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We all know a strong talent base is essential to creating a strong community. 
And we also know that begins with a well-trained population. This is why 
education metrics, particularly high school graduation rates, are on pretty 
much every community’s dashboard. The problem is, graduation rates are a 
lagging indicator: By the time you realize yours aren’t where they should be, 
you’re already in trouble. 
	 Kindergarten readiness is a far better indicator of a community’s economic 
health. The solution is not just to treat the symptoms (low graduation rates), 
but also the root causes (low kindergarten readiness, especially in underserved 
populations)—and the optimal time to start building better brains is at birth.
	 People tend not to think of early learning as an economic investment, but it 
absolutely is. In fact, it may be the most crucial investment a community can 
make in its own future.
	 Being behind in kindergarten creates a “ripple effect” that may negatively 
impact a student’s education and likelihood of future success from that point 
on. And as workforce needs continue to evolve due to automation, artificial 
intelligence, and other high-tech innovations, communities are increasingly 
focused on developing a strong talent pool. They realize strong local 
economies happen one citizen at a time—and the best time to impact those 
citizens is early childhood.
	 No wonder I have observed that a movement to encourage early learning is 
gathering steam all across the country. In fact, my own city of Pensacola is on 
track to become an Early Learning City.™ 
	 This involves everyone: healthcare, public schools, businesses, the 
media, and concerned citizens who volunteer their time. My nonprofit 
organization Studer Community Institute (SCI) spearheads the effort, but it 
truly is an all-hands-on-deck effort.
	 Pensacola has partnered with the University of Chicago to ensure that the 
parents of every baby born in Escambia County get an early intervention aimed 
at educating them on the brain-building benefits of talking, reading, singing, 
and playing with infants and young children. 

WHY EARLY LEARNING MAY BE 
THE BEST ECONOMIC INVESTMENT 

A COMMUNITY CAN MAKE
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	 John A. List, former chairman of the University of Chicago’s Department of 
Economics, says Pensacola’s leaders are on the right track with this thinking.
	 “There really is one, and only one, reliable economic indicator for the 
long-run vitality of a community and indeed the broader society: optimal 
development of a young child’s brain,” says List. “Without proper programs in 
place at birth, we not only miss a key driver to enhance economic growth, but 
also the chance of equal opportunity for our children.”
	 As I travel the country to help cities, towns, and communities of all sizes 
reinvent and revitalize themselves, I emphasize the need to put early learning 
programs in place. Here are just a few insights:
 

The need for an early learning focus is backed by plenty of
research. The following statistics speak for themselves:

•	Every $1 invested in early childhood can save $13 in long-term costs 
associated with remedial education, criminal justice, and welfare 
payments. —Nobel Laureate Dr. James Heckman, University of Chicago

•	Data from the 2010 U.S. Census Bureau shows that a high school 
dropout earned an average of $21,023, compared to $31,283 for a high 
school graduate and $58,613 for someone with a bachelor’s degree.

•	Children who are not reading on grade level by third grade are four 
times more likely to drop out of school. —Annie E. Casey Foundation

•	Increasing Escambia County’s high school graduation rate to 
90 percent by 2022 would put 2,500 more graduates into the 
community, and 600 more workers earning $30.3 million and 
contributing another $1 million in tax revenue. —Allison Tyler, UWF Haas 
Center

 

This movement is led not just by education experts and advocates, but by 
leaders in other fields. Early learning is not just an “education” thing. 
Experts from all industries are involved in the movement. For example, John 
List (quoted earlier) is an economist. So is MIT-trained Harvard Professor Ron 
Ferguson, who spoke at CivicCon about closing the educational achievement 
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gap based on socioeconomic status and race. Ferguson’s Boston Basics 
Program will launch in Pensacola this summer as The Basics Pensacola. 
 	 Healthcare is also strongly involved in this area. For instance, Dr. Dana 
Suskind—a cochlear implant surgeon at the University of Chicago Medicine 
Comer Children’s Hospital—has made a name for herself with her research 
centered on early learning. Her book, Thirty Million Words: Building a Child’s 
Brain, highlights a wide body of research that shows children who hear more 
words and have more positive, language-rich interactions with adults in 
infancy (typically those from higher socioeconomic families) are better 
prepared when they enter school. It was her research that sparked Pensacola’s 
efforts to become America’s first Early Learning City. 
 
There are some very effective tools communities can use to start making a 
difference early in life… As Pensacola’s research partnership with the 
University of Chicago’s TMW Center for Early Learning + Public Health shows, 
hospitals are a natural entry point for saturating communities with the 
message of how to build healthy brains in the first few years of life. All three of 
its hospitals (Baptist, Sacred Heart, and West Florida) give new parents a video 
lesson aimed at educating them on the link between the number of words and 
interactions infants and young children have in the first three years and their 
brain development. They also provide new families with a “Brain Bag” 
containing educational resources and a children’s book. 
 	 We see that once parents learn how important it is to talk to their child, they 
will make an effort to do it. Because they love their child, they can’t not do it. 
Parents vary in age, education, race, and income, but they don’t vary in the 
desire for their child to be successful.
 
…and the great news is they’re inexpensive and doable. The approach 
Pensacola is taking inside its hospitals is incredibly practical. Showing the 
video to new parents takes up very little of a nurse’s time. And early research 
is showing that the interventions a) are successful in boosting parent 
knowledge of infant language and cognitive development, and b) fit into the 
context of regular maternity care. 
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Getting siblings involved may help as well. In 2019, Pensacola launched the 
SCI Sibling Brain Builders program in Escambia County elementary and middle 
schools. Students who participate in the program are encouraged and 
incentivized to read at home with their younger siblings. This program is backed 
by research showing that the “sibling spillover effect” has an influence on 
children’s academic success. It is hoped that, among other benefits, the 
initiative will improve language skill development for students’ siblings under 
age five.
 	 It even shows some early impact on increasing the reading fluency of the 
older siblings who participate. 
 	 It just makes sense to get entire families involved in brain building. Not only 
will this benefit the young children being read to, but also it will reinforce the 
value of reading and learning in the older siblings as well. And it will strengthen 
those all-important family bonds in the process.
 
Teaching people how to build better brains is especially crucial in our 
tech-centric world. Many highly educated people don’t realize there’s a 
connection between the words babies hear and their future academic success. 
And teaching citizens about this link is especially important now when 
technology has turned our world upside down. 
 	 Hearing words on TV, computers, and tablets just isn’t the same as hearing 
them spoken by a loving parent or family member. Most parents probably need 
a gentle reminder that it’s important to talk to and read to kids. The more we 
can share and promote this message, the better it will be for our communities.
 

            We owe it to our children and our community to act now. 
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The first 1,000 days of a child’s life are the blueprint for that human being’s 
future.
 	 Research shows that 85 percent of a child’s brain is developed before age 
three, and up to 90 to 95 percent by age five. Experts call it plasticity—and it 
means the brain will never again be more able to absorb new information than 
in these first years. The stronger the foundation built in those first three years, 
the better the child will be able to learn. The “food” for that growing brain is 
words spoken by and interaction with a parent or caregiver.
 	 The University of Chicago is one of Studer Community Institute’s partners 
on our journey to being an Early Learning City. Dr. Dana Suskind, founder and 
co-director of the University’s TMW Center for Early Learning + Public Health, 
has spent the past seven years working with her team on interventions to 
increase the number of words and interactions parents have with young 
children. The tools they are creating all focus on giving parents the knowledge 
of the power their time, attention, and focus can have on building a brain. And 
their early results show that it’s working. 
 	 Much of their work is based on research, including the 1995 Hart & Risley 
study, “Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American 
Children,” that shows at-risk children hear 30 million fewer words by age five 
than kids who come from better-off families. They also hear fewer positive, 
encouraging words than children from higher socioeconomic status families. 
Children who hear more words and have more interaction in their early years 
are more likely to be ready for school, Hart and Risley found.
	 This shortage of words and interactions contributes to the “achievement 
gap”—a link between the language development skills of a child by age four, the 
socioeconomic status of their family, and their readiness for school. 
	 That gap has profound impacts on a child’s ability to learn to read, to retain 
new information, and to progress in school. But it can be closed—by creating a 
feedback loop with parents to teach them to tune in, talk more, and take turns 
with their children under four. Those brain-building interventions work, as TMW 
has shown in seven years’ worth of research. 

  
  

A LOOK AT THE RESEARCH
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How Words Build Young Brains

Without early language exposure, the young brain literally shrivels from lack of 
use. When that happens, a child struggles to develop the early language and 
math skills they will need to learn to read and succeed in school. The lack of 
words and positive interactions can impact their ability to think critically, to 
control their emotions when they get frustrated, and to focus on long-term 
goals. The parts of the brain that control those functions won’t develop 
properly without good, positive, loving interaction between the child and their 
parent in a word-rich environment.
 	 The brain grows when the neurons in it are stimulated to connect with each 
other. To put it simply, brain development depends on electrical activity. 
	 Electrical activity in every circuit—sensory, motor, emotional, 
cognitive—shapes the way the circuit fits together. Unlike computer circuits, 
however, the circuits in our brains are not fixed. The circuits that are 
consistently turned on over time will get stronger, while those that are rarely 
energized will weaken and may eventually go away.
	 What fires those neurons and makes them light up with activity and con-
nection? The “serve and return” language interaction an adult has with a baby 
when that adult talks to that child.
	 Ellen Galinsky—president and co-founder of the Families and Work Institute 
and chief science officer and executive director of Mind in the Making at the 
Bezos Family Foundation—says a baby’s brain is built for action. The brain 
doesn’t learn the same or as well without it. Human beings are social animals. 
And we learn best from interaction with others. A key piece of healthy early 
brain development is the way that children build executive function.
	 “Executive function has been described as the air traffic controller of the 
brain,” Galinsky said.
	 It’s the part of your brain that helps you regulate your emotions, manage 
your behavior and set goals, solve problems, and respond with mental flexibil-
ity when obstacles come up. What helps develop executive function in the 
brain is interaction and talk between child and adult. 
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High-Stress Environments Make Things Worse

When that language gap also develops in an environment where a young child 
is exposed to chronic, high levels of stress, the effects can be far-reaching. A 
2016 article in The Atlantic highlights a 2013 study that shows that stress and 
the lack of healthy, positive engagement between parent and child can alter a 
young child’s brain chemistry—for the worse. 
	 Young children whose brains are bathed over and over again in stress 
hormones, research shows, are less likely to develop the ability to regulate 
their emotions, behavior, and higher-order thinking skills.
	 It can, quite literally, damage their young brains, over-developing their “fight 
or flight” response and hurting their ability to cope with adversities, small and 
large, as they grow up. Its effects linger into a child’s school years, where 
children with less developed language skills lag behind their peers in reading 
and often throughout the rest of their academic lives.
 	 In 2019, the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University released 
an infographic aimed at highlighting the way the environment influences a 
child’s developing brain. It’s a field called epigenetics and it helps researchers 
understand how experiences children have in their earliest years impact the 
brain—and what that can mean in those children’s futures. The link between 
what children experience in their early lives and the impact on them as adults 
because of it has been the subject of much research.
 	 Healthy, language-rich interaction is important between mother and baby 
even before birth. Dr. Sarah Watamura, co-director of the Stress Early 
Experience & Development Research Center at the University of Denver, shared 
research in 2018 that outlines the impact that a parent’s voice and interaction 
have on a child’s brain, even while that baby is still in the womb. She also 
shared findings about how babies can sense stress in the faces and voices of 
their parents. And she shared that the impact of that stress has far-reaching 
consequences for that child’s cognitive, emotional, and physical well-being.  
	 When stress hormones are released in an infant’s small, still-growing brain, 
they have a huge effect on that child. When that’s repeated every day, the 
negative impact can be enormous. By way of example, she shared that 
smoking, on average, takes 10 years off of a person’s lifespan. Children who 
experience toxic stress in early childhood lose 20 years of their lifespan.
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 	 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and healthcare company 
Kaiser Permanente began a study in 1995 trying to follow the effect that 
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) have on children. The study found some 
experiences early in life can actually change the physical or chemical structure 
of the brain. Those changes can negatively impact that child’s mental and 
physical well-being long into adulthood. Read more about the ACE study here. 
 	 All of that research—all of those experts from disciplines like economics, 
education, and social sciences—ultimately came to the same conclusion. 
An enormous amount of a child’s future depends on the interactions and 
experiences they have in the first three years of life. And if that environment is 
highly stressful, or includes the stress that poverty adds to a young child’s life, 
the chances of that child being ready for school can be diminished.
 	 Nobel-winning economist James Heckman’s findings in late 2016 show 
high-quality early education programs (like the Abecedarian Project in North 
Carolina and the Perry Preschool Project in Michigan, which include a strong 
parental involvement component in a child’s early life) can return $13 for every 
$1 invested per child in high-quality early education.
 	 The key to improving outcomes for very young children lies with building 
skills in their parents. So that’s where we started. And when we started, we 
knew that families from at-risk communities would need more support to put 
this into practice.
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When Studer Community Institute began research into how our community 
compared to similar communities across the Southeast, we found that we were 
falling behind. In economic, educational, and social well-being measurements, 
we lagged behind other communities similarly sized to us. And we found the 
reasons why were tied to our children.
 	 We started out looking at the links between our economy and our 
education system—and found that our low wages compared to peer 
communities were tied to our citizens’ educational attainment level. Just about 
25 percent of adults in our community have a bachelor’s degree or higher. 
When we started our work, only 66 percent of high school students graduated 
on time. The more we researched, the farther back in a child’s educational life 
the trail led us. It led us back to kindergarten readiness, which in turn led us 
back to a child’s first 1,000 days—the years between birth and age three.
 	 The success of the public school system, the strength of our workforce, the 
path that leads to a quality of life that includes lower crime rates, higher 
property values, and better wages all rely in large part on how ready to learn 
our children are when they come to kindergarten. 
 	 Economists at the University of West Florida, using data from a Harvard 
project tracking the link between ZIP code and lifetime earnings (“The 
Opportunity Atlas”), found:
 

•	Kids who grow up in and around the Pensacola MSA earn about 
8.4 percent less than the same kids would if they were to grow up in an 
average place in the U.S.

•	For Escambia County, the results are even worse. Children who spend 
20 years of their childhood in Escambia earn about 15 percent less at 
age 26 than the same children would if they grew up in an average 
place in the U.S. That’s $3,870 a year less than in the “nationally aver-
age” place.

  
  

THE PENSACOLA CASE STUDY
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•	Escambia is second worst among the 67 counties in Florida, with only 
Gadsden County registering lower, at -$3,910.

•	In 2018, in Escambia County, 45 percent of the children were 
“kindergarten ready” based on Florida Department of Education data. 
While the test used to determine readiness has changed many times, 
what has remained clear is that at least through 2014, between 1,000 
and 1,400 of the students who show up to school each year do not 
have the foundational skills they need to be ready to learn.

 

	 We realized our community could not prosper if this trend continues.
 	 That is why embracing the challenge to become an Early Learning City is 
important, not only for the parents of young children, but for the business 
owners who employ those parents—and will one day employ their children.
 	 So we laid out a roadmap to building an Early Learning City. Its components 
are healthcare, public schools, current resources, media and architecture, and 
public spaces. Each segment has a hand in building a culture of lifelong learn-
ing that supports early brain development, parent engagement, and school 
readiness.
 	 What we learned about healthy early brain development from our partners 
at the University of Chicago and others led us to center our efforts on the crit-
ical role that parents play. Since 85 percent of the brain develops by age three 
(and 90-95 percent by age five), we learned that interventions that empower 
parents with this knowledge—and, most importantly, give them the tools, tech-
niques, advice, and support to talk, read, sing, and play early and often with 
infants and toddlers—show the most promising returns on investment.
 

The Brain Bag Intervention Project Is Born
 
We decided to try to reach parents early—before they leave the hospital—with 
the message that talking, reading, singing, and playing with their baby from 
the very first days of life will develop their baby’s brain, which will in turn help 
them prepare for school. 
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	 We called this in-hospital education project the “Brain Bag.” Essentially, the 
Brain Bags are early literacy gift bags given to new mothers before they leave 
the hospital. They include: a storybook, P Is for Pelican, the ABCs of Pensacola, 
which uses landmarks in our community to build letter awareness and encour-
age family reading; Baby Steps, a baby book that can be personalized to help 
parents track early brain development milestones in the first three years of life; 
a toy; and community resource information and partners to help support par-
ents. It includes library locations, screen time guidelines, healthy lifestyle ad-
vice for first year of life, and more.
	 The bags are given with a bedside lesson—done by a nurse or trained vol-
unteer—to help reinforce the message. It also includes a short educational vid-
eo to reinforce this teaching. 
	 In April 2017, the three birthing hospitals in Escambia County began hand-
ing out bags. All have been using the teaching points with new mothers to help 
them understand the importance of parent talk in the early brain development 
of their child. More than 15,000 Brain Bags have been handed out since the 
program began. Nurses spend 10-20 minutes per patient (averaged across 
three hospitals) teaching the bag.

There’s a Brain Bag survey that asks moms two questions: On a scale 
of 1-10, rate your knowledge of how parent talk influences early brain 
development before the Brain Bag, and then rate it after. Here is how the 
responses break down by hospital for 2019.
	 West Florida. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   6.5 to 9.5
	 Baptist. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   7.4 to 9.5
	 Sacred Heart . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   7.9 to 9.8
	 Overall . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   7.2 to 9.6

Included is a video lesson, delivered by iPad, to moms reinforcing these 
important teaching points. This video is shown to every family who receives a 
Brain Bag, and it can be used in prenatal education settings as well. We offer a 
video lesson on community partner agencies that do home visits with moms 
who are in high-risk groups. These moms are likely to benefit from hearing the  
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message more than once, and these home-visit partners are an important 
backstop to make sure that reinforcement takes place. 
	 We also ask moms to share their contact information. We use it to send 
developmental milestone updates (brain-building activities to do with their 
baby, skills to look for at certain ages, link to a lullaby playlist, etc.) for 4-, 6-, 9-, 
12-, 18-, 24- and 36-months to help keep that channel of communication open.
 
Project budget: The program cost is $25 per birth. This covers the cost of ma-
terials, storage, assembly and delivery of the bags, access to the video lesson, 
SCI staff support, and management of the surveys and follow-up milestone 
communication.

12



  
 BEING PART OF A 

RESEARCH PARTNERSHIP
Part of SCI’s work included a two-year research project with the TMW Center 
for Early Learning + Public Health at the University of Chicago. 
	 The study—which took place in the mother-baby units at Baptist, Sacred 
Heart, and West Florida hospitals—showed that the video lesson can be an in-
fluential learning tool for parents.
	 Now the research that Pensacola women were a key part of will be used in 
other communities to help fine-tune a strategy for how to saturate a commu-
nity with the message of the importance of a child’s earliest years.
	 Kristin Leffel is director of research operations and strategic innovation at 
TMW Center.
	 “We saw increased knowledge about child language and cognitive develop-
ment after participants watched TMW-Newborn,” Leffel said. “This is significant 
and important because we know from other research that what parents know 
right after birth (as measured by the SPEAK) predicts their interaction with 
their children at nine months of age. We are happy to see growth among par-
ents across all income groups, and are particularly encouraged to see growth 
in parents from low-socioeconomic status backgrounds.”
	 The TMW team presented preliminary findings at the Society for Research 
in Child Development conference in Baltimore in March 2019. The findings will 
be used in the TMW Center’s next project: a five-year, community-wide demon-
stration project in collaboration with the Children’s Services Council of Palm 
Beach County (Florida). The goal of that project is to reach 10,000 families with 
young children over the duration of the project.
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From 2017-2019, TMW Center partnered with six hospitals—three in 
the Chicago area and three in Escambia County—to test:

•	If a video lesson could boost parent knowledge of infant language and 
cognitive development.

•	If it could boost what parents knew about the importance of the 
universal newborn hearing screening.

•	If such a video could fit into the context of regular maternity care.

	 The answer in all three cases was yes.
	 Moms were presented a survey on an iPad, asking them set questions about 
how babies’ brains develop and how they learn and process language. 
	 Moms then watched a video that highlights some key teaching points about 
how parent talk and interaction influence a child’s brain development.
	 Then moms were asked the same questions again to see what they learned 
from the video. 

The findings: 

•	Moms from both low- and high-socioeconomic status groups 
increased their knowledge about brain and language development.

•	The video with interstitial questions helped moms with a lower 
educational attainment level learn more than the video without 
questions. The interstitial questions had no impact on the learning 
gains made by moms with a four-year degree or higher.

•	There were no significant differences in knowledge gains between the 
long and short versions of the videos.

•	The study authors say that such an intervention can be made part of 
routine postpartum care.

NOTE: See appendix for more detailed information on the findings.
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ENGAGING THE WHOLE 
FAMILY IN EARLY LEARNING 

THROUGH OUTREACH
Some families need extra coaching and support to truly get on board with the 
connection between parent talk and school readiness. To support that, SCI 
began family outreach efforts to reach families where they are. We have them 
in two tracks.
	 One track is the Parent Outreach Program, in which SCI partners with the 
management team of subsidized housing complexes to bring weekly 
parenting classes to residents with children under four. 
	 The program’s curriculum includes 16 weeks of lessons focused on the 
importance of parent talk and interaction in healthy brain development in the 
first three years of a child’s life—and the role that that interaction plays in a 
child’s kindergarten readiness. After the initial 16 weeks, the program adds 
lessons in financial literacy, self-sufficiency, and building parenting capacity 
in families. Since we began in the summer of 2017:
		 240:	 mothers, fathers, and grandparents served
		  80:	 parents earned certificate of completion awards
		  64:	 parents completed LENA Start parenting program
		  43:	 parents found gainful employment since joining
		  6:	 parents enrolled in GED classes
		  4:	 parents enrolled at Pensacola State College

	 Another track is Sibling Brain Builders, a project we piloted in September of 
2019. 
	 SCI believes the sibling relationship is a natural place for younger children 
to learn, develop, and grow intellectually, socially, and emotionally.
 	 Siblings can have an influence on academic success. This is due to 
something referred to as the “sibling spillover effect” found in a 2014 study. 
Older brothers and sisters also can be vital in the early childhood brain of 
siblings. Findings suggest that siblings can be a vital resource for teachers 
looking to build links between school- and home-based literacy practices.
 	 This is especially true for low-income and underserved families—a demo-
graphic over-represented among children who struggle with reading—where 
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older siblings can pass along school values to the home and home values to 
the school. The synergy siblings produce through reciprocal teaching is unique 
to child/child relationships. In this way, either the younger or older sibling can 
take on a leadership role in creating a fluid relationship very different from the 
typical teacher/child or parent/child scaffolding process where an expert 
guides a learner. 
 	 Launched in Escambia County elementary and middle schools in 2019, SCI 
Sibling Brain Builders has two tracks: 

Middle: At Bellview Middle School, lesson plans are built around a children’s 
book that the Sibling Brain Builders read at home with their little brother or 
sister, ages 0 to 5. The lesson plans are then used in class to review concepts 
important to the language arts skill-building of the middle schoolers. We had 
21 students in the first group of Sibling Brain Builders.

Elementary: At four Title I schools, librarians provide pupils with books and 
reading materials to take home to share and read with their younger siblings. 
Reading logs are used to track the number of minutes read with a younger 
sibling at home, and forms are returned weekly. Students who meet their 
monthly reading goals receive a free book. Through March 13, 2020, we had 
120 students participate, logging about 501 hours of reading. At two of our 
partner schools, fourth-grade teachers have assigned a classroom of students 
to be reading buddies with a four-year-old in a VPK class in their school. Those 
buddy readers average a 38 percent increase in their own reading fluency 
scores from August to December. COVID-19 has interrupted further tracking 
with these families, though we were able to send a last set of books home to 
them to read during this time.
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HERE’S HOW WE CAN HELP 
YOU CREATE YOUR OWN EARLY 

LEARNING PROGRAM
Building the burning platform. We have extensive experience in messaging 
the important role that kindergarten readiness plays in a community’s future 
prosperity and social and economic well-being. We will customize this 
message to your community using census and education data for your 
community to help build community investment in this project. This includes 
scripts for radio or podcast-style public service announcements to increase 
community knowledge and awareness of the project. It also includes SCI 
publicity material to help explain the rollout of the project.

Building the guiding coalition. These are the community leaders who will 
champion the project and help to carry the message of the power of early 
parent talk through the education, healthcare, and business communities. 
	 The message is that children who are ready for school are more likely to 
read at grade level by third grade, more likely to read at grade level by eighth 
grade, and more likely to graduate high school on time. That’s an important 
economic indicator for the health of a community and the strength of its 
workforce. 

Hospitals as leading force. Hospitals—especially mother-baby units, 
pediatric practices, and family medicine practices and clinics—are 
well-positioned to carry this message. They cut across demographics and 
socioeconomic and geographic lines to reach nearly every parent in a 
community.
	 Hospital staff are uniquely positioned to share this message with parents 
and educate families about brain development, language development, and 
school readiness as part of the routine care cycle before sending a mother 
home. 
	 The Pensacola model was supported by partner agencies in the community 
who conduct home visits with at-risk mothers to do follow-up teaching and 
reinforcement.
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Identify funding source. The Brain Bag project cost is $25 per birth. The 
project can be funded by the hospital, by community contributions, or a 
combination of both.
 

Implementation

•	Customization of the Brain Bag. The bag includes SCI’s Baby Steps 
book, a developmental guide to the first three years of life. We can 
customize community-specific resources as needed. 

•	Video lesson. Access to the SCI-produced video lesson. 

•	Tracking progress. Advice on setting up a system to include early brain 
development milestones into a system’s workflow and electronic 
medical records system.

•	Training for the hospital staff who will manage the project and hand 
out the bags, and a train-the-trainer model to ensure the future of the 
project.

•	Evaluating the lesson. This includes the SCI survey form used to help 
parents rate their knowledge before and after the lesson.

•	Training for community partners and home visit staff who can be an 
important community resource to support the Brain Bag.

•	Access to the follow-up milestone newsletters sent to parents after 
they leave the hospital.

•	Spreading the message in the community. We can provide resources 
to help the entire community become suffused with this message. 
These include the Make Play Smart decals, which can be used in parks 
and public play spaces; Parent Outreach Program curriculum, 
developed by staff to reach parents in at-risk communities; and the 
Sibling Brain Builders program to enlist elementary and middle school 
students as helpers for their younger brothers and sisters. 
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APPENDIX

Brain Bag Survey 

The Brain Bag you received today is a gift to you and your family from the 
Studer Community Institute (SCI). SCI is a nonprofit organization that works to 
improve kindergarten readiness for every child in Escambia County, where only 
47 percent of children test ready for school. 
	 We designed the Brain Bag and the Brain Bag video to be tools and advice 
to help parents learn why it is important to talk, read, sing, and play every day 
with children when they are young, especially during the first five years of life.

Did you see the Build a Brain video? 

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being lowest and 10 being highest, rate what you 
knew about the power of parent talk in early brain development before you 
received the Brain Bag. 

Score:

Now rate your knowledge after you received the Brain Bag.

Score:

If you would like to continue to receive information about how to help give your 
baby the best start so that he or she is ready for school, please share your 
contact information below. If you share your contact information, it will be 
used only for this purpose, and you are not required to provide your  
information to receive a Brain Bag.
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Parent’s name: 

Baby’s name and birthdate:

Contact info 

Email: 

Address: 

Phone: 
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Shannon Nickinson is executive director of early learning for Studer 
Community Institute. 
 	 She is a Pittsburgh-area native and a 1994 graduate of Northwestern 
University. She spent five years in West Virginia as a reporter and editor at the 
Gannett-owned Huntington Herald-Dispatch. 
 	 She moved to Pensacola in August of 1999, where she joined the Pensacola 
News Journal’s staff as an assistant metro editor responsible for story planning 
and editing. She rose to the position of chief content editor in the 14 years she 
spent there, including a successful time as the newspaper’s columnist.  
 	 In September of 2013, she joined Studer Community Institute. She edited 
and wrote for news website PensacolaToday.com, launched the television show 
Progress+Promise, and was the lead editor and writer for the Institute’s 
Pensacola Metro Report, as well as the follow-up education reports the 
Institute has published. 
 	 She now manages the Institute’s early learning outreach projects, including 
the Brain Bag project, SCI’s partnership with the University of Chicago’s Thirty 
Million Words Initiative, and the parent outreach projects that include area 
housing complexes and the LENA Start program. She is the Institute’s grant 
writer and content developer for SCI’s public awareness efforts. 
 	 She is the mother of two girls, ages 13 and 9; wife to a Pensacola native son 
who is a technology journalist; and walker of the shelter dog, Max, who 
adopted her family four years ago.
 
For more information, contact Shannon Nickinson at snickinson@studeri.org.

Quint Studer is author of Wall Street Journal bestseller The Busy Leader’s 
Handbook: How to Lead People and Places That Thrive and Building a Vibrant 
Community: How Citizen-Powered Change Is Reshaping America. He is 
founder of Pensacola’s Studer Community Institute, a nonprofit organization 
focused on improving the community’s quality of life and moving Escambia 
and Santa Rosa counties forward, and Vibrant Community Partners, which 
coaches communities in building out a blueprint for achieving growth and 
excellence. He is a businessman, a visionary, an entrepreneur, and a mentor to 
many. He currently serves as Entrepreneur-in-Residence at the University of 
West Florida, Executive-in-Residence at George Washington University, and 
Lecturer at Cornell University.



 About Studer Community Institute:

Studer Community Institute is a 501(c)3 founded in 2016 and dedicated to 
improving the quality of life in our community. We do that in the early learning 
space by creating tools, programs, and projects to help parents build the skills 
they need to be great first teachers of their children.
 	 SCI has several projects that aim to improve kindergarten readiness in the 
community by giving parents the understanding of the power of language and 
interaction in the first three years of life to build a child’s brain.
That early brain development is key to the foundation of a child’s readiness for 
school, and ultimately for putting that child on a path for success in school and 
life. That is crucial in Escambia County, which state education data indicates 
has a kindergarten readiness rate of 47 percent (as of 2019, the most recently 
available data). That means more than half of our children are missing some of 
the fundamental language and academic skills they need to be ready for school.
 	 Studer Community Institute’s tools and content to build an Early Learning 
City are informed by research-backed strategies to help parents understand 
why it is important to talk more with their children, and how that is the key to 
building a brain, building a life, and building a community.
 
To learn more, please visit studeri.org.
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