
 t a school in Peñalolén, a working-class neighbor-
hood in Santiago, Chile, kindergarten teacher Patricia 
Pérez is reading to her class. The story involves a pig 
who wants to impress a lady friend so she’ll agree 
to go on a picnic with him. From a fox, a zebra, 
and a lion, he borrows items to spi≠ himself up: 
a tail, stripes, and a mane. When Mr. Pig arrives 
at his intended’s house, she doesn’t recognize 

him and refuses to go with him; he saves the day by coming back 
unadorned, prompting the lady pig to exclaim with delight: “¡Qué 
romántico!”

When the story ends, Pérez works with her pupils on vocabu-
lary words such as consejo (“advice”—which Mr. Pig got from his 
friends, but should not have heeded), asking students to sound 
them out and write them on the board. In a nearby classroom, 
di≠erent kindergartners listen to their teacher reading; others 
read on their own, choosing from books strewn across tabletops.

To American visitors, these are unremarkable kindergarten 
scenes. In Chile, however, such scenes are less ordinary. Chilean 
children typically do not learn to read, or even begin working 

with the full alphabet, until first grade. “Early-childhood educa-
tion has not, in Latin America in general, been thought of as edu-
cation,” says Graham professor of education Catherine Snow. “The 
approach is: Let the kids play, get them used to being in groups, 
and we’ll worry about teaching them starting in first grade. But 
then in first grade, the expectations for progress are suddenly 
very high, and none of the preparatory work has been done. Kids 
kind of get dropped into the deep end.”

The hands-on approach to books in the Peñalolén classrooms 
is part of Un Buen Comienzo (UBC; “a good start”), a program de-
signed with guidance from Snow and Harvard colleagues. It aims 
to improve the quality of early-childhood education in Santiago, 
increasing literacy and school success for the young participants. 
UBC is a project of the Harvard Graduate School of Education 
(HGSE); a Chilean philanthropic foundation is underwriting and 
implementing it, and researchers from a Chilean university will 
evaluate its e≠ectiveness.

Un Buen Comienzo reflects a recognition of early childhood as 
a crucial time for the development, both emotional and cogni-
tive, that influences children’s later lives. Chile’s expansion of 
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With a new interdisciplinar y center, Har vard turns its focus to the earliest  
years of life—in an approach that combines science, policy, and practice.
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Through Un Buen Comienzo, preschool and kindergarten teachers in 
Santiago received donated books and training focused on the most 
effective techniques for introducing reading, writing, and vocabulary 
development (including interactive methods of  reading stories, as 
demonstrated by teacher Patricia Pérez in the photograph above).
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 The existence of a Harvard Graduate School of Education (HGSE) project in San-
tiago represents a serendipitous alignment of circumstances. In early 2006, Chile’s 
newly elected president, Michelle Bachelet—herself a pediatrician—vowed to widen 
access to preschool, making it free for the poorest 40 percent of the populace. She 
announced an initial goal of opening 800 new preschool centers in the first year and 
3,500 new preschools (with a total of 70,000 slots) in four years. At the same time, 
the government was becoming interested in how to improve the quality, as well as the 
quantity, of preschool education, says Steve Reifenberg, director of the Santiago office 
of Harvard’s David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies. The traditional model 
had by and large been “to take care of kids while their parents are working so they 
don’t hurt themselves,” says Reifenberg, “rather than something more stimulating.”

Around that time, Chilean businessman Andrónico Luksic Craig was eager to add 
education to his portfolio of philanthropic activities. He mentioned this desire to Reifen-
berg, who, in turn, invited a handful of Harvard scholars—HGSE dean Kathleen Mc-
Cartney and Harvard Medical School’s Brazelton professor of pediatrics Judith Palfrey 
and associate professor of psychology Catherine Ayoub—to Santiago for a seminar 
with Luksic and Chilean education officials…and UBC was born.

At the same time, Andrea Rolla, who had experience designing and evaluating 
early-childhood education initiatives in Costa Rica and El Salvador, had completed 
her Ed.D. and moved to Santiago. She would become UBC project director. Elisabeth 
Farrelly, a Yale M.B.A. who had worked for an educational nonprofit in New York and 
then moved to Santiago with her Chilean husband, was available to become general 
manager of Luksic’s educational enterprise, Fundación Educacional Oportunidad. And 
another HGSE graduate, Ernesto Treviño, Ed.D. ’07 (a Mexican national married to a 
Chilean), completed his degree just in time to direct the evaluation in his new post as a 
professor of education at Universidad Diego Portales in Santiago.

Each line in the graph above follows a child’s vocabulary growth 
from kindergarten through sixth grade. Note that the lines do not 
cross—the children with the largest vocabularies in kindergarten 
still had the largest vocabularies six years later. This is why it is 
crucial that preschool programs focus on building vocabulary and 
making up for the deficit that children in low-income families 
already face, says Graham professor of  education Catherine Snow. 

Andrea Rolla (third from left) and Hirokazu 
Yoshikawa visit a UBC school 
in Peñalolén.

(from a sample of 53 children from low-income, 
English-speaking families in the United States)
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Children in Romanian 
orphanages are raised in 
conditions of  social and 
cognitive deprivation. In many 
cases they receive no adult 
attention other than being 
fed and taken to the toilet as 
a group a few times a day, as 
seen in the image at far left. 
Near left: This 11-year-old 
girl, raised in an orphanage 
in Romania, was only as tall 
as an average four-year-old 
child when the photograph 
was taken.

In these brain “heat maps”—seen from above, with the triangles 
at the top indicating the front of  the head—red corresponds to 
high activity and blue connotes no activity. The different 
frequency bands (left-hand scale) reflect different types of  brain 
activity, but across all frequencies, the level of  activity was lower 
for children raised in Romanian orphanages (left column) than for 
those who grew up with their parents (right column).
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Takao Hensch (professor of  molecular and cellular biology and of  neurology) uses a contrast test (left) to assess 
vision in mice. Mice that receive no visual input (for instance, because they are blindfolded) during a critical 
period will almost certainly be permanently blind—but Hensch has found a way around this. Using drugs 
approved for other uses in humans, he has induced plasticity in the visual system later in life, making blind mice 
see (and, conversely, making seeing mice blind by removing visual input after administering the drugs).

Takao Hensch

TAKAO HENSCH
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Recruiting Jack Shonkoff in 2006 was the key to creating the 
new Center on the Developing Child (CDC), says University provost 
Steven Hyman. In Shonkoff, Harvard has “a person of enormous 
energy, with precisely the right temperament for interdisciplinary 
research and education: relentlessly curious, respectful of diverse 
disciplines, and a very talented convener of people from diverse 
communities.”

Shonkoff, a pediatrician, had served at Brandeis as dean of the 
Heller School for Social Policy and Management and chaired the 
committee that wrote From Neurons to Neighborhoods, an exhaus-
tive 2000 report from the Institute of Medicine on child-development 
science and policy. But to reach a wider audience, he realized he 
would need to highlight themes in ways that resonated with the 
public.

To investigate prevailing attitudes about child development and 
frame messages in response to those attitudes, he engaged a com-
munications-research firm. For example: persistent stress can disrupt 
brain circuits, causing decreased branching of neurons in the hip-
pocampus and prefrontal cortex (the brain areas associated with 
memory and higher-order thinking, respectively), and increased 
branching in the amygdala (the seat of emotion, and fear in particu-
lar). Such explanations fascinate listeners with a scientific bent—but 
may make others’ eyes glaze over. So 
Shonkoff, in speaking to lay audiences, 
now uses models that are simple and 
vivid, but still accurate. His “brain archi-
tecture” model conveys the idea that early 
adversity can lay a shaky foundation for 
later development.

In response to the popular notion that 
stress is character-building, Shonkoff uses 
a three-tiered model. “Positive stress” does 
exist: “This is the stress of the first day at a 
preschool program….This is the stress of 
having to go down for a nap when you’d 
rather stay up and see everything else 
that’s going on….It is a necessary part 
of healthy development.” One level up is 
“tolerable stress”—unhappy experiences 
that nevertheless don’t disrupt brain archi-
tecture because the stress is “buffered by supportive relationships,” 
helping stress hormones, heart rate, and other biological measures 
of stimulation return to baseline levels. “Toxic stress,” on the other 
hand, is “literally poisonous to brain architecture,” in ways scientists 
affiliated with the center have demonstrated and are continuing to 
explore.

By the time Harvard recruited Shonkoff, he had already begun 
taking this carefully crafted message about the impact of early-child-
hood experiences to state legislatures. His testimony has led to pas-
sage of legislation in Nebraska (which nearly doubled state funding 
for early-childhood programs for children of low-income parents), in 
Washington state (which established a cabinet-level department of 
early learning), and in Kansas (which passed a comprehensive bill 
with education, childcare, and health-insurance components).

He describes his earlier engagement in partisan advocacy, driven 
by ideological rhetoric, as “an exercise in futility.” He now practices 
what he says is a more effective approach: “Teach, don’t preach”—
stick to the science and let the lawmakers work out the details of 

policies that are grounded in sound science and acceptable to 
colleagues and constituents. The center is hoping this approach will 
bear more fruit soon: it brought delegations from 14 state govern-
ments to Harvard last June, and is providing support as these states 
try to rewrite their own policies to better serve children.

The CDC has become a forum to showcase other places where 
good things are happening. It considers communications a central 
part of its mission: summarizing recent studies in nontechnical lan-
guage and publishing roundups of research so practitioners and 
policymakers can have current findings at their fingertips. The CDC 

is also devising an international agenda 
that it will pursue in collaboration with 
the Harvard Initiative for Global Health, 
where Shonkoff chairs a working group 
on children.

On campus, the center began raising 
awareness last year with a colloquium se-
ries highlighting the relevance of child de-
velopment for Harvard’s various faculties: 
education, public health, government, 
law, business, and medicine. Shonkoff 
himself teaches a course, “The Science of 
Learning, Behavior, and Health: Implica-
tions for Early Childhood Policy,” jointly 
in the schools of education and public 
health; medical students, and now under-
graduates and Kennedy School students, 
may enroll, too.

Among undergraduates in particular, there is a hunger to get 
involved with these issues, says Ho Tuan ’09. After consulting with 
Ho and other undergraduates, Shonkoff and CDC deputy director 
Gillian Najarian, Ed.M. ’93, have begun to envision a secondary 
field in child development and a list of professors who work on child 
development and are willing to have undergraduate research assis-
tants in their labs. The college years, they say, are a critical time to 
reach students—before they have decided to specialize in science 
or policy, while their minds are still open to the idea that one could 
do both.

In finding faculty colleagues, Shonkoff has sought out people with 
enthusiasm for the hybrid approach that distinguishes the center and 
positions it for maximum impact. “Not everybody at Harvard is a 
collaborator,” he says. “It takes a certain kind of intellectual flex-
ibility and a sense of adventure to work across disciplines. Our goal 
is not simply to have people from one discipline tell people from 
another discipline what they’re working on….It’s less about sharing 
and more about creating together.”

The brains of  rats subjected to chronic stress 
(left) show less branching (fewer and shorter 
branches) on neurons in the hippocampus, 
in a key brain region for processing incoming 
information for learning and memory, when 
compared to rats that were housed in normal 
laboratory conditions (right).
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In other CDC 
projects,  Harvard 
scholars are trying 

to help former child soldiers, 
abuse victims, and children
growing up in poor neighbor-
hoods with rampant violence. 
Read more online at www.-
harvardmag.com/extras.
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