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Chapter One:  Introduction 
 
             

Why we acted when we did 
 
Research tells us that young children 
develop optimally when they have 
interactive relationships and experiences 
that become more complex with time, and 
the settings in which young children have 
these experiences and relationships are 
interconnected.  Early childhood 

experiences 
form the basis 
of future 
learning and 
competency. 
Our pre-school children were starting school soon and the 
sooner the ABC project was put into operation, the quicker 
the children within the community would be better 
prepared to succeed in school.  Time was getting short to 
meet the ever more critical educational and workforce 
development needs. 
 
Wisconsin has about 70,000 children who are eligible to 

enter kindergarten as five year olds each year. Some of these children have never held a 
pair of scissors or owned a book. An increasing number have limited English skills. Some 
have lived in families that have had to choose between buying food or paying for health 
care. Many have spent years in unstimulating – or even unsafe – child care. 
 
It shouldn’t be surprising that 
kindergarten teachers report 
that only two-thirds of the 
children entering their 
classrooms are prepared to be 
successful students. And sadly, 
even our best schools aren’t 
able to alter the course of many of these children who begin school behind. By the third 
grade, only four out of five of Wisconsin’s children read at a proficient or higher level. 
By eighth grade, the percentage of students who achieve at a proficient or higher level in 
reading is still only 83% and in math it is only 73%. 
 
This problem will have immediate economic consequences for our communities and 
state. The national “No Child Left Behind” legislation requires that an increasing 

Oconto Falls School 
District Kindergarten 
teachers report that only 
two-thirds of the 
children entering their 
classrooms are prepared 
to be successful students.  
See Appendix A 
Kindergarten Teacher 
Survey Results for the 
full report. 

“As a society, we cannot afford to postpone 
investing in children… Cost effective returns 

are highest for the young.” 
 (James Heckman, Nobel Laureate in 

Economic Sciences, Professor of Economics, 
University of Chicago)· 
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percentage of Wisconsin’s school children must read and do math at the proficient or 
higher level each year or the school district will face sanctions. By 2013, 100% of our 
children are expected to meet this standard. This is an admirable goal, but one that cannot 
be accomplished if we wait until our children walk through the kindergarten door. And 
the problem of children’s arriving at school with vastly different levels of experience – 
and the resulting achievement gap - are likely to have important long-term economic 
consequences as well. The level at which children enter school often determines their 
future school and life success.  Demographic trends and economic outlook necessitate a 
fully developed and highly productive workforce. Education will be a major factor in 
workforce development based on emerging skill needs.  
 
In 2000, Wisconsin had almost five workers for every retired person. By 2025, as the 
baby boom generation retires 
and today’s preschoolers join 
the workforce, experts 
project that there will be 
fewer than three active 
workers to support the health 
care and other public 
assistance costs of each 
retired person. We truly cannot afford to waste the potential of any of our youngest 
citizens – our future workforce. 
 
Ensuring Success for All Children 
To reach their full potential, all young children need 
early and consistent health care, loving families who 
can guide them and advocate for them, and high 
quality early education and care opportunities. We 
need to begin early with prenatal care. We need to 
find ways to support families in the important roles 
they play. And we know that focusing on ABC’s and 
numbers isn’t nearly enough; physical and mental 
health, social and communication skills, and attitudes 
toward learning are at least as important. There are no 
magic solutions. A single program alone, no matter how well designed and implemented, 
cannot provide children with all of these things they need. For all of our children to start 
school ready to succeed, we need to plan, finance, implement, coordinate, evaluate, and 
sustain high quality systems that connect diverse early childhood programs, services, and 
resources. These systems should be designed to reflect our best available scientific 
knowledge. 
 

For all of our children to 
start school ready to succeed, 
we need to plan, finance, 
implement, coordinate, 
evaluate, and sustain high 
quality systems that connect 
diverse early childhood 
programs, services, and 
resources. 

In February 2002, only two-thirds (66%) of 
Wisconsin’s white 10th graders scored at proficient 
or advanced levels on reading tests and only half 
(48%) of these children scored at these levels on 
math tests. Much lower percentages of students from 
minority or ethnic groups scored at these standards. 
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UW-Extension provides systems 
planning guidance and research-
based information on early 
childhood development to 
community planning teams, who 
develop an ABC systems plan for 
their community.  

Acting to Build our Children’s Future: 
“The ABC Project” 
 
UW-Extension’s ABC Project provides research-based systems planning assistance to 
Wisconsin communities who desire to ensure that all their young children have all of the 
early health, family, and the education and care experiences they need to enter school 
healthy and ready to succeed. 
 
The ABC Project “communities” are made up of the diverse members of the population 
(within the geographical bounds of a school district) who have an interest in young 
children and their needs. Each project begins with the development of a local planning 
system by key stakeholders, who 
will be able to ensure the long-
term sustainability of the plan. 
This group helps identify a 
planning team who will develop a 
long-term early childhood systems 
plan for the community.  
 
The planning team will generate 
their ideal plans for components of maternal and child health, parent education and 
support, and early education and care, based on current research about optimal child 
development and school achievement. They will then develop an overall recommended 
ABC Project system. Each community will implement the system and evaluate their 
recommended system. Throughout this process, parents and other citizens will have 
opportunities to participate in diverse ways. UW-Extension county-based Family Living 
and Community Development Educators will act as consultants/coordinators to local 
planning groups, with primary tasks that include education and facilitation of the 
planning process. They, in turn, will be backed up with research-based technical support 
from UW-Extension state specialists. 
 

Why ABC’s? 
The ABC Project is more than A-F below as 
described above. 
 
A. The first letters of the alphabet - A, B, and C 
- remind us how critical it is to begin at the 
beginning. Experiences in the early weeks and 
months and years of a child’s life determine the 
kind of foundation he/she will have for later 
health, learning, and achievement.  

 
B. Learning ABC’s are one important experience children need to get ready for school. 
School readiness is tied to later school – and future life – success. 

Each project begins with the development of a 
local planning system by key stakeholders… 
This group helps identify a planning team… 

(Planning Team) will then develop an overall 
recommended ABC Project system… Each 

community will (then) implement and 
evaluate their recommended system. 
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C. Research shows that young 
children will be more successful 
in school and later life if their 
early lives include specific 
health, family, and early 
education experiences that 
protect them, that promote their 
development, and that connect 
their families with other 
important community 
institutions. The ABC Project 
calls these the “Building Blocks 
of Development” and it works to 
help communities ensure that all 
of their young children 
experience all of the skills in a 
timely manner.  
 
D. A wide variety of different structures can serve children well. Even when they include 
the same kinds of foundational building blocks and the same planning steps, different 
communities are likely to find different ways to best serve their own families with young 

children. 
 
E. The letters - A, B and C - often used as grades, remind us how 
important evaluating our progress is toward meeting our goal of 
creating caring communities for our young children and their 
families. 

 
F. Careful 
planning of 
community 
resources to 
support 
children and 
their families 
is essential. 
Following 
particular 
strategic steps 
(A. B. C. D. 
E. F) is likely 
to help 
communities 
discover how 
to make more 

Demographic trends and economic outlook necessitate a fully 
developed and highly productive workforce. Education will be a major 
factor in workforce development based on emerging skill needs. 
The New Basic Skills: 
1. The ability to read at the 9th grade level (to be able to understand 

training manuals) 
2. The ability to do math at a 9th grade level (mastery of fractions, 

decimals, and line graphs) 
3. The ability to solve semi-structured problems, including 

formulating and testing hypotheses 
4. The ability to communicate effectively – both in writing and orally 
5. The ability to work productively in groups with persons from 

different backgrounds. 
6. Familiarity with how computers work (the confidence and skill to 

learn how to use new software)  
Source: Murnane and Levy. Teaching the New Basic Skills, The Free 
Press, 1996.  

The ABC Project will have important impacts: 
Enhanced development and later school success of 
Wisconsin’s children will have results in: 

�  More responsible citizens and a stronger 
workforce; 

�  Young children will have early health, family, 
education and care experiences necessary to enter 
school healthy and ready to succeed. 

�  Improved ability of families to provide critical 
early experiences for their young children. 

�  Local investments in child and family programs 
most likely to yield the greatest benefits. 

�  Better informed community decision-making. 
�  Increased communication and coordination 

between community organizations and agencies. 
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efficient use of limited resources and to more effectively promote the potential of all of 
their young children. 
 

ABC Project Foundation 
 
The ABC Project’s foundation lies in the ecological model of human development.  It is 
this child development model which provides the sound research base of this project. 
 
It’s generally easier and cheaper to provide 
children with early experiences that will 
result in their growing up healthy and 
successful than it is to try to provide needed 
experiences later.  It is also usually less 
costly than paying for later adult failures 
like crime or unemployment.   For example, 
most children’s lives move along a 
trajectory that becomes difficult to alter by 
the time they begin kindergarten.  Children 
who arrive at school eager to learn, able to 
communicate, and able to behave appropriately are likely to continue on a positive path.  
When children arrive at kindergarten not trusting adults or not able to communicate with 
them or not ever having owned a book or held a pair of scissors, it is extremely difficult 
for schools to help them catch up, even with expensive remedial or special education.  In 
most cases, it is not that it MUST be done early or we lose the chance forever – but it 
does become much harder, less likely to achieve total success, and almost always more 
expensive the longer we wait.   
 
The ABC project builds on a systems theory of human development that was developed 
by a psychologist, Urie Bronfenbrenner.  Over the past 25 years, this theory has become 

one of the main theories that researchers use 
to describe and explain the development of 
children and that policymakers use to create 
policies related to young children and their 
families.  
 
Bronfenbrenner’s theory provides general 
principles of human development that do not 
only relate to young children – although this is 
the age group most researchers and 
policymakers have applied it to.  
 
And although Bronfenbrenner’s theory 
provides useful guidance by outlining 

principles of how to achieve optimal development, it does not prescribe any particular 
developmental outcomes. The ABC project uses later school success as the 
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In 1979, Bronfenbrenner developed his 
groundbreaking concept on the ecology of 
human development - the study of human 
beings and how they interact with their 
environments. His work led to new directions 
in basic research and to applications in the 
design of programs and policies affecting the 
well-being of children and families both in 
the United States and abroad. 
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developmental outcome.   See Appendix B for the complete model and further 
background. 
Young children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development is highly related 
and builds on each other.  Children who aren’t provided with early experiences that 
support their development in one area may later 
have additional problems to overcome.  For 
example, if a toddler has very slow speech 
development, he/she may develop behavioral 
problems due to frustration in making others 
understand his/her needs.  He/she is also likely 
to later have problems learning to read.  If we 
miss early opportunities to intervene, it is likely 
that emotional and social problems, as well as 
skills and attitudes about reading, will later need 
to be addressed as well. 
 
Young children do not need highly stimulating 
or specialized experiences to reach their full potential.  Rather, they need quite ordinary 
experiences with some increasing complexity over time.  Especially helpful are 
experiences at the upper end of the child’s repertoire, guided by more skilled adults.  The 
later “achievement gap” in schools begins in the early years because some children lack 
particularly important basic experiences or lack many kinds of experiences or have only 
poor quality experiences while other children have all or most of them.    

 
To most effectively invest in young 
children, we need to provide ordinary 
experiences with increasing complexity over 
time,  protection from harm and a solid 
foundation of high quality physical, 
emotional, social, and learning experiences. 
 
Because young children are more easily 
harmed, it is particularly important to 
protect them – from prenatal drug use, from 
car accidents, from falls, from abuse and 
neglect . . . 

 
Because young children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development are so 
highly interrelated, children’s later cognitive development and school success are not just 
correlated with appropriate amounts of stimulation or the correct curriculum.  Rather, 
they grow out of positive health experiences and positive family relationships.  Without 
health and love, young children cannot learn.   
 
With that, the Oconto Falls and Surrounding Community embarked on a year long ABC 
Systems Planning process. 
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 Before Bronfenbrenner, child 
psychologists studied the child, 
sociologists examined the family, 
anthropologists the society, 
economists the economic 
framework of the times and 
political scientists the structure. 
Bronfenbrenner viewed them all 
as part of the life course, 
embracing both childhood and 
adulthood. 


