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Introduction

In today’s unfortunate climate of polarized policy debates, few new ideas garner wide support among 
the American electorate. This is especially true for ideas that call for significant change across the mul-
tiple programs and sectors that serve low-income families. Yet the reality remains that unless we build 
a new path to economic opportunity for low-income families, the nearly 45 percent of all children—
more than 32 million—who live in low-income families today face an uphill struggle to reach their 
full potential.1 

Two-generation strategies and policy solutions are bold approaches that revise the ways we address 
intergenerational poverty. At the core of two-generation programs is a focus on supporting parents and 
children simultaneously. These policy approaches are so promising that they bridge today’s political 
polarization, drawing widespread public and political support.

Families in poverty are diverse. Almost three-fourths of single-mother families are low income.2 About 
65 percent of African American, American Indian, and Hispanic children live in low-income families, 
as do 32 percent of white and Asian American children.3 Despite this, parents’ dreams for their chil-
dren are similar everywhere: a good education, economic stability, and a better future. A mom from 
Detroit describes what she wants for her children: “A secure life, like for my children to have some-
thing that they can start with, but I think a lot of times we don’t have anything to start with.” Amer-
ican parents are painfully aware that their children’s dreams and economic future are at risk unless all 
sectors of society can work together to offer a new path forward.

This new path forward is the promise of two-generation approaches, which provide opportunities for 
and meet the needs of low-income children and their parents simultaneously, helping the two genera-
tions make progress together. Research has documented the impact of a parent’s education, economic 
security, and overall health on a child’s trajectory. Similarly, children’s education and healthy develop-
ment are powerful catalysts for parents. 

We all want to see families thrive, but fragmented approaches that address the needs of children and 
their parents separately often leave either the child or parent behind and dim the family’s chance at 
success. Placing parents and children in silos ignores the daily challenges low-income parents face 
raising a child while working or studying. Two-generation approaches work with children and their 
parents together to put the whole family on a path to permanent economic security.

Policymakers can take steps now to move two-generation strategies forward and demonstrably improve 
outcomes for both children and their parents. Unless they rise to this challenge, the next generation 
will be at further risk—for developmental delays, academic struggles, and, ultimately, the same chal-
lenges for economic stability that their parents face. Our nation’s long-term economic prosperity will 
also be at risk, as children and parents struggle to achieve educational and economic success. Two-gen-
eration policies offer policymakers the chance to break the cycle of poverty and replace it with one of 
opportunity.

Many federal policies in place today were created in the 1960s as part of the War on Poverty; they are 
now incongruous with the makeup and needs of 21st-century families and the scientific advances that 
have deepened our understanding of how both children and adults learn. Recent findings in brain 
science underscore this fact: the development of children and parents is inextricably linked. Parents gain 
motivation to succeed from their children and vice versa; their efforts are mutually reinforcing. 
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Support for 2Gen Is Strong

On the front line of the two-generation movement is the Aspen Institute Ascend Network, made 
up of 58 leading organizations from 24 states and the District of Columbia. These partners include 
community colleges seeking to better serve student parents and their children; early childhood centers 
engaging parents in pathways to employment; and two-generation partnerships spearheaded by Prom-
ise Neighborhoods, United Ways, and women’s foundations.

Some western states—Colorado, Montana, Utah, and Washington—are on the leading edge of 
two-generation policy creation. In Colorado, for example, the Department of Human Services is de-
veloping an approach to employment for both custodial and noncustodial parents, increasing college 
savings options for low-income children, and expanding the percentage of low-income children in 
high-quality early education.

Equally notable, public backing for two-generation policies is strong. Recent postelection analysis of 
2014 voters found that strong majorities (81 percent), across party lines, favor a two-generation ap-
proach, even if it raised their taxes. Sixty-nine percent believe investing in parents’ economic well-be-
ing will help their children succeed. 

This builds on an October 2014 survey by Lake Research Partners that found Americans overwhelmingly 
supported programs with a two-generation approach. Eighty-nine percent favored such a program as 
a means to raise families out of poverty. Moreover, 70 percent favored the approach even if their own 
taxes were increased to introduce such programs; this percentage includes majorities of voters from both 
parties. Support for the specific policies that make up a two-generation approach is both broad and deep. 
Americans support creating partnerships that build on existing policies as well as new policy innovations.4 

Early childhood education, postsecondary and employment pathways, economic assets, health and 
well-being, and social capital are the core components that create an intergenerational cycle of op-
portunity.5 Human services policies can cut across these components of the two-generation approach, 
particularly the two critical components of quality early education for children and workforce training 
and postsecondary education for parents.

At their heart, two-generation approaches are about a commitment to better outcomes for children 
and parents at the same time, outcomes that must be measured together. If this commitment is met, 
using a two-generation lens to view policy can offer practical solutions for programs, communities, 
and states that lead to greater support and higher impacts for children, parents, and families. 

In the report Two Generations, One Future, Ascend made the case for pursuing two-generation policies 
now. In The Playbook, we offered a clear framework and examples to guide programs and practitioners 
in considering the needs of children and their parents together. In The Bottom Line: Impact Investing 
for Economic Mobility in the U.S., Ascend explored the growing field of impact investing in the United 
States, with special attention to deal flow and returns. We found that federal, state, and local govern-
ments are increasingly finding alignment with the goals of impact investors, and they are leveraging a 
variety of policy levers, such as tax credits, co-investments, and procurement policies, to drive im-
proved outcomes for parents and children in communities across the country.

Top Ten for 2Gen consists of six principles and 10 specific policies to guide the design and implemen-
tation of effective two-generation strategies. Informed by an ever-growing field of pioneering practi-
tioners and innovative policymakers, these recommendations span important areas of the two-genera-
tion framework and build upon current funding streams and programs. 
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Most important, they are attainable today. While changes in state and federal legislation and regulation are 
sometimes necessary, many positive impacts for families can be achieved with current resources and within 
current programs and funding streams. For example, state and federal human services agencies invest bil-
lions of dollars annually to improve the lives of families. Putting even a fraction of those resources to more 
effective use would represent a major win for the millions of families struggling for economic stability.

New national policies, from the 2014 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act to provisions of the 
Affordable Care Act, also add to the fertile policy climate that has the potential to allow two genera-
tions to achieve one bright future. 

Policy Principles

Principles to Guide Two-Generation Policies

Top Ten for 2Gen observes six principles that can guide policy and system change at the federal, state, 
tribal, and local level. While we outline 10 specific policy areas for action in the pages that follow, the 
six principles enumerated here can enable more effective and equitable use of resources in any policy 
to improve outcomes for families. These principles differentiate two-generation policies from other 
policies that serve parents or children separately. 

Ascend uses these principles to guide its work. They build on several years of conversations within the 
field and offer a commitment to building policy agendas with tangible outcomes for families.

Measure and account for outcomes for both children and their parents. 

Dual outcomes are at the heart of true two-generation programs. Whether explicit or implicit, 
outcomes for children and their parents must be embedded in policies that use two-generation 
approaches to improve family economic security and break the intergenerational cycle of poverty. 
Assessing how well a policy meets a family’s needs should include indicators that measure the im-
pact on both children and parents. 

Engage and listen to the voices of families.

Undergirding all of Ascend’s work—from principles to practice to policy—is a commitment to listen 
to families and ensure that their perspectives and experience inform program and policy design. 
Policies provide the scaffolding and structures that support parents; parents themselves fuel and create 
their family’s successful path toward economic security. As one mother from Nevada said to a group 
of policymakers and practitioners, “You don’t know what a parent is going through. So respect each 
parent as an individual and let them tell their own story.” 

Foster innovation and evidence together.

Tap insights from prior evidence-based research and work at both policy and program levels to build 
upon what has worked for families. Recognize that programs that meet evidence-based thresholds 
serve only a fraction of children and parents, so we must innovate to develop better ways to meet fam-
ilies’ needs. A deliberate pipeline must be developed to ensure that innovation and promising efforts 
can build evidence where appropriate. Policies should strongly encourage the integration of innovative 
approaches into emerging evidence, evaluations of effectiveness, and best practice.
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Align and link systems and funding streams.

Resources exist to serve children and families, but they must be used more efficiently. Rarely will single 
funding streams fully address all the needs of children, parents, and families. Programs will need to 
blend and coordinate funds to deliver two-generation services. Aligning and linking systems at the 
state and community level—eligibility standards, performance benchmarks, and coordinated admin-
istrative structures—while simultaneously pursuing improved outcomes for both parents and children 
will lead to two-generation success. 

Prioritize intentional implementation. 

Evaluations and analyses of past initiatives that attempted to address the needs of both children and 
parents yield an important lesson: being intentional about policy implementation details is essential. 
Support for the direct-service workforce, careful consideration of program outcomes, attention to the 
level and intensity of services, and the use of data are all critical details that will ensure that child and 
parent outcomes match a policy’s intent. 

Ensure equity. 

Two-generation strategies should evaluate and fix structural problems that create gender and/or racial 
and ethnic disparities in the ways that programs provide services and assistance. Many current funding 
streams and policies do not reflect the demographic realities of 21st-century American families, where 
one in four U.S. children is growing up in a single-parent family, many headed by women, and where 
children and parents of color are disproportionately low-income. 

Top Ten Policies

Top Ten Policies for 2Gen

Our work in the field and the best thinking of experts, practitioners, and families have yielded the 
policies presented here, which we believe have strong potential to advance two-generation work and 
put more families on a path to permanent economic security. 

While we focus primarily on federal initiatives, we provide examples of ways that states, tribes, and 
communities may leverage federal resources and use flexibility to enact additional reform. These poli-
cies are not detailed legislative models. Rather they are policy areas in which the federal government, 
states, and communities can play a role in building opportunities for families. 

In the coming months, in partnership with the field, Ascend will deepen its work in these policy areas, 
sharing models, identifying trends, and linking leaders and ideas.

The Top Ten span the core areas of the Ascend two-generation framework: early childhood and post-
secondary education, economic assets, and health and well-being. Joining those four is social capital—
or the trusted networks of friends, family, and institutions—the fifth core component of the frame-
work. Social capital does not lend itself to legislation, but it should be integrated throughout program 
design and implementation because it is also a crucial contributor to the well-being of children and 
their parents.
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Moving Forward

Top Ten for 2-Gen is more than a counting exercise: it is a significant to-do list for achieving better 
outcomes. And the policy principles can guide comprehensive policy analysis and development at the 
local, state, tribal, and national levels. 

Central in all of this are the voices of families. Heeding those voices will ensure that policies support 
programs that generate real opportunities for family economic success. Low-income families have 
shown strong resilience despite great odds. This resilience should be encouraged in any new vision for 
effective approaches to education, economic assets, human services, and health and well-being that are 
based on strengths and assets rather than deficits.

Top Ten Policies to Promote Two-Generation Strategies

1. Help Head Start and Early Head Start fulfill their two-generation missions by strengthening 
family supports and increasing the emphasis on parents, not only in their role as mothers and 
fathers but also as breadwinners.

2. Reform the Child Care and Development Block Grant to increase access to and quality of 
early childhood settings for children and to ensure greater access to job training and education 
for parents.

3. Increase efforts to support economic security outcomes in home visiting programs.

4. Promote cross-system collaboration and partnership among human services agencies and 
institutions of higher education, especially community colleges, to increase bundled services 
and access to benefits for low-income students, many of whom are parents.

5. Increase postsecondary education access and completion through institutional financial aid re-
form and policies that more accurately reflect the needs of enrolled student parents, a growing 
national demographic.

6. Use the 2014 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act to allow for state and local changes 
that enable two-generation support.

7.  Redesign Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) for 21st-century families—moth-
ers or fathers, married or single.

8. Strengthen family connections through support and promotion of work opportunities for 
noncustodial parents.

9. Leverage provisions of the Affordable Care Act to improve economic security and family 
health and well-being. 

10. Maximize opportunities for whole-family diagnosis and treatment for mental health.

Here are specific recommendations for federal, state, local, and tribal policy on how to implement the 
Top Ten for 2-Gen policy ideas.
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Early Childhood

Help Head Start and Early Head Start fulfill their two-generation missions by strengthening family 
supports and increasing emphasis on parents, not only in their role as mothers and fathers but also as 
breadwinners.

Provide incentives for programs to formally partner with education and workforce programs.

Highlight best and next practices, especially around early childhood workforce training and 
competencies, and share learning across formal and informal care and early learning settings.

Encourage new approaches, especially through partnerships, to support family economic 
security through the new Early Head Start–Child Care Partnerships funding opportunity.

Reform the Child Care and Development Block Grant to increase access to and quality of early child-
hood settings for children and to ensure greater access to job training and education for parents.

States should allow job seekers and those enrolled in postsecondary education or workforce 
training to be eligible for child-care subsidies, so child-care concerns do not become a barrier 
to pursuing economic security.

Align application and eligibility requirements (such as income verification) across different 
programs to expand access.

Ease the “cliff effect” by ratcheting up income eligibility criteria, so working families will not 
lose child-care support due to small wage increases.6

Provide incentives to increase the quality of a child’s early learning and development through 
tiered reimbursement that pays more for higher-quality programs.

Increase efforts to support economic security outcomes in home visiting programs. Funding streams, 
such as Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV), require that programs 
demonstrate not just improved child outcomes (e.g., school readiness) but also adult outcomes (e.g., 
economic self-sufficiency).7 Parents in these programs often cite increased education and employment 
opportunities as significant personal goals.8

Explore options in home visiting programs to include an additional focus on education and 
employment opportunities for parents while maintaining the integrity of current evidence-
based models.

Provide professional development to frontline home visiting staff to enhance their knowledge 
and ability to connect interested parents with opportunities to increase economic security.

Support the use of MIECHV’s flexible funds for training and community partnerships to 
create innovative models that include meaningful pathways to adult education, postsecondary 
education, and workforce training opportunities.
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Postsecondary Education

As nearly a quarter of postsecondary students are parents, program design and implementation should 
take into account the needs of student parents and their children and ensure that this important popu-
lation receives equitable access.9 

Promote cross-system collaboration and partnership among human services agencies and institutions 
of higher education, especially community colleges and public regional colleges and universities, to 
increase bundled services and access to benefits for low-income students, many of whom are parents.

Pilot the provision of more systemic, comprehensive, and high-impact support to low-income 
student parents who attend community colleges and other regional or open access institutions 
that receive funds from the Child Care Access Means Parents in School Program. Offer 
bundled services and access to benefits to support both children and their parents to stabilize 
households and increase graduation rates for student parents. 

Use demonstrated strategies for student success, including career coaches, mentors, navigators, 
and access to child development programs, and offer programs during hours that match 
working parents’ schedules.

Provide incentives for cross-system collaboration with state and county human services 
agencies and local institutions of higher education to increase service uptake, ease loan 
burdens, and improve graduation rates.

Increase postsecondary education access and completion through institutional financial aid reform and 
policies that more accurately reflect the needs of enrolled student parents.

Allow 12-month (i.e., year-round) financial aid plans for certificate and other programs.

Take a broad two-generation approach to financial aid need calculations: include 
transportation needs; cover child care as an allowable expense, not just for class time but also 
for critical study time; and offer the other broader supports that low-income student parents 
need.

Use a 12-month funding calendar for Pell Grants and state financial aid to increase 
opportunities for student parents to maintain full-time status and use summer semesters to 
complete required coursework. 

Increase both work-study and educational opportunities for student parents that are 
meaningfully connected to career pathways. For example, the Trade Adjustment Assistance 
Community College and Career Training Grant Program provides community colleges with 
funds to expand delivery of education and career training programs that can be completed in 
two years or less and prepare students for employment in high-wage, high-skills occupations. 

Ensure that financial aid is available for part-time, adult students, many of whom are parents.

Prioritize need over merit aid, and create aid programs that target students seeking credentials 
for high-demand fields.



Big Ideas 2015 - Pioneering Change: Innovative Ideas for Children and Families 69

Economic Assets and Human Services

Use the recently passed Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act to allow state and local changes 
that enable two-generation support. 

Implement more flexible support for the education needs of adults—from contextualized 
adult education to integrated education and training opportunities, including bridge 
programs. 

Streamline multiagency plans and reports to create a state job-training strategy that better 
supports a two-generation approach. 

Evaluate progress with a common set of performance metrics that span employment, earnings, 
and education to encourage partnership among programs more narrowly focused on either 
education or employment.

Increase workforce and training opportunities for populations with greater barriers to 
employment, including young parents and homeless families with children.

Encourage states and local workforce boards to provide much-needed support services (e.g., 
child care, career coaching) to support parents as they participate in training.

Provide technical assistance to states and local workforce boards in developing and operating 
career pathway programming for parents consistent with the new legislation.

Redesign TANF for 21st-century families—mothers or fathers, married or single.

Count postsecondary education, adult basic education, English as a second language, and 
training linked to high-wage jobs and employer demand as work activities. Likewise, include 
school activities like class time, homework, and work-study hours in individual employment 
plans.

Revise reporting outcomes to include family economic security indicators such as credential 
attainment, employment, earnings, and job retention.

Allow common outcome measures across workforce development policies such as TANF and 
the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act.

Ensure that sanctions do not counteract other two-generation reforms. Consider reducing the 
severity of sanctions, ending full-family sanctions, and allowing families enrolled in TANF to 
keep more child support money.

Strengthen family connections through support and promotion of work opportunities for  
noncustodial parents.

Support and provide incentives for employment opportunities for noncustodial/nonresident 
parents across federal programs. 

Monitor the results of the multistate National Child Support Noncustodial Parent 
Employment Demonstration project and create flexibility to expand the use of effective 
practices. Intriguing program elements include participation in peer-supported parenting 
activities and programs to reduce child support debt. 
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Health and Well-Being

Health coverage and access and quality of care are major factors in family well-being and economic 
stability.10 

Leverage opportunities in the Affordable Care Act to improve economic security and family health and 
well-being. 

Identify and enroll parents and children who are eligible individuals into expanded Medicaid 
coverage to ensure the health and well-being of both. 

Streamline the enrollment process: increase efforts to identify the uninsured and keep those 
who do enroll covered as their life circumstances change. 

Increase the focus on education and employment opportunities for parents in home visiting 
programs, while supporting young children’s school readiness and health and well-being.

Minimize the financial burden on families by ensuring that subsidies allow access to care and a 
safety net of care for those who do not have it.

Support coordination and integration within the system, building on progress made by 
patient-centered medical homes and community health centers.

Promote links between the healthcare, education, and human services systems, using 
community health teams, a focused use of resources in geographic areas with high costs and 
high-need families, and other approaches.

Focus on eliminating health disparities through care accountability processes that emphasize 
equity. 

Maximize opportunities for whole-family diagnosis and treatment for mental health. Parental, espe-
cially maternal, depression is a two-generation issue, harming the quality of parenting and sometimes 
inhibiting child development.11 

Parity in coverage between mental and physical health for those newly enrolled in Medicaid 
can further destigmatize mental health issues and allow both families and providers to 
cooperate around the importance of screening, diagnosis, and treatment of major issues like 
depression.

The diagnosis, screening, and treatment of mental health issues can be encouraged for both 
parents and children using the new preventive services coverage. 

Home visiting programs can be expanded to support two-generation treatment for parents 
who are not Medicaid-eligible.

Moving Toward a Two-Generation Future

These policy recommendations come at a seminal time as the path to economic and social mobility 
in the United States is being fundamentally challenged. Yet families possess a profound resilience, and 
communities offer us hope anchored in experience and evidence. Families and communities are hun-
gry for policies like these that can provide guidance on effective and powerful uses of limited resources. 
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Strong public support for the elements of the two-generation approach is evident. We must now build 
the political will and advance the policy solutions that can lift children and their families. Ascend 
stands ready to work with policymakers, so together we can move two generations toward one future 
that creates new opportunities for families to break out of poverty.

Anne Mosle is the Vice President at the Aspen Institute and Executive Director of Ascend at the Aspen 
Institute; Nisha Patel is the former Deputy Director of Ascend at the Aspen Institute; and Jennifer Stedron is 
the former Senior Program Manager of Ascend at the Aspen Institute.
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