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Research Findings on How Environments Impact Children’s Health  

and Success During Life 
 

The environments (or living conditions) of a child impact their mental and emotional development into 

adolescence and adulthood. Such conditions include the physical, emotional, economic and social 

environments of a child’s upbringing. To investigate this further, a literature review was performed with key 

findings listed below. Illuminating these findings supports GRAAHI’s plan to establish and promote a 

Pathways Program with the goal of increasing education, employment and health care opportunities for 

African Americans in West Michigan. This is important, as African American children reside in the worst 

conditions of any children in society. (Moreover, this document also presents some findings and benefits of 

establishing mentorship or pathways programs for African Americans, starting on page 4.) 

 

|  LITERATURE REVIEW RESULTS  | 

 
 A child who grew up poor (or in a low socioeconomic background) was more likely to have 

cognitive or working memory problems in adulthood, even though this problem can be improved with 

cognitive training.  
www.abstractsonline.com/Plan/ViewAbstract.aspx?sKey=734b1ccd-cfcf-4394-a945-083ca58f8033&cKey=707aae9d-

766c-4309-8368-9f4d37117bf1&mKey=%7b70007181-01C9-4DE9-A0A2-EEBFA14CD9F1%7d 

 
 Learning math early in life improves a child’s math proficiency skills in adulthood. This same 

observation occurred with reading and attention skills too, but not to the same degree as math skills.  
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18020822/ 

 
 A mother’s education level directly influences her child’s education achievement during life, as the 

higher the mother achieves educationally, so does her child. 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/jora.12182 

 
 People who were bullied as children were more likely to develop hardships or psychiatric disorders 

during life, while those who were both a victim and perpetrator of bullying had the worst life outcomes.   
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/fullarticle/1654916?resultClick=3#RESULTS 

 
 A mother who frequently watched TV with their child produced a suppressed communication 

environment, while reading books with children encouraged effective mother-child exchanges.  
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2011.01413.x 

 
 A child with a low socioeconomic status (SES) was less likely to have access to books, computers 

and a mother who read to them, while a child with a high SES was more likely to have supportive 

parental interactions, expectations to earn a college degree and preschool attendance. 
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/135/2/e440 

 
 Being abused as a child was associated with higher levels of mood, anxiety, substance abuse, 

psychotic and personality disorders later in life. Childhood maltreatment also affected a person’s 

memory and emotional control into adulthood. 
www.pnas.org/content/109/9/E563 

 
 Children with strong social skills are much more likely to graduate college and have a full-time job 

by 25 years old compared to children with limited social skills who have a greater chance of getting 
arrested, binge drinking and applying for public housing. 

www.businessinsider.com/future-success-could-be-determined-early-2015-7?r=US&IR=T#ixzz3hCRlz0Oc 
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 People whose parents divorced during their early years (birth till five years old) were more likely 

to have an insecure association with their parents compared to people whose parents divorced after 

they turned five years old. This association seemed to be greater regarding the child’s interactions with 

their father compared to their mother. 
www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/262711#1 

 
 Kids copy the actions of their parents, even when those actions are irrelevant. This observation was 

found more so in Western cultures who spend more time teaching their kids compared to Eastern 

cultures.  
https://psychcentral.com/news/2018/05/27/modeling-behavior-for-children-has-long-lasting-effects#1 

 
 A daughter (who had a working mom outside the home) is more likely to complete more years of 

education, be employed in a supervisory role and earn higher income than women whose moms 

didn’t work outside the home. Sons of working moms were more likely to do housework and chores 

around the house and marry a working woman. 
www.businessinsider.com/study-working-mothers-and-career-success-2015-5?r=US&IR=T#ixzz3hCLfRLd0 

 
 People who were sexually abused as children had a higher risk of being obese compared to those 

who were not abused. Binge eating disorder is 3-4 times more common in people with obesity who had a 

history of sexual abuse. 
www.obesityaction.org/community/article-library/sexual-abuse-and-obesity-whats-the-link/ 

 
 Teens who displayed pseudo-mature behaviors or behaviors to boost perceived popularity were 

more likely to have drug and alcohol problems and engage in criminal behavior in their early 20s. 
www.businessinsider.com/being-popular-in-high-school-leads-to-problems-in-adulthood-2014-

6?IR=T#ixzz3jBN1NgAB 

 
 A parent’s income was directly associated with their child’s SAT score, or the higher the parent’s 

income, the higher the child’s SAT score. These achievement gaps have widened over the past fifty 

years. 
https://cepa.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/reardon%20whither%20opportunity%20-%20chapter%205.pdf 

 
 Children who demonstrated good self-control in childhood had better adult outcomes regarding 

physical health, personal finances, substance dependence and criminal acts. These observations 

were consistent even when a child’s intelligence or social class was considered.  
www.pnas.org/content/108/7/2693.abstract 

 
 Children (with parents who were highly involved in their lives) had higher social functioning and 

fewer behavioral problems. However, having highly involved parents didn’t improve academic 

achievement in children.  
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2973328/ 

 
 Childhood abuse has been linked with depression, anxiety disorders, eating disorders, 

posttraumatic stress disorder, chronic fatigue syndrome, chronic pain syndrome and many other 

problems. Those who experienced abuse as children are also more likely to engage in high-risk 

behaviors such as smoking, unsafe sex and alcohol/drug abuse.  
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1494926/ 

 
 Children raised in areas with the lowest levels of green space (such as those in inner city urban 

environments) had up to a 55% higher risk of developing a psychiatric disorder during their 

lifetime. Having prolonged access to green space such as parks showed the greatest health benefits. 
www.pnas.org/content/116/11/5188 
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 Children who were exposed to higher levels of atmospheric lead than other children were more 

likely to have less adaptive personality profiles into adulthood, which included lower 

conscientiousness, lower agreeableness, and higher neuroticism.  
www.pnas.org/content/118/29/e2020104118 

 
 Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) negatively impacted a child’s family social and emotional 

health processes into adulthood. However, positive childhood experiences (PCE) had a positive effect 

on these life domains.  
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-021-10732-w 

 
 A child who experiences abuse can develop several adult attachment disorders, including 

dismissive-avoidant attachment, fearful-avoidant attachment, and anxious-preoccupied 

attachment. These children are also likely to experience stress and anxiety later in life.  
www.mentalhealthcenter.org/how-childhood-trauma-affects-adult-relationships/ 

 
 African American children (who grow up poor) are at higher risk of disrupted physiological 

functioning and regressed academic achievement. African American children are more likely than 

white children to witness frightening or threatening experiences, while being more likely to live in poor 

situations. 
www.epi.org/publication/toxic-stress-and-childrens-outcomes-african-american-children-growing-up-poor-are-at-

greater-risk-of-disrupted-physiological-functioning-and-depressed-academic-achievement/ 

 
 African American boys (at nine months old) were more likely than white boys to: have a low 

birthweight, have a mother with less than a high school education, live in a single-parent family, 

have a parent with no checking/saving account, and have a mother who was depressed. However, 

the cognitive, motor and socio-emotional development skills of African American boys were nearly the 

same and sometimes better than the skills of white boys at this age. Unfortunately, some of these skills 

for African American boys started lagging upon reaching preschool and kindergarten. 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED522681.pdf 

 
 African Americans (who are born poor) are less likely than whites to earn high income later in life 

due to neighborhood effects, educational inequalities, workplace discrimination, racism, 

incarceration rates and several other factors. This reality in income inequality by race is more 

pervasive for African American men compared to African American women.  
www.brookings.edu/research/the-inheritance-of-black-poverty-its-all-about-the-men/ 

 
 Many factors impact the mental and academic development of African American (AA) children, as they 

are more likely than white children to: 

o Have less access to experienced teachers and advanced coursework 

o Be identified for and receive special education services 

o Receive a bad assessment of their behavior from a white teacher compared to an AA one 

o Have a teacher, especially white, who underestimates their academic ability 

o Receive an out-of-school suspension 

o Deal and cope with racism that negatively impacts their overall health and academic development 
https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/144/2/e20191765 

 
 A child’s reading and math scores were associated with their parents’ educational attainment, with 

higher reading and math scores being correlated with higher parental educational attainment. This 

association was found for both African American and white children in suburban schools, but to a less 

degree in urban school environments for African American children. 
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7797342/ 
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 Mentoring programs targeting young African American males provided many benefits, which 

improved the following areas for this group: 

o Healthy behaviors 

o Academic outcomes 

o Social-emotional wellbeing 

o Mental health 

o Interpersonal relationships 

o Racial identity 
www.researchgate.net/publication/320406064_Mentoring_for_Black_Male_Youth_A_Systematic_Review_of_the_Res

earch#:~:text=Available%20research%20points%20to%20a,interpersonal%20relationships%2C%20and%20racial%20i

dentity 

 

 The Ron Brown Scholarship Program, along with the Guided Pathway Support Program, focuses on 

improving the lives of gifted African Americans through scholarship, leadership and pathways 

programs. To date, this program has achieved the following successes:  

o 534 scholars 

o 99% graduation rate 

o Over 200 universities attended by scholars 

o 4,301 GPS navigators 

o 2,871 captains of the Ron Brown Program 
https://ronbrown.org/ 

 

 A pathway program at US universities can improve academic performance and cultural 

integration for international students by providing the following measures:   
o Small class sizes 

o A dedicated advisor 

o Career and social support 

o Access to a dedicated welfare team 

o Specialist instruction from teachers and support staff 

https://blog.studygroup.com/exploring-the-benefits-of-a-university-pathway-program-in-a-us-higher-education-context 

 

 The United Negro College Fund (UNCF) joined forces with 24 historically black colleges and 

universities (HBCU) to establish a career pathways initiative for African Americans. UNCF is the 

largest private provider of scholarships to students of color in the country, giving more than $4.7 billion 

over seven decades. This has led to the following successes: 

o More than 500,000 students with college degrees 

o 70% graduate rate for UNCF scholarship recipients, which is higher than the average rate 

o More than 10,000 scholarships are awarded each year. 

o Over 134,000 jobs are created by HBCUs. 
https://uncf.org/pages/uncf-career-pathways-initiative-developing-guided-pathways-for-students-thr 

 

 The American Institutes for Research developed a guide with strategies for mentoring African 

American men and boys to produce positive outcomes. Below are the eight principals of this guide: 
1) Start with a big vision for the ultimate outcome: productively engaged adult citizens. 

2) Effective Mentoring is all about relationships, but context is also important. 

3) Trauma experiences and exposure to violence complicate adolescent development and must be 

addressed. 

4) Model mentoring programs for African American boys tend not to be traditional one-on-one 

mentoring programs. 

5) A hallmark of effective mentoring programs for African American boys is advocacy. 

6) Access to model programs is complicated. 

7) When you are inclined to look for role models among relatives, youth in the child welfare system 

are at a particular disadvantage. 

8) To have hope for the future, it helps to see how it will turn out.  
www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Effective%20Strategies%20for%20Mentoring%20African%20Americ

an%20Boys.pdf 

Andrae Ivy, MPH  |  Andrae.Ivy@graahi.org 
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