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California Newsreel, producer of Unnatural Causes: Is Inequality Making Us Sick? 

(www.unnaturalcauses.org) and other award-winning documentary film projects, is undertaking 

an ambitious, multi-platform media initiative and public engagement campaign to help re-frame 

the way Americans look at early child development. It’s called American Birthright. 

 

Early childhood experiences shape health, learning and well-being throughout the life course.  

Recent scientific research links the actual construction of the developing brain and other 

regulatory systems - the foundation for lifelong cognitive, physical, and emotional health – to a 

stable, secure and stimulating environment.  But 21% of our children are born into poverty and 

60% of those are children of color.  They and their families face multiple adversities that threaten 

to “short-circuit” the wiring of their developing brains with potential cumulative, long-term 

consequences for health and development – for individuals and for the nation as a whole. 

 

Yet the new findings also suggest public policies that offer an extraordinary opportunity to 

transform life prospects for all our children, especially our most vulnerable, while providing 

society-wide payoffs in lowered health care costs, less crime, welfare and substance abuse and 

increased productivity.   

 

American Birthright aims to widen the locus of debate from the individual child and family 

“bubble” to the larger “social ecology” of child development:  neighborhoods, providers, support 

services, economics, racism, class and public policies.  Its customizable ensemble of multi-media 

tools will engage multiple publics in supporting the bold, transformational changes that can make 

a nurturing childhood ecology the birthright of every American child, the most prudent 

investment any nation can make.  

 

 

THE DOCUMENTARY AND ONLINE LEARNING CENTER 
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American Birthright employs an innovative, cost-effective production/distribution strategy, the 

“database documentary,” made possible by state-of-the-art digital editing and delivery systems. 

Its digital platform will allow users the flexibility to customize their own online video from a 

matrix of American Birthright video and companion content to best meet their own needs. 

 

1.  The Documentary.  A world-class, broadcast length (56 minutes) film which will translate 

the science into an accessible and compelling new narrative of child development.  The 

documentary will situate the interplay between early social experience and brain architecture 

within the larger socio-economic environment and the implications for our children’s – and our 

nation’s -- future health and prosperity.  It will also explore promising initiatives here and abroad 

that can make a healthy and fulfilling life a realistic opportunity for all our children and lead to a 

more prosperous America.  

 

2.  Learning Modules.  Ten or more short (15-minute) training/learning modules, designed for 

different user-contexts such as staff training, community dialogues, policy forums, conferences 

and coursework (see Appendix). 

 

3.  Learning Objects.  Two dozen three to eight-minute conceptual units (or “learning objects”), 

each illustrating an essential research finding or a promising practice or policy application.  

 

4.  The Digital Platform.  All film/video content will be nested in a dynamic and semantically 

searchable “documentary database,” including action tool-kits, interactivities, briefs and 

handouts and complete social networking functionality.  All content in this multi-media suite will 

be tagged and embedded with widgets enabling visitors to integrate video and companion 

materials seamlessly into their own presentation software, web sites, trainings and curricula.  

 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN AND NEEDS ASSESSMENT: 

 

In contrast to conventional documentaries, the specific content and delivery platforms for 

American Birthright have not been pre-determined but are being developed through a rigorous 

environmental scan and needs assessment of stakeholder groups incorporating a survey 

instrument, literature and website reviews and one-on-one interviews.  Special emphasis is being 

given to the growth and well-being of children living in poverty and children of color.   

 

The environmental scan and needs assessment will yield: 

 

1.  A survey of the child development field, including the range of initiatives, priorities, 

constituencies, messaging obstacles, and media resources and needs.  

 

2.  Priorities for media content, including core concepts, common myths and frameworks that 

impede progress, emblematic stories, key science, as well as appropriate formats and delivery 

platforms. 
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3. An Impact Strategy for using American Birthright to reframe how the public, stakeholders 

and policy makers think about the life-long significance of the social determinants of early 

childhood experience, and to aid coalition-building across the field. 

 

Results of the environmental scan and needs assessment will be published on 

www.AmericanBirthrightMedia.org and translated into a searchable database (the first of its 

kind) to be shared by all stakeholders. 

 

 

THE PUBLIC ENGAGE,ENT CAMPAIGN 

 

The American Birthright Public Engagement Campaign aims to reframe the debate about what 

we as a society can – and should - do to provide every American infant an equal opportunity 

childhood.  Outreach Partners and others will use American Birthright and its companion tools to 

inform and engage multiple publics through a multi-tiered strategy: 

 

1. The Media.  Go beyond TV critics to engage radio, print and web-based media opinion 

leaders as well as parenting, health, ethnic media and constituency organizations’ internal 

communications programs in discussions around the key themes of American 

Birthright.  

 

2. Targeted Outreach. Several hundred Partners will convene launch events as well as 

policy forums, community and campus dialogues, town hall meetings, trainings and other 

events which engage staff, constituents, practitioners, volunteers, government officials 

and policy makers, as well as stakeholders outside the child health and development field 

(e.g. racial justice, CBOs, the religious community, housing and community 

development, education, corrections, etc.). 
 

3. Educational Dissemination.  California Newsreel’s nationally recognized DVD and 

digital distribution network will integrate the American Birthright documentary and 

ancillary materials into formal and non-formal education and training throughout the 

country.  
 

ABOUT CALIFORNIA NEWSREEL 

 

Founded in 1968, California Newsreel (www.newsreel.org) is the country’s oldest non-profit 

documentary production and distribution center and the first to marry media production with 

contemporary social movements.  

 

American Birthright grows directly out of California Newsreel’s recent award-winning PBS 

series, Unnatural Causes: Is Inequality Making Us Sick? and responds especially to the needs 

expressed by Unnatural Causes users working in maternal health, racial justice, community 

development and the care and education of our children.  Unnatural Causes won a du-Pont 

Columbia Award (‘the Pulitzers of broadcast journalism’), best science Film / TV / Radio 

program of the year by the National Academies, the Congressional Black Caucus Health 

Braintrust Leadership in Journalism award and other honors.  
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Other prize-winning titles (including Oscar, Peabody and Emmy winners) from California 

Newsreel have ranged from Marlon Riggs’ Emmy-winning Ethnic Notions and the Peabody-

winning Black Is…Black Ain’t to the acclaimed PBS series RACE – The Power of an Illusion and 

most recently, Faubourg Treme - The Untold Story of Black New Orleans.  

 
 

APPENDIX 

Sampling of the Many Possibilities for Learning / Training Modules 

 

• Beyond the 'Family Bubble': How Community Environments Shape Opportunity 

Structures 

• Building Resilience from Start to Finish: A Life Course Perspective on Health and Well-

being 

• Fight Crime: Invest in Kids 

• The Geography of Opportunity:  Segregation, Place and Child Health 

• Making Work Pay: Balancing Work Life and Family Life 

• National Family Policies: Here and Abroad 

• Nature and Nurture: DNA Is Not Destiny 

• A Nurturing Child Environment: Safe, Stable and Stimulating 

• A Short History of Childhood 

• Strengthen America: The Social and Economic Benefits from Investing in Children 

• Tackling Inequality: Supporting Children by Transforming Their Communities 

• Toxic Stew: The Impact of Poverty, Racism and Adversity on the Developing Brain 

• A Womb With a View: Maternal Health and Child Outcomes 

 


