to a Child Care Program 
of Excellence,”  certificates suit-
able for framing that display 
the provider’s rating, letterhead 
and business cards with the 
program’s logo, and wall posters 
that list nine characteristics of 
high-quality programs. 

The quality report scores 
for the Child Care Programs 
of Excellence—shown on a 
scale from two stars signifying 
“good” to five stars signifying 
“outstanding”—are based on an 
examination of three aspects of 
the program. The section on 
program standards comprises 
factors cited by child develop-
ment experts as significant to 
healthy children’s school readi-
ness: the quality of space and 
furnishings, the program’s 
structure and kinds of activities 
and materials offered, language 
and reasoning skills taught, 
personal care routines, and the 
relationships between providers 
and children. Teacher qualifica-
tion is the second aspect. The 
score in this category is based on the level 
of each staff member’s formal training in 
early childhood education, their experience 
in the field, and the length of time they’ve 
worked at the facility. The third aspect is the 
facility’s history of compliance with New 
York State health and safety regulations. 

As part of the rating, a team of master 
observers, individuals with many years of 
experience in the field of childcare, con-
ducted on-site visits. They spent three to 
four hours in at least half of the classrooms 
in each center. The same methodology was 
used in observing physical care and learn-
ing activities in family day care homes. 
Master observers were trained rigorously to 
evaluate adherence to standards, assuring 
that any two individuals observing the same 
provider would agree on 85 percent of the 
items rated.

“We implemented very high standards 
in our measurements so that parents and 
providers can be confident the ratings are 

To assure that the guides would be as 
useful as possible, separate focus groups 
of parents and child care providers were 
held in each participating county. Parents 
and providers expressed strong preferences 
regarding what aspects of programs they 
considered most important to include. The 
initial model of a guide was tailored with 
respect to these preferences and based on 
factors that research has shown to be con-
tributive to positive outcomes for children.

The researchers found that the two 
separate groups had quite different perspec-
tives. For example, parents thought that 
staff members would not want outsiders 
to observe them at work. The talks gave 
providers an opportunity to explain that 
they would be pleased to have their centers 
observed and would appreciate public rec-
ognition of the work they do. Providers had 
preconceptions, too—during the talks they 
expressed the belief that parents would be 
more concerned about cost and location of 
day care and less concerned about quality. 
Most parents, however, were very interested 
in having access to an objective, credible, 
easy-to-understand rating system that could 
help them make good choices about child 
care arrangements.

As the basis of their voluntary rating 
system, Bristow and Peters used a tiered 
method, similar to one developed for licens-
ing facilities in the state of North Carolina. 
Centers were evaluated using the Early 
Childhood Environmental Rating Scale and 
the Infant/Toddler Environmental Rating 
Scale. Family day care homes were evaluat-
ed using the Family Day Care Rating Scale.

In response to information from the 
discussions, Bristow and Peters designed a 
web site and a variety of print materials for 
both marketing and educational purposes. 
The educational materials explain what the 
guide ratings mean and why high-quality 
child care is important for a child’s develop-
ment. One brochure presents guidelines for 
parents to use in evaluating programs that 
are not covered in the guide.

“One of the big issues in child care 
is the professionalization of staff,” says 
Bristow. “Child care administrators and 
staff members particularly appreciate that 
our materials include staff training as a 
critical part of a high-quality program.”

The researchers provided the rated pro-

CHILD CARE PROGRAMS OF EXCELLENCE • POLICY ANALYSIS AND MANAGEMENT

“Information is crucial to the smooth operation of…a market 
like child care, where quality is so differentiated.”
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meaningful,” Peters says. 
The next stage of the project, which 

began recently, is to gauge the impact of the 
consumer guides on both parents and child 
care providers.  

“Carefully analyzing the consequences 
of a market intervention such as this rating 
guide makes our project unique,” Peters 
explains. “Quantitative and qualitative anal-
ysis of this type is expertise that can be 
offered only through a research university.”  

Preliminary data analysis shows that 32 
percent of providers in Albany County, 18 
percent in Onondaga County, and 13 per-
cent in Ontario and Yates counties initially 
volunteered to participate in the project, 
despite the fact that being included in the 
guide offers no direct financial compen-
sation. (Since these first providers were 
announced 18 months ago, other business-
es have agreed to participate.)  

Some evidence suggests that it was 
primarily the higher-quality providers who 
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first chose to participate. There were, how-
ever, programs that received ratings as low 
as two stars; some programs, based on the 
evaluations, did not qualify to be included 
in the guide at all. 

More child care centers chose to par-
ticipate than did family day care homes. In 
Albany County only four percent of family 
day care homes—compared to 32 percent 
of the centers—choose to be involved. In 
Ontario and Yates counties, however, the 
ratio was one family day care home for 
every two centers. “One of the research 
questions to result from the pilot testing is 
what barriers keep family day care homes 
from becoming involved,” Peters says. 

As part of the evaluation process, 
a sampling of providers participated in 
in-depth interviews from July to August 
of 2003. Their overall reaction to par-
ticipating in the project was very positive. 
(Providers had been given a copy of the 
rating instrument six weeks before the 
observation.) Ten out of 12 family day care 
providers and 16 out of 20 centers reported 
that they had significantly upgraded their 
programs in preparation for the evaluation. 
Improvements included purchasing new 
materials (such as increased quantity and 
new types of building blocks), rearrang-
ing the child care space to make it more 
friendly, labeling materials more clearly 
(for the critical pre-reading activity of asso-

ciating objects with words), adding more 
challenging activities to the program (such 
as those focused on science), and improv-
ing communication with families.

Bristow and Peters found that even 
after the observer visits to determine the 
ratings, administrators continued to make 
improvements, for example, bolstering 
health and safety practices and serving 
meals and snacks family style. A number 
of center administrators reported that they 
also had begun to use the rating scales as 
the basis for staff development and train-
ing. “This behavior wasn’t even a market 
response to a demand made by parents,” 
Peters notes. “It seemed to stem more from 
personal pride—the administrators wanted 
their facilities to be the best they could be.”  

Because the consumer guides have 
been available to the public for only about 
a year, it will take a while longer for other 
market consequences to become observ-
able. At that point, Bristow and Peters will 
compare the participating counties to con-
trol counties (where no consumer guides 
are available) to determine whether the 
guide has any impact on the total amount 
of child care available over time. They are 
also interested in studying changes in the 
costs to consumers for child care.  They 
plan to evaluate whether the guides help 
parents become more aware of what qual-
ity child care is and help them apply that 

definition during the process of choosing 
programs for their children. 

Preliminary survey data show that par-
ents are eager for rating guides on child care. 
More than half of participants in the pilot 
study reported that they would be willing to 
pay from $5 to $10 for such a guide.

When all the data have been analyzed, 
Bristow and Peters will be able to deter-
mine how a rating system presented in the 
form of a consumer guide influences the 
child care market. Their findings may help 
state regulators, child care providers, and 
accreditation organizations set policy and 
implement changes that benefit children 
and families.

For more information, contact

Barbara J. Bristow        
Cornell University
Department of Policy Analysis and 
Management
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall
Ithaca, New York 14853-4401
607-254-5282
bjb4@cornell.edu

H. Elizabeth Peters
Cornell University
Department of Policy Analysis and 
Management
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall
Ithaca, New York 14853-4401
607-255-2595
ep22@cornell.edu

Information also is accessible online at:

www.human.cornell.edu/pam/extensn/
child.cfm

CHILD CARE PROGRAMS OF EXCELLENCE • POLICY ANALYSIS AND MANAGEMENT
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“One of the big issues in child care is 
the professionalization of staff,” 
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“We know something about the type of places 
children prefer, but we don’t know a great deal 
about specific physical characteristics of these 
places and what they mean to children,” Maxwell 
explains. “We also don’t know much—from a 
child’s perspective—about the physical character-
istics of children’s everyday environments.” 

Although she also studies adolescents, 
Maxwell’s primary interests are young children 
because, she says, they are potentially so much 
more at risk and they have less of a voice in the 
adult world. She believes that if children are given 
the right start, fewer developmental problems 
will develop later on.

Her particular foci are primary environ-
ments, which she defines as settings where a 
person spends a great deal of time and establishes 
important relationships. For children, the home 
and school or day care are primary environ-
ments. “These settings are especially critical,” 
says Maxwell. “When there is a source of stress—
such as chronic noise or crowding—in a primary 
environment, it is more likely to have negative 
effects on the individual than if it happened in 
a transitory, or secondary, environment, such 
as a bus or stadium.” Maxwell agrees with Urie 
Bronfenbrenner, professor emeritus of human 
development, who postulated the theory that pri-

BY CLARE ULRICH

Children and the Physical Environment

Whether or not it takes a village to raise a child, it is certain that communities shape a child’s
development. Lorraine Maxwell, associate professor of design and environmental analysis,
studies the relationship between the physical environment and a child’s self-identity, self-esteem, 
and academic performance. She believes that children are socialized as much by their physical
environments as they are by the people in their lives.

A PLACE OF THEIR OWN:
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mary environments do not function inde-
pendently of each other; rather, they form 
a collaborative network of experiences. This 
collaborative network of primary environ-
ment experiences, Maxwell believes, sup-
ports or inhibits a child’s social develop-
ment and sense of self. 

“Child development doesn’t happen in 
one place,” she explains. “It happens in 
every place children are. Everything con-
tributes to children’s development. I want 
to know how children understand their 
day-to-day physical world and how this 
understanding influences the development 
of self-concept.”

 To learn about children’s physical envi-
ronments from the perspective of children, 
in 2002 and 2003 Maxwell and a research 
assistant interviewed 45 elementary and 
middle school children between the ages of 
8 and 13. They asked what the children liked 
and disliked about their homes, neighbor-
hoods, and schools. Most of the interviews 
were conducted one-on-one at the child’s 
school, home, or church. Interviews were 
tape-recorded and detailed in field notes. 

To establish a rapport, the interviewers first 
asked the children general questions about 
their birth dates, ages, and grades in school. 
They were questioned about their home life 
and asked to provide physical descriptions 
of their homes, followed by similar requests 
regarding their neighborhoods and schools. 
Open-ended questions were used to encour-
age individualized responses and to learn 
what each child considered important about 
these environments. 

“We acquired a better understanding of 
the things that contribute to children’s sense 
of who they are, and some of them are not 
surprising—for example, they value a place 
of their own,” notes Maxwell. “Children 
would say, ‘My desk is my favorite place in 
my house because it’s the only place where 
I can do anything I want.’ Or they might 
describe going into a closet because they 
can be by themselves and play with their 
dolls there. Privacy and a sense that they 
can control what happens are important 
to children. Children’s ability to negotiate 
their own neighborhoods is critical.” Living 
in a safe neighborhood, being able to cross 
the street without adult assistance, and hav-
ing facilities such as stores, movie theaters, 
and playgrounds to visit—these opportu-
nities help a child of nine or ten develop 
a sense of self and a sense of confidence 
about the environment.

Maxwell is also interested in under-
standing the interactive and cumulative 
effects on children of the physical environ-
ments of their home, school, and neighbor-
hood. In a research project conducted in 
2000, she focused on the environmental 
stressor of overcrowding in the home and 
school, which led her to an urban setting. 
Her study subjects were 73 second- and 
fourth-grade children in two New York City 
public schools. 

Much of the research that has been 
done on overcrowding in schools has con-
centrated on the number of students in 
the classroom. But Maxwell hypothesized 
that square footage per child (density) in 
the classroom was just as significant to 
children’s academic performance and inter-
personal relationships as the number of 
students in the classroom. High density is 
a function of less physical space per child, 
not necessarily a factor of more students. 
A small physical classroom, for example, 

could be less dense if the ratio of space per 
student were greater than a heavily popu-
lated, physically large classroom.

In addition to classroom density, 
Maxwell wanted to examine whether home 
density—the number of people living in 
the child’s home—affected children’s class-
room behavior and performance. 

Maxwell measured both classrooms in 
each of the schools herself to assure accu-
rate statistics. (One of the problems she 
had encountered was that schools often 
base their calculations of square footage 
per child on the gross square footage of 
the entire school. This includes spaces 
that the child uses occasionally such as the 
auditorium, cafeteria, and gym—which are 
not primary environments.) She feels the 
primary environment in the school is the 
classroom because that is where the most 
important relationships develop and where 
children’s academic development occurs. 

The schools Maxwell chose had student 
populations of 847 and 1,151, respectively, 
both of which are large for an elementary 
school. Classroom sizes ranged from 16 to 
33 students. Total number of students in 
the school, the number of students in each 
class, and square footage per child in the 
classroom (total square footage divided by 
class size) were measured. 

Maxwell obtained information about 
the participants’ home environments by 
talking to the children and to their parents, 
administering a questionnaire, and con-
ducting telephone surveys. The majority 
of the children Maxwell studied described 
themselves as black, African American, 
or Caribbean American. Forty-one percent 
lived in single-family homes, 36 percent 
in multifamily housing, and the remain-
der in individual apartments or two-family 
houses. Forty-three percent of the children 
had their own bedrooms. She asked the 
children to tell her how many rooms were 
in their homes and how many people lived 
with them. Although she did not measure 
square footage in the homes, she did ask 
the children if they felt disturbed at home 
while doing homework or reading—71 per-
cent answered yes. 

All the children were tested at their 
schools on two reading activities: a word 
identification test and a test that involved 
reading nonwords. 

“Privacy and a sense that they can control what happens 
are important to children. ”
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Maxwell’s data suggest that both girls 
and boys are vulnerable to the negative 
effects of high classroom density, but she 
found an interesting gender difference 
in the students’ responses to crowding. 
Girls’ reading scores dropped as classroom 
square footage per child decreased, while 
boys’ reading scores remained unaffect-
ed. However, behavioral disturbances in 
boys increased as square footage per child 
decreased. Maxwell also found that chil-
dren of both genders who reported living 
in more crowded homes scored lower on 
reading; this effect occurred independent of 
household income and the educational lev-
els of parents. Children who had their own 
bedrooms at home were more likely to feel 
that they had a place to be by themselves 
when they wanted to be alone and felt less 
crowded at home.

Maxwell’s findings indicate that an 
individual child’s academic and personal 
development are affected directly by physi-
cal conditions in the classroom and the 

A PLACE OF THEIR OWN • DESIGN AND ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS

home. Children may not benefit from the 
positive effects of a smaller student popula-
tion if classroom density is high. This result 
is especially likely in elementary school set-
tings, where children spend most of their 
time in one classroom.

 Children’s self-identity and self-esteem 
are not only fragile but mutable as well. 
That is where hope lies, Maxwell explains. 
She is quick to point out the value of inter-
vention when physical conditions are less 
than adequate, and she has research results 
to support the recommendation. 

Maxwell and graduate student Emily 
Kuperstein recently collaborated on a proj-
ect that observed the effects on children 
when teachers implemented several child-
friendly classroom improvements. The 
researchers first identified classrooms in 
upstate New York that exhibited little or no 
decor to which children could relate. These 
classrooms either did not display children’s 
work or only exhibited examples of “best” 
work. Sometimes the displays in the class-

room consisted of decorations the teachers 
bought or made, but these would be placed 
at the eye level of an adult. 

Maxwell and Kuperstein gave the teach-
ers a list of suggestions that they could 
implement to make their classrooms more 
functional and child-appropriate: installing 
displays at children’s eye level; displaying 
all children’s work for a particular proj-
ect; exhibiting information about children’s 
families; asking children to contribute pic-
tures, perhaps birthday photographs, for 
display; making sure children’s names 
were posted near their desks; and making 
sure every child had some place that was 
personalized for them. Teachers were asked 
to choose and use four or five of the sugges-
tions. They also were asked to involve the 
children in deciding what was displayed. 
A control group of classrooms was left 
unchanged. All classroom groups were 
tested before and after the project. 

“We found that when teachers adopted 
our suggestions on how to change the envi-

“When teachers adopted 
our suggestions on how to 
change the environment 
to reflect each child more 
personally, children’s self-
esteem scores rose.”
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ronment to reflect each child more person-
ally, children’s self-esteem scores rose,” 
says Maxwell. “This indicates a relation-
ship between the physical environment of 
the classroom and children’s self-esteem. 
When developmental psychologists talk 
about the environment, they usually mean 
the social environment—the adults and 
peers in a child’s environment. Obviously, 
how parents and teachers treat children—
what they say to them and what they do 
with them—is important and affects chil-
dren’s sense of themselves. But we wanted 
to document that children notice other 
cues in their environments, too.”

Maxwell has summarized the findings 
in a manual, Designing Child Care Settings: 
A Child-Centered Approach. The publica-
tion is intended to help child care providers 
design the physical space of indoor and 
outdoor settings for infants, toddlers, pre-
schoolers, and school-age children.

Children have the cognitive capacity to 
observe and respond to physical surround-
ings. But the attributes that children prefer 
in a physical environment change as chil-
dren age, says Maxwell. She is currently 

A PLACE OF THEIR OWN • DESIGN AND ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS

“This indicates a relationship between the physical environment 
of the classroom and children’s self-esteem.”

studying how teenagers use public spaces. 
In the research, she is collaborating with 
colleagues at the University of California, 
Davis and the University of Edinburgh in 
Scotland. 

“One of the key things that teenag-
ers need to do is learn how to be adults,” 
Maxwell explains. “One of the ways they do 
that is by being in a community and inter-
acting with adults other than their par-
ents in day-to-day situations—rather than 
always being segregated with their peers. 
Teenagers need to test roles and ways of 
interacting within groups, and they need to 
participate in those activities in safe places 
as well as in places where they can observe 
how adults interact. Our research is deter-
mining the places where teenagers go for 
these interactions and the ways in which 
communities provide resources for them. 
We’re also trying to understand where 
teenagers feel safe to hang out and where 
they feel discriminated against because 
they’re teenagers.”

Maxwell also is collaborating with a 
developmental psychologist at the Family 
Life Development Center, an interdisciplin-

ary unit of the College of Human Ecology, 
to examine how the physical environments 
that teenagers prefer support their particu-
lar developmental needs. She hopes that 
her research will encourage city planners 
and policymakers to consider the assets in 
their communities and the value of provid-
ing safe, healthy physical environments for 
children and adolescents.

For more information, contact

Lorraine Maxwell
Cornell University
Department of Design and 
Environmental Analysis
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall
Ithaca, New York 14853-4401
607-255-1958
lem3@cornell.edu

Information also is accessible online at:

www.people.cornell.edu/pages/lem3/
manual.htm
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“Much research on causal or scientific 
reasoning ignores the role of theory, or 
explanation,” says Barbara Koslowski, asso-
ciate professor of human development. 
“Furthermore, researchers often note that 
relying on theory has disadvantages. It can 
lead to a confirmation bias—a tendency to 
avoid searching for information that can 
undermine one’s theory and to avoid tak-
ing account of such information when one 
is presented with it.”

Many researchers argue that scientific 
reasoning constitutes a method that must 
be learned if one is to avoid confirmation 
bias. Koslowski disagrees. “Scientific rea-
soning is just a special case of good rea-
soning in general,” she says. “It’s not that 
physicists, for example, reason differently 
from mere mortals; it’s that they know a 
lot about physics that most mortals don’t 
know. The basic principles for reasoning 
remain the same.”

According to Koslowski, those prin-
ciples include theorizing, or generating 
explanations, as well as generating alter-
native explanations, for phenomena. She 
explains that it is theories, or explana-
tions, that determine other aspects of good 
scientific reasoning, such as looking for 
data that distinguish between competing 
explanations rather than data that are com-
patible with both, and deciding when to 

Dissecting the Process of Reasoning

BY CLARE ULRICH

“...Individual
nonscientists
pay attention 
to the type of 
problematic 
information they 
encounter and   
to the network   
of related
information.”

reasoning
reject rather than modify an explanation in 
the face of disconfirming data. In addition, 
distinguishing evidence and disconfirm-
ing data help us evaluate our theories and 
decide whether they should be rejected or 
modified. She has found that, like scien-
tists, most people apply these principles 
fairly routinely.

Koslowski began studying the process 
of reasoning in sixth- and ninth-grade stu-
dents; she found significant developmental 
differences between those age groups. She 
also compared sixth and ninth graders with 
college students. She found that young ado-
lescents will treat as reasonable informa-
tion that college students find implausible. 
Because the younger age groups had less 
background information than the college 
students did, they were less able to judge 
that the theories being presented were 
implausible. “If you don’t know how deep 
holes in the earth usually are, it’s difficult 
to realize that you should be impressed 
by the Grand Canyon,” she explains. “For 
example, we had one sixth grader who 
explained a correlation between color of 
car and gas mileage by suggesting, with 
great enthusiasm and conviction, that blue 
cars probably attract bugs, and the bugs 
hit the front window and that causes wind 
resistance, which makes blue cars go slow. 
The college students who are asked to 
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When Sir Isaac Newton published his theory of gravitation in Principia 

Mathematica in 1687, he prefaced the work with a disclaimer: “Therefore let 

the reader beware of thinking that by words of this kind I am anywhere defin-

ing a species or mode of action of a physical cause or reason.” Newton insisted 

he was making mathematical observations about centers attracting and forces 

acting on objects, not explaining causal relations. Is it possible to propose or 

even conceive a concept such as gravitation without explaining the relationships 

between observable data? 
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Girl Culture: Art as Forum for Public Discussion

www.girlculture.com

In celebration of National Women’s History 
Month in March 2004, the Herbert F. John-
son Museum of Art at Cornell mounted the 
exhibition Girl Culture, a collection of more 
than 50 photographs by Lauren Greenfield. 
The traveling exhibit (which was available 
for viewing at Cornell through mid-May) 
was a unique partnership among an aca-
demic from Cornell, Joan Jacobs Brumberg; 
Greenfield, who is an art photographer; and 
the museum’s Richard J. Schwartz Director, 
Franklin Robinson. By working together they 
furthered a public discussion about the dan-
gers that a commercially driven culture poses 
to adolescent girls. 

The images of little girls, teenagers, and 
adult women captured in public and private 
moments “visually narrate the way in which 
girls, their bodies, and their psyches entwine 
with American popular culture,” says Brum-
berg, a Stephen H. Weiss Presidential Fellow 
and professor of history, human develop-
ment, and gender studies, writing in the fore-
word to Greenfield’s book about the show.

The exhibit includes frank and incisive 
photographs such as those of overweight girls 
at weight-loss camp, a troubled adolescent girl 
being weighed at an eating disorder camp, 
four-year-old girls vamping while playing 
dress-up, and college women during spring 
break running topless through a gauntlet of 
ogling onlookers. “These haunting images 
should leave us feeling—but also ponder-
ing—the problems and concerns that are 
transforming girlhood and diluting some of 
its sweetness,” says Brumberg, who teaches 
an upper-level undergraduate course on the 
history of female adolescence.

Greenfield credits Brumberg’s scholar-
ship as a seminal influence on her work 
as a photographer and a cultural critic. She 
explains that Brumberg’s 1988 book The 
Body Project: An Intimate History of Ameri-
can Girls provided her with a theoretical 
and historical context for her visual obser-
vations about girls and for understanding 
the unique situation that girls are in today, 
the particular set of cultural and social 
pressures that are influencing their lives. 

The Body Project is based on a survey of 
more than 100 personal diaries written by 
adolescent girls between 1830 and 1980. 
In reading them, Brumberg found “that 
as the twentieth century progressed, more 
and more young women grew up believing 
that good looks rather than good work were 
the highest form of female perfection.”  
She adds, “The body projects that currently 
absorb the attention of girls not only con-
stitute a brain drain but also can threaten 
mental and physical health.”

Greenfield’s prints—accompanied 
by comments from the girls pictured in 
them—emphasize the point starkly. “Most 
of all,” Greenfield explains, “I am inter-
ested in the element of performance and 
exhibitionism that seems to define the con-
temporary experience of being a girl.” As 
Robinson notes, “When the written word 
and the original work of art collaborate, the 
educational impact is truly exciting.” 

Girl Culture, curated by the Center for 
Creative Photography at the University of 
Arizona, is touring the United States. It 
is often shown at college and university 
museums. As a component of the museum 
programs, Brumberg is frequently invited 
to lecture about her research on the chang-
ing experience of female adolescence.

“Today’s girl culture is driven largely by 
commercial forces outside the family and 
local community. Peers seem to supplant 
parents as a source of authority; anxiety has 
replaced innocence,” says Brumberg.

The photography exhibition is docu-
mented in a book by Greenfield, Girl 
Culture (Chronicle Books, 2002), which 
includes revealing commentary by the sub-
jects of the photographs. Greenfield col-
laborated with the education staff at the 
Center for Creative Photography to develop 
an accompanying online faculty guide for 
the exhibit. The guide provides high school 
and college instructors with activities and 
discussion prompts. There are questions, 
interpretive exercises, and web pages that 
provide context to explain the culture 
of girls and body-identity issues such as 
sports, exhibitionism, beauty as power, and 
girls of color. Excerpts from Brumberg’s 
book also are included in the guide.

BY METTA WINTER
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evaluate such explanations laugh, albeit 
indulgently.”

Since the intent of her research was 
not to test subjects’ knowledge, it made 
sense for Koslowski to choose an age group 
that was developmentally mature enough to 
evaluate data. She began working with col-
lege students in a laboratory situation where 
she can control the information she gives 
participants. She takes her content from 
actual, debated topics. For example, she 
may introduce a controversy in archaeology 
about whether an early group of nomadic 
women were a kind of Amazon group, 
fighting alongside men on horseback and 
killing, as well as getting killed, in battle. 
Or why people living in the mountains are 
typically shorter in stature than people who 
live at sea level. 

One aspect of the way in which theory—
including alternative theory—affects how 
science is conducted is that it determines 
whether scientists treat information as evi-
dence that is relevant to explaining a phe-
nomenon. One of the things Koslowski has 
been finding is that information becomes 
evidence when a theory is available that can 
fit it into a broader explanatory framework.

She gives an example. One of the phe-
nomena that some scientists are trying 
to explain, based on fossil evidence, is 
why there were mass extinctions of large 
mammals roughly 15,000 years ago, when 
humans migrated to North America. One 
possibility is that the migrating humans 
hunted the mammals to extinction. 
However, people who work in this field also 
know, for example, that this was the first 
time that humans had lived in that part 
of North America, that their hunting tools 
were primitive at best, that they brought 
with them various birds and dogs when 
they migrated, and that the animal fossils 
were from animals of all ages.

If we now consider an alternative expla-
nation, some of this information might 
be seen as evidence relevant to explaining 
the extinction. Specifically, if we consider 
a possible explanation—that the migrating 
humans brought with them diseases to 
which the animals were not immune—we 
can see that it’s relevant that there had 
been no humans in the area earlier, and 
that it’s relevant that the humans brought 

birds and dogs with them, because these 
small animals might have been the vectors 
by which the diseases were transmitted 
to the large animals. We also can see that 
information about animals of all ages is 
relevant, because hunters usually target 
the very young and the very old, but a new 
disease can spread through an entire herd. 
We might not realize how these pieces of 
information are evidential unless we view 
them through the lens of a particular expla-
nation—in this case, an alternative one.

Since the ability to generate alternative 
explanations or hypotheses is one of the 
hallmarks of scientific reasoning, Koslowski 
wanted to observe under which conditions 
her college-age subjects were likely or not 

to propose alternative explanations. She 
wondered whether they would exhibit bet-
ter reasoning skills if they were taught a set 
of formal rules. To test this idea Koslowski 
used four groups. One group of students 
was advised to “always consider alternative 
hypotheses” and then was given a story 
problem. A second group was taught only 
facts about the story in question. A third 
group was given the formal rule as well as 
information about the story. And a fourth 
group was given causally irrelevant data.

What she found is that people who were 
trained to use only the formal rule and were 
not given much content did not do very well 
in proposing alternative hypotheses. This 
makes sense to Koslowski.

“If you know a lot of data and some-
one gives you an explanation, you’re like-
ly to propose an alternative hypothesis.” 
she explains, “Whereas you are not likely, 
when presented with data, to say to your-
self mechanically and formally, ‘Hmmm, I 
must consider alternative hypotheses, even 
though I can’t seem to think of any right 
now.’ Content, it seems, triggers the formal 
rule, rather than vice versa.”

Koslowski also has found that people 
are more or less likely to search for differ-
ent kinds of information depending on the 
type of information they are given at the 

outset. “If you give people a single explana-
tion, they will ask for data that could prove 
the explanation is plausible, but they also will 
ask questions about alternative explanations 
that could be true,” she says. “In contrast, 
if you give people a target explanation plus 
an alternative explanation, it shuts down 
the alternative-generating capacity. They will 
focus only on the two explanations they were 
given. We’re finding that the information 
people look for on their own might be heavily 
determined by the information that they are 
initially presented.” 

Acceptance of the fact that theories 
are embedded in and judged with respect 
to a broad network of related informa-
tion—including information about theo-

ries—might help explain why it is that 
some beliefs are so difficult for people to 
reject. Koslowski suggests that to under-
mine a belief, you need to undermine the 
network of beliefs in which the target belief 
is embedded.

Her graduate students, Amy Masnick 
and Melanie Swiderek, tested this notion 
by conducting extensive interviews with 
college students about their beliefs regard-
ing capital punishment and affirmative 
action, two topics typically considered to be 
examples of emotion-laden cognition and 
thus resistant to change.

Students were asked not only about their 
beliefs about capital punishment but also 
about the network of related beliefs—for 
example, beliefs about capital punishment 
as a deterrent, whether it is cost effective, 
whether it is applied in a racially unbiased 
way—that supported their general beliefs. 
No matter whether they were pro or con on 
the issue of capital punishment (and thus, 
respectively, pro or con on the beliefs that it 
was a deterrent, cost effective, and applied 
in a racially unbiased way), they then were 
given information that undermined their 
beliefs. For example, participants who sup-
ported capital punishment and believed 
that it was a deterrent were shown statis-
tics citing that, although there is an ini-

“If you know a lot of data and someone gives you an explanation, 
you’re likely to propose an alternative hypothesis.”
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Most readers of Human Ecology browse 
the magazine and read the articles without 
thinking that they are performing a com-
plex task. Elise Temple, assistant profes-
sor of human development, has no such 
illusions.  

“Learning to read is a very difficult 
thing we ask our brains to do and a task 
for which we’re probably not evolutionarily 
designed,” says Temple. “By the time peo-
ple are four, five, or six years old, they have 
this great language system. Then they’re 
asked to learn an entirely new language 
and map this language system onto totally 
arbitrary symbols. Most English-speaking 
people who have tried to learn Russian, 
for example, know this doesn’t happen 
naturally. I want to understand how our 
brains deal with this nontrivial problem of 
learning to read.” 

Temple is a pioneer in the relatively new 
field of developmental cognitive neurosci-
ence, a convergence of psychology, biology, 
and neurology. In addition to conducting 
research and teaching on Cornell’s Ithaca 
campus, she holds a faculty fellowship at 
the Sackler Institute of Developmental 
Psychobiology at Weill Cornell Medical 
College in New York City, where she has 
access to functional magnetic resonance 
imaging (fMRI) equipment. 

While MRI provides detailed knowledge 
of brain structure, fMRI enables scien-
tists to observe a living brain functioning. 
Before fMRI, one of the main methods for 
understanding how the brain worked was 
to examine damaged brains and then infer 
normal functioning from observing what 
was impaired. Functional MRI works by 
detecting an increase in blood flow that 
accompanies neural activity. That increase 
brings about an increase in oxygen to 
the areas of the brain that are working 
harder, which is then measured by fMRI. 
It has only been in the past few years that 
researchers like Temple have used fMRI to 
study children’s brains and development. 
The technique is particularly appropriate 
for children because it is noninvasive (no 
injections of radioactive isotopes) and scan 
times are shorter than MRI scans. 

Temple is studying children with dys-
lexia, a disorder that causes difficulty learn-
ing to read, write, and spell. Anywhere 
from 5 to 17 percent of the population is 
thought to have dyslexia. One reason for 
the statistical discrepancy is confusion 
about what constitutes the disorder and no 
consistent standard for diagnosis. Reading 
scores that measure one year behind those 
of age-matched peers are the basis for 
labeling a child as dyslexic. Socioeconomic 
reasons—such as not having access to 
good education and living in households 
with low literacy levels—put children at 
risk for not reading well. However, the 
biological basis for dyslexia, which is what 
Temple is examining, is determined when 
those risk factors have been accounted for 
and a reading deficit remains. 

In people who have dyslexia, fMRI 
scans reveal decreased brain function, as 
compared to control groups, when subjects 
are asked to perform tasks that require 
phonological processing, or understand-
ing the sounds of words that are read. The 
decreased activity is localized to a specific 
part of the brain called the temporo-pari-
etal cortex, located a little behind and 
above the ear. 

“What has not previously been known 
is the extent to which this decrease in brain 
function can be changed with training or 
education,” says Temple. “Right now there 
are many different treatment programs—it 
is unclear which ones actually work or 
which ones are best for which child.” 

Temple is among the first to examine 
the neurological effects of behavioral treat-
ments for dyslexia. In 2003, she published 
a study of 20 eight- to 12-year-olds with 
dyslexia who were using a computerized 
training program called Fast ForWord 
Language, designed to develop auditory 
processing and oral language. Twelve chil-
dren with no reading disorders were stud-
ied as a control group. 

All the children were given fMRI scans 
before and after training. Temple also had 
them perform a phonological processing 
task while undergoing fMRI: each child 
was shown two letters and asked to push 

Dyslexia: As Difficult as ABC

a button if the names of the two letters 
rhymed with each other. This was com-
pared to a matching task where the child 
simply indicated if the two letters were the 
same letter. 

She found that the reading performance 
and oral language of children with dys-
lexia improved after the training program. 
Functional MRI scans showed an increase 
in brain activity in their left temporo-pari-
etal cortexes as well as in other regions 
of the brain not normally associated with 
phonological processing. These are prom-
ising new data. 

“When I talk about this work with 
parents and administrators and teachers, 
I tell them that it is too early to recom-
mend exactly what to do with a specific 
child,” Temple says. Dyslexia has biological 
correlates—something different happens 
in the dyslexic brain, she explains. “We 
don’t know entirely the extent to which 
we can fix the problem, but just because 
it’s biological does not mean that it’s not 
changeable. The brain seems to be more 
plastic than we thought. Don’t give up on 
Johnny—but don’t blame him, either—
when he can’t read.”

Temple says that while researchers 
know quite a bit about dyslexia, that knowl-
edge has not filtered into the general pub-
lic’s understanding or even into educators’ 
understanding. Contrary to popular myth, 
for example, seeing letters backward is not 
a problem that people with dyslexia gen-
erally encounter. Since the disorder per-
sists into adolescence and even adulthood, 
Temple’s findings offer hope to individuals 
with dyslexia as well as to their families 
and teachers.

“People who don’t read well or are illit-
erate cannot advance very far in the world 
these days.” she says. “Differences in lit-
eracy have profound impacts on someone 
over his or her lifetime.”

Temple’s research is funded by the 
Cornell University Agricultural Experiment 
Station through U.S. Department of 
Agriculture Hatch Act funds, as well as 
the College of Human Ecology and the 
Department of Human Development.

BY CLARE ULRICH
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tial decrease in the rate of capital crimes 
after the adoption of capital punishment, 
after three months the rate reverts to its 
level before capital punishment. In contrst, 
interview participants who opposed capital 
punishment and believed it was not a deter-
rent were presented only with data from 
the first three months after capital punish-
ment is adopted—namely, that adoption of 
capital punishment is indeed followed by a 
decrease in the rate of capital crimes. 

Each supporting belief was methodi-
cally disconfirmed. The researchers used 
the same approach to undermine deterrent 
beliefs about affirmative action.

Koslowski found that the single best 
predictor of whether participants were likely 
to change their positions was the extent 
to which they had changed their support-
ing beliefs. The way to change someone’s 
viewpoint is not to focus on the single over-
arching opinion, she explains, but rather to 
focus on changing, or disconfirming, the 
network of related beliefs within which the 
opinion is embedded.

“In terms of attitudes like sexism, rac-
ism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia, if you 
believe that people adopt a confirmation-
biased attitude that never goes away, that 
is a dismal outlook,” she says. “But if you 
realize that by chipping away at the network 
of related information you actually might 
induce people to change their minds, that 
is encouraging.”

Although Koslowski’s work on discon-
firming beliefs has the most obvious prac-
tical applications, her work on the role of 
theory in reasoning also is relevant to how 
we teach people to conduct science and 
how we teach people to evaluate scientific 
research.

For more information, contact

Barbara Koslowski
Cornell University
Department of Human Development
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall
Ithaca, New York 14853-4401
607-255-0837
bmk2@cornell.edu

”In actuality it is very difficult 
to do any kind of reasoning 
without some background 
beliefs or theories.“
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 “Findings from domestic and international 
research studies make it clear—one area in 
which young people want more communi-
cation with adults is on the topic of AIDS,” 
says Jennifer Tiffany, an extension associate 
with the Family Life Development Center 
and director of the HIV/AIDS Education 
Project since 1989. “Adults want to talk, 
too, but often do not know how to deal with 
such an emotionally charged subject.”  

The HIV/AIDS Education Project is 
funded by the New York State Department 
of Health through its AIDS Institute’s 
Adolescent HIV Prevention Services Unit. 
The concept for the project was initiated with 
a dialogue in 1987 between Jerome Ziegler, 
then dean of the college, and David Axelrod, 
then Commissioner of Health for the state 
of New York. They discussed how the col-
lege could help stem the HIV/AIDS epi-
demic by bringing to the task its institutional 
strengths—including expertise in human 
development, broad research base, capacity 
in adult and parent education, and connec-
tion to the cooperative extension system.

Today the HIV/AIDS Education 
Project gives parents, guardians, grand-
parents, teachers, and others who care for 
young people accurate information about 
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 
and acquired immune deficiency syndrome 
(AIDS) and strategies for passing on this 
information in a forthright, engaging, and 
age-appropriate manner. The goal of this 
project is to support children in becoming 
young people who are knowledgeable deci-
sion makers, empowered to take responsi-
bility for their own actions.

AIDS has no cure, nor is there 
any technique for removing HIV from 
a person’s body once they are infected. 
Education promoting HIV/AIDS aware-
ness and prevention is the most effective 
means of stopping the epidemic. Behaviors 
that individuals adopt to reduce the risk 
of the HIV infection can save their lives. 
Yet, Tiffany points out, at present there is 
dangerously little dialogue between par-
ents, guardians, and other caregivers about 
this disease. She cites data from one of the 
HIV/AIDS Education Project’s  research 
initiatives to illustrate the point. Professors 
Josephine Allen and Eunice Rodriguez, 

Parent-Child Communication: A Tool for Youth Health

BY METTA WINTER Decades of research in youth development have shown 

that while young people enjoy and value their friends, it is 

relationships with caring adults that form the foundation 

for their maturing. A warm and stable connection cemented 

through on-going dialogue across developmental ages 

and stages—along with a mix of monitoring and supporting    

independence—is critical for children to grow into autonomy.
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both in the Department of Policy Analysis 
and Management, serve as the study’s co-
principal investigators.

Project Rural ROAD (Reach Out AIDS/
HIV/STD Discussion): Cornell Teen/Adult 
Communication Research Project was fund-
ed by a U.S. Department of Agriculture 
Hatch Grant and launched with an 
Innovative Research Grant from Cornell’s 
Bronfenbrenner Life Course Center. The mul-
tidisciplinary center, housed in the College 
of Human Ecology, has among its goals to 
promote an understanding of the personal 
development of youth and build youth leader-
ship skills through communication, problem 
solving, and decision making. 

In Project Rural ROAD teens between 
the ages of 15 and 19 were asked to list three 
very significant adults in their lives and to 
describe whether they had ever had a con-
versation with these adults about a variety 
of health-related topics. Teens cited alcohol 
as the most frequently discussed topic and 
sexually transmitted diseases as the least dis-
cussed. Less than half of the teens reported 
having had even one conversation about HIV/
AIDS with an adult close to them. 

Amid this silence, the virus has now 
infected one percent of the world’s population. 
Approximately 3 million people died of HIV/
AIDS in 2003, while another 5 million—half 
of them under the age of 25—became infect-
ed. Each new day brings between 14,000 and 
15,000 new HIV infections. 

From 2001 through 2003, working with 
Professor David Pelletier in the Division of 
Nutritional Sciences and a university-wide 
team of faculty and students, the HIV/
AIDS Education Project provided technical 
assistance for the UNICEF-sponsored ini-
tiative What Every Adolescent Has a Right 
to Know. This initiative involved persons 
closest to the issue—youth and adults con-
nected to youth—in 14 countries in par-
ticipatory-action research about HIV/AIDS. 
The goal was to assist UNICEF in develop-
ing effective communication strategies for 
designing HIV/AIDS education projects. 
From places like Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
where the AIDS epidemic is just beginning 
to unfold, to countries like Malawi, where 
the problem is dire, the researchers heard 
the same request. Children and adolescents 

of the UNICEF-sponsored study. According 
to the NIH study’s findings, teens living in 
a neighborhood in New York City’s Lower 
East Side, where one in 10 people is living 
with HIV, characterize the adult reaction 
to mentioning the topic as: “Mom goes bal-
listic, Dad goes ballistic.”

In New York State, which has more 
cases of HIV/AIDS than any other state in 
the nation, more than two thirds of diag-
nosed cases are in members of the parent-
ing generation (ages 30–49). This means 
that parents of teens, if not themselves 
infected, are likely to have peers who are in 
treatment or have died of the disease. This 
emotional burden complicates discussing 
the subject with vulnerable teenagers. 

“When a young person comes home 
from school and says that they talked about 
HID/AIDS that day in class, the parent’s reac-
tion often stems from their personal mixture 
of sadness, loss, and silence,” Tiffany says.  
This strong emotional reaction to the subject 
sometimes pushes teens away.    

The message that teens report hearing 
from adults is: “Don’t worry about HIV—it is 
something that happens to other people, not 
to someone like you.” Adults tell them they 
should know facts about AIDS at an intellec-
tual level but not take the issue to heart.

wanted parents and other adults to be more 
engaged with them and their peers in talking 
about HIV/AIDS. Young people were clear 
in asking for increased adult engagement, 
says Tiffany, adding, “Many countries also 
identified real obstacles, taboos around hav-
ing a dialogue between generations. At the 
same time they acknowledged that doing so 
is absolutely crucial.” 

Taboos against discussing HIV/AIDS 
with young people they care for are not 
confined to adults in communities over-
seas. The situation occurs frequently in the 
United States, as well. Data gathered in a 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) study—
with which the HIV/AIDS Education 
Project collaborated—confirm the findings 

member and elementary school teacher.
Among the workshop topics are: how 

HIV is and is not transmitted and the risk 
of becoming infected by age group; identi-
fying components of risk-taking behavior 
and aspects of situations that support risk-
reducing choices; and practicing personal 
and family HIV risk-awareness skills and 
adult-child communication techniques that 
support a child’s capabilities and self-esteem 
and encourage risk-reducing choices. At the 
conclusion of the third session, participants 
develop a specific plan for talking with their 
own children about HIV/AIDS. 

Teaching methods include small-group 
discussions, paired exercises, true-and-false 
quizzes, brainstorming, drawing personal 
life lines, round-robin discussions, multi-
ple-choice questionnaires, and role playing. 

All participants receive a free copy of 
a resource study guide, also co-authored 
by Tiffany, Tobias, Raqib, and Ziegler.  The 
resource manual and workshop teaching 
guide are available in English and Spanish. 
Workshops have been offered in other lan-
guages as well, including Haitian Creole.

The information contained in Talking 
with Kids about HIV/AIDS reaches its tar-
get audience through a variety of ways. 
Workshops are held for program leaders, 

To address this grave situation, in 1989 
Tiffany and three of her colleagues in the 
college wrote a workshop curriculum titled 
Talking with Kids about HIV/AIDS: A 
Program for Parents and Other Adults Who 
Care. The goal is to help adults cope with the 
effect of AIDS in their own lives, assist them 
in untangling obstacles to communication, 
teach the facts, and recommend simple, 
yet effective strategies they can use to talk 
with children and teens. Tiffany’s co-authors 
include Donald Tobias, an associate profes-
sor in the Department of Policy Analysis 
and Management; former dean Jerome 
Zeigler, a professor emeritus of policy analy-
sis and management; and Arzeymah Raqib, 
a former HIV/AIDS education project staff 

“Adults want to talk, too, but often do not know how to deal 
with such an emotionally charged subject.”
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adult educators, and volunteers in comple-
mentary programs—parenting education, 
child care providers’ education, welfare-
to-work programs, initiatives promoting 
positive youth development, and diversity 
committees—within Cornell Cooperative 
Extension Associations. This accomplishes 
one aim of the project: to develop a strong 
team of volunteers and agency-embedded 
“multipliers” who actively integrate HIV-
prevention messages and positive adult-child 
communication techniques into community 
and organizational settings. Information 
also is shared in one-to-one contacts. 

“Teachers also participate in work-
shops,” says Tiffany, “because they recog-
nize the benefits of having the personal 
comfort level, knowledge, and basic com-
munications skills that allow them to do a 
good job delivering school curriculum and 
supporting young people after class.”  

More than 10,600 individuals in New 
York City, Nassau County on Long Island, 
and in the Capital District/Albany area 
participated in trainings, workshops, and 
one-on-one educational contacts during 
the 2003–2004 contract year. In addition, 
more than 73,000 people were reached 
through the mass media. 

Spanish-speaking women are the larg-
est demographic group involved in project 
activities. More than 2,500 Hispanic/Latino 
individuals participated in trainings, reflect-
ing the effectiveness of the New York City 
program at engaging new immigrants, par-
ents/guardians of public school students, 
and Hispanic/Latino advocacy groups. More 
than 1,300 African Americans also partici-
pated in workshops and nearly 1,000 were 
involved in one-to-one educational efforts.  

Workshops are offered, on average, 
six times per week, about two-thirds of 
them in the New York City metropolitan 
area. Customary locations include public 
schools, nursery schools and child care 
centers, parent-teacher associations, and 
youth bureau associations. 

Since the outset of the project there 
have been more than 14 formal evalua-
tions of the effectiveness of the Talking 
with Kids about HIV/AIDS curriculum. 
Project coordinators maintain contact with 
volunteers and follow-up on suggestions 
for program improvement through volun-

teer reunions, telephone interviews, e-mail 
feedback, and update sessions.

Data collected from structured inter-
views with 87 New York City residents 
document behavioral change after partici-
pation in workshops and demonstrate the 
curriculum’s effectiveness. Seventy-six per-
cent of workshop participants (compared to 
50 percent in a comparison group) said that 
they had spoken with children about HIV 
within four weeks of the workshops, 40 
percent (compared with 11 percent) spoke 
with three or more children. The average 
number of conversations was 5.2 (compared 
to 1.1); more than half (compared to 17 per-
cent) spoke with children about risk-reduc-
tion strategies, and 44 percent (compared to 
17 percent) spoke about HIV transmission. 

Equally impressive were statistics 
showing changes in adult behavior. Eighty-
eight percent of workshop participants 
(compared to 16 percent) made personal 
risk-behavior changes and 68 percent (com-
pared to 39 percent) obtained HIV testing.  

“This demonstrates that part of the 
communication strategy adults develop dur-
ing the workshops is: ‘I can’t just talk, I have 
to be a good role model, too,’” Tiffany says. 

Funding for Project Rural ROAD has 
been extended until 2007, allowing for 
further study of teen/adult communication 
about HIV/AIDS and other health issues in 
a rural area of the state. Survey data from the 
pilot show that the impact of this disease is 
substantial, even in areas where diagnosed 
cases are low. More than two-thirds of 15- to 
19-year-olds reported that they are worried 
someone they know will get HIV, and one-
third worried they themselves would get 
the disease. More than one in 20 youth had 
an immediate or extended family member 
with the disease. Involvement in the pilot 
study appeared to contribute to reduced 
worry and increased understanding about 
HIV and related issues. 

“Anxiety impedes understanding and 
it impedes acting on that understanding,” 
Tiffany explains. “Bringing worry into per-
spective increases young people’s capacity 
to make self-protective choices.”  

Another indicator of success is the 
curriculum’s use in long-term intervention 
programs. The adaptation of Talking with 
Kids about HIV/AIDS developed through 

the National Institutes of Mental Health 
(NIMH)–funded Parent/Pre-Adolescent 
Training for HIV Prevention (principal 
investigator: Beatrice Krauss, director 
of the Hunter College Center on AIDS, 
Drugs, and Community Health) has been 
replicated in Mexico and in India with 
World AIDS Foundation funding and, 
with funding from NIMH, in Miami with 
Cuban immigrant families. 

Talking with Kids about HIV/AIDS is 
promoted nationally through citation in the 
SIECUS publication Innovative Approaches to 
Increase Parent-Child Communication about 
Sexuality: Their Impact and Examples from the 
Field and the Innovative Approaches Database.

Two senior premedical students in 
the college, Ed Pettitt and Beth Gancher, 
have initiated the newest adaptation of 
Talking with Kids about HIV/AIDS: Help 
Understand and Guide Me (HUG Me), 
a program with the Ithaca Youth Bureau 
(Ithaca, New York). The program will 
use the curriculum to help youth service 
providers in the county to communicate 
more comfortably and knowledgeably with 
young people about HIV/AIDS. Led by 
Cornell student-volunteer educators, HUG 
Me will offer workshops to the greater 
community. A pilot workshop was held 
during the summer of 2004.

HIV/AIDS Education Project evalu-
ation efforts in 2004–2005 will include 
analysis of post-workshop child-adult com-
munication strategies implemented in 
Talking with Kids about HIV/AIDS work-
shops statewide.

For more information, contact

Jennifer Tiffany
Cornell University
Family Life Development Center
Beebe Hall
Ithaca, New York 14853
607-255-1942
jst5@cornell.edu

Information also is accessible online at:

www.human.cornell.edu/fldc/hiv/
index-HIV.cfm

www.familiesaretalking.org

“Bringing worry into perspective increases young people’s    
capacity to make self-protective choices.”
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To inspire and inform youth work-
ers and others interested in culti-
vating environments that promote 
optimal youth development and 
positive behavior, two experts from 
Cornell University have published 
a book that summarizes current 
theory, research, and practice in 
the field.

The Youth Development Hand-
book: Coming of Age in American 
Communities  (Sage Publications, 
2003) is co-edited by Stephen 
Hamilton and Mary Agnes 
Hamilton, both of the Department 
of Human Development and the 
Family Life Development Center 
(FLDC) at Cornell.

Work-based learning is one 
aspect of a larger movement to 
make communities better places 
for youth to grow up. “Knowledge 
in the field of youth development 

is growing rapidly,” says Stephen 
Hamilton. “Our intent in editing 
this volume wasn’t to present a how-
to guide but to provide practitioners 
and policy-makers with access to 
information for use in planning 
programs, training practitioners, 
and forming partnerships among 
families, schools, employers, and 
community agencies.”

The chapter authors summarize 
the latest theory and research in 
the field and also provide examples 
of good practice and original case 
studies. “All chapters address issues 
related to diversity and involving 
youth in decision making,” says 
Mary Agnes Hamilton.

Chapters in part I focus on dif-
ferent environments, including 
schools, workplaces, families, peer 
groups, youth-serving organiza-
tions, faith-based organizations, 

Cornell experts co-edit a book on youth development for practitioners.
Environments Where Youth Thrive

B R I E F  R E P O R T S

recreation programs, the juvenile 
justice system, health clinics, 
neighborhoods, and cyberspace. 
Part II covers the broader issues of 
evaluation, funding, and commu-
nity-wide initiatives. The conclud-
ing chapter identifies themes that 
cut across contexts, including youth 
participation, diversity, mentoring, 
universal versus targeted approach-
es, and evidence-based practice.

Stephen Hamilton is a professor 
of human development, associate 
provost for outreach, and co-direc-
tor of the FLDC, an interdisciplin-
ary unit of the College of Human 
Ecology. The mission of the FLDC 
is to improve professional and pub-
lic efforts to understand and act 
upon risk and protective factors in 
the lives of children, youth, fami-
lies, and communities that affect 
family strength, child well-being, 

and youth development. The center 
accomplishes its mission through 
research, training, outreach, and 
education.

Mary Agnes Hamilton is a 
senior research associate in human 
development and director of the 
Cornell Youth and Work Program 
in the FLDC. The program carries 
out research and outreach to foster 
the transition of youth to adulthood. 
It focuses on the development of 
young people as workers and citi-
zens by enhancing work and service 
opportunities. The programpro-
vides tools and publications includ-
ing a workplace mentoring collec-
tion (training framework, activities, 
trainer guides, and more) and a 
workplace learning collection (pro-
gram design and evaluation tools).

Susan Lang

4-H Youth Development

4-H is the youth development 
program of Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, linking the resources 
of Cornell University to young 
people. Nationally—as well as 
in New York State—4-H Youth 
Development creates educational 
opportunities for youngsters to 
develop skills, practical knowledge, 
and wisdom through observing, 
doing, and ref lecting on experi-
ences. “Learning by doing” is a 
model that has been active and suc-
cessful for 100 years. Supportive 
environments encourage diverse 

youth and adults to reach their full-
est potential as capable, competent, 
and caring citizens.
 In one example, 4-H educa-
tors in Lewis County worked with 
fourth graders, food processors, 
and a grocery store in a youth 
consumer curriculum pilot study. 
The 10-year-olds learned about 
consumer and management top-
ics covering nutrition, meal plan-
ning, and math. The Grow and 
Learn After-School Program in 
Livingston County helps at-risk 
middle school youth, resulting in 
improved school attendance and 
academic achievement, reduced 
police reports and discipline refer-
rals, and alumni of the program 
who return as responsible volun-
teers. Sullivan County 4-H Youth 
Development staff formed a team 
with a local animal-control offi-
cer, dog trainer, and animal-shelter 
operator to face the challenge of 

many unwanted shelter animals. 
In the dog obedience program, 
participating youth were trained 
in animal science and animal 
handling and participating dogs 
became more adoptable. 
 Young people who participate in 
New York State 4-H clubs do better 
in school, are more motivated to 
help others, and achieve more than 
non-members, according to a two-
year Cornell study. In the 4-H Club 
Study, 4-H youth were compared to 
two national groups—as studied in 
the survey Search Institute Profiles 
of Student Life: Attitudes and 
Behaviors—based on developmen-
tal assets such as educational aspi-
ration, achievement, motivation, 
the desire to help others, school 
grades, self-esteem, decision mak-
ing, the importance of having a 
value system, level of interaction/
communication with adults, and 
the ability to make friends. When 

controlling for age, gender, family 
structure, and father’s education, 
New York 4-Hers scored higher 
than both Search Institute groups. 
 New York youth participate in 
Cornell Cooperative Extension’s 4-
H clubs, school enrichment activi-
ties, after-school programs, camps, 
and events. They reside in towns 
and small cities, rural areas, sub-
urbs, cities, and farms. In 2003, 
a total of 14,300 4-H volunteers 
helped more than 387,500 young 
people gain leadership experi-
ence, learn new life skills, and 
give back to the community. 4-H 
Youth Development brings young 
people and their families together 
with volunteers, community mem-
bers, and professionals in a power-
ful partnership where all involved 
learn and grow.

Connecting Kids to Cornell, learning, and leadership

www.cce.cornell.edu/4h

www.human.cornell.edu/centers/fldc
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From Laboratory to Living Room

Faculty members in the Depart-
ment of Textiles and Apparel (TXA) 
are engaged in several interdisci-
plinary outreach efforts that trans-
late the wonders and technologies 
of materials science for school-age 
children. One project—a part of 
Internships for Bringing Today’s 
Science to Tomorrow’s Scientists, 
funded by a National Science Foun-
dation training grant—involves 
Assistant Professor Margaret Frey, 
a fiber and polymer scientist, and 
collaborators Barbara Crawford, 
associate professor, and graduate 
student Catherine Jordan in the 
Department of Education in Cor-
nell’s College of Agriculture and 
Life Sciences.

Frey’s research focuses on spin-
ning fibers from cellulose and 
other naturally occurring poly-
mers. Laboratory work includes 
characterization of solvent sys-
tems, electrospinning of various 
materials, and testing films and 
electrospun materials for strength 
and biodegradability. 

Last year Jordan, who is special-
izing in public science education, 
joined Frey’s research group in 
order to gain a detailed under-
standing of a fiber science labora-

Researchers and educators explain the complex science of everyday objects.

tory. Through the partnership, Jor-
dan and Frey are developing ways 
to introduce fiber science concepts 
to children and their families. 
Incorporating safe, everyday mate-
rials, they are creating a series of 
short demonstrations, known as 
cart shows, for museum exhibits. 
They are collaborating with exhibit 
specialists at the Franklin Insti-
tute in Philadelphia and the Sci-
enCenter in Ithaca. The resulting 
museum shows will be distributed 
nationwide. They also are develop-
ing curricula for at-home activities 
to engage eight- to 12-year-olds in 
exploring science.

They are focusing on nanotech-
nology. As part of this topic, they 
are developing ways to explain 
electrospinning, a nanotechnology 
in which the nearby application of 
high voltage “spins” a polymer out 
of its liquid state. Electrospinning 
creates materials that have more 
surface area in a given space than 
mechanically spun materials. Elec-
trospun materials have potential 
uses in filtering, absorption, and 
controlled-release applications in 
fields such as biomedicine, agri-
culture, and industry—for exam-
ple, filtering of contaminants from 

substrates or controlled release of 
drugs or pesticides.

“One of the primary goals of this 
project is to translate complex sci-
ence into interactive activities that 
are fun and understandable for 
children,” says Frey.

A second outreach project, the 
annual American Chemistry Soci-
ety (ACS) Day that is celebrated 
nationally each October, involves a 
number of TXA faculty members. 
Charlotte Coffman, Margaret Frey, 
Ann Lemley, Anil Netravali, and 
Peter Schwartz have taken turns 
leading the department’s activity at 
the local event for the past 11 years.

A variety of science-based activi-
ties have been featured for ACS 
Day, held locally at Ithaca’s Pyramid 
Mall. One experiment with indigo, 
the dye used to color denim, has 
proven quite popular with young 
people. First suggested by Char-
lotte Jirousek, associate professor 
of textiles and apparel, the activity 
involves the dyeing of a piece of 
cotton with indigo to observe the 
visual color change of the oxida-
tion-reduction reaction. The white 
cotton turns sea-foam green after 
it is dipped into a vat of indigo dye, 
then gradually to a dark blue, or 

indigo, as it dries. Young partici-
pants in the activity prepare their 
own 6- x 6-inch piece of cotton 
by wrapping it with rubber bands 
for tie-dyeing. For safety reasons, 
TXA personnel—including gradu-
ate and undergraduate students 
helping with the event—handle 
the dye vat, and the swatches are 
then hung for the young observers 
to scrutinize as oxidation occurs.

This year these two outreach 
areas will come together as Cath-
erine Jordan develops an activ-
ity surrounding nanocare fabrics.  
These fabrics, found in stain- and 
wrinkle-resistant garments from 
a wide variety of suppliers includ-
ing Dockers, Liz Claiborne, Eddie 
Bauer, and others, are treated at 
the molecular level to repel a wide 
variety of stains. The treatment 
levels are so low, however, that 
the fabrics are still labeled as 100 
percent cotton. Jordan’s hands-on 
demonstration of the differences 
between nanocare and regular cot-
ton fabrics, with an explanation 
of how the stain resistance works, 
will debut at this year’s ACS Day at 
Pyramid Mall in Ithaca.

Other TXA-sponsored activities 
for ACS Day have included stain-
and-wash comparisons of stain-
resistant and non-stain-resistant 
carpeting, responses of cotton (cel-
lulose) and wool (protein) fibers 
to acid dyes (Kool-Aid), studies 
of detergency using cotton fab-
ric soiled with four foods washed 
in two different detergents, and 
explanation of the method in 
which polyethylene terephthalate 
(PET) soda bottles are recycled 
into fibers for carpeting, clothing, 
and building materials.

The ACS event is organized local-
ly by Joy Swanson, a research asso-
ciate in Cornell’s Division of Nutri-
tional Sciences.

241033_HEMag.indd   24241033_HEMag.indd   24 2/8/05   3:08:32 PM2/8/05   3:08:32 PM



Designing Child Care Settings: 
A Child-Centered Approach 
www.people.cornell.edu/pages/lem3/manual.htm 

A manual about planning new child care settings and improving existing 
environments, intended for individual providers and workshop leaders who 
train providers.

The Youth Development Handbook: 
Coming of Age in American Communities
www.human.cornell.edu/faculty/facultybio.cfm?netid=sfh3

www.human.cornell.edu/faculty/facultybio.cfm?netid=mah15

A book for practitioners that summarizes current theory, research, and    
practice in the field of youth development.

Cooking Up Fun!
www.human.cornell.edu/units/dns/extension/youth/cookingupfun/index.html

A hands-on approach to teaching nutrition to young people. 

Child Care Programs of Excellence
www.human.cornell.edu/pam/extensn/child.cfm 

A research and extension program to collect and share information about 
child care in selected counties in New York State with parents, child care   
providers, and child development experts.

Talking with Kids about HIV/AIDS
www.human.cornell.edu/fldc/hiv/indexHIV.cfm

An outreach project that supports parents, guardians, and other adults in 
communicating accurate HIV-related information to children and teens in 
sensitive, age-appropriate, and developmentally appropriate ways.

YOUTH DEVELOPMENT

RESOURCES
FROM THE COLLEGE OF 
HUMAN ECOLOGY
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