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86.8%

13.2%

Percent of American children’s 
waking hours spend in school from 
ages 0 to 18 years

Time at home eclipses time at school

Percent of time 
American children 
spend with their family
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The key to closing the gap in child outcomes is
closing the gap in what families do with their children.
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More educated parents spend more time with their children
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Daily differences in play add up. 
1 year  =  158 hours 
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Participation and engagement in parenting programs

Attrition is high in 
NFP

Engagement is low in Early 
Head Start50%

Leave Nurse Family 
Partnership by halfway 
point

32% Rated as 
“inconsistently 
engaged”
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If I read more ...
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Parents know that the more they read the better their child does
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Aspirational 
parenting

Actual 
parenting
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The marshmallow test
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Present bias means we weigh the present more than the future.

Future

Present
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Treatment parents read 
nearly 2.5 times more

Behavioral tools work

!
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Present biased parents gained the most

!
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Unleashing children’s potential: Our approach

Parents’ focus on their 
children’s futures

Reminders and 
commitment contracts Managing stress

Peer influence Priming



A new approach to understanding parents
Differences in parents’ behavior … 
• Are not all due to differences in information.
• Are not all due to differences in challenges in daily life.

They are mainly due to differences in adaptation to cognitive biases.  

Adapting to cognitive biases is central to promoting 
parent engagement and children’s success.



Web: biplab.uchicago.edu
Twitter: @HarrisBIPLab
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