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INTRODUCTION

Planting the Seeds of Connection

Truly wonderful, the mind of a child is.

—Yoda, Star Wars: Episode II—Attack of the Clones, 2002

Unlocking the potential within every child fundamentally hinges on one key factor: the profound impact of early relationships. From the moment we take our first breath, the connections we form with those around us shape the very core of who we become. It is within these initial interactions that the seeds of learning, growth, and fulfillment are sown. When children feel loved, safe, and valued, when they have the space and time to play and explore while being supported by nurturing, positive relationships, they learn.

In recent decades, the scientific community has converged to acknowledge that early relationships are critical to healthy brain development, academic prowess, resilience, and lifelong flourishing. We are starting to better understand the intricate dance between nature and nurture, and how a nurturing environment—beginning with the soothing touch of a caregiver’s hands and the resonance of their voice—can mold neural connections and lay the foundation for a lifelong love of learning. We are uncovering the neurobiological processes that underpin the emotional bonds crucial for cognitive and social-emotional development. In essence, loving relationships make us more intelligent and also contribute to our overall well-being and longevity. This impact is so profound that it prompted the American Academy of Pediatrics to issue a call to action to the pediatric community in 2021, asking it to prioritize early relationships by partnering with families and communities.1 In a 2023 advisory paper primarily focused on teens and adults, US Surgeon General Vivek Murphy also warns of the deleterious impact of our existing “epidemic of loneliness and isolation” and details the healing effects of social connections and community.2

The significance of nurturing early relationships might appear self-evident, a truth that resonates intuitively with anyone who has embraced the role of parent or caregiver, or indeed anyone who has experienced childhood. Then why, one may wonder, write an entire book to explore this seemingly innate wisdom?

Because loving relationships are precisely what so many children are missing, with grave implications for them and for the world. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, one in five young learners in the US did not have a single caring adult in their life.3 In 2020, 44 percent of high school youth reported having no source of supportive relationships—either adults or peers, a reduction by half from a decade earlier.4 Astoundingly, at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, eight in ten infants born at the New York-Presbyterian Morgan Stanley Children’s Hospital did not exhibit a strong emotional connection with their mother, according to the COMBO study at Columbia University.5 And the situation is getting worse.

The incidence of relational deprivation that starts early in life is rising. Kids are growing up in smaller families with fewer siblings, and in more single-parent households. They have fewer adult family friends and mentors. They have less contact with grandparents and other adult relatives. They spend 60 percent less face time with friends than children did a decade ago.6 They play outside less—half as much as their parents’ generation did.7 They find themselves increasingly immersed in solitary realms of screens, a modern sanctuary where parents seek refuge as well. Teen loneliness has doubled over the past decade.8 Many kids are overscheduled and too busy to build friendships, a consequence of a stronger focus on high achievement and a race to college that starts ever younger. Others experience chaotic childhoods, too often characterized by neglect.

The global COVID pandemic exacerbated these concerns. Young children are more isolated. They are experiencing more emotional distress and mental health issues. Families and educators are impacted as well. We now have evidence that the seclusion and anxiety wrought by the pandemic exacerbated speech delays in young children.9 At the same time, Stanford researchers demonstrated that isolation and stress accelerated the maturation of teens’ brains.10 Until now, such accelerated changes in “brain age” had only been seen in children experiencing chronic adversity, such as neglect and family dysfunction. Only time will tell if these brain changes will endure and what their implications might be.

 Not only is life expectancy regressing as a result of the pandemic’s health toll, but human intelligence may be too. We have emerging evidence of a decline in human IQ for the first time in the one hundred years since the IQ test was invented—a significant change regardless of the fact that IQ is an imperfect view of human intelligence.11 At the root of these issues is a seismic, growing, silent, and invisible early relational crisis with long-term insidious negative impact. Yet we rarely speak about this crisis, let alone call for solutions to it.

To reverse these effects, this book offers a bold vision: a future where learning is relational and love is a literacy. This vision involves a paradigm shift, a move away from what we’ve called child-centered education and toward relationship-centered learning, a shift in focus from bolstering GPA and IQ to bolstering what I refer to as relational intelligence or RQ. And it requires us to focus not just on what we can do to nurture the babies of tomorrow but also on supporting school-aged children already affected by society’s prioritization of academic achievement over relational competencies, children whose brains are still developing.

Relational intelligence can be defined as a human’s ability to understand, navigate, and effectively interact with others in various social and interpersonal situations. It encompasses a set of skills and behaviors that enable individuals to build and maintain healthy relationships, experience and demonstrate empathy, communicate effectively, resolve conflicts, and show sensitivity to the needs and emotions of others. Relational intelligence plays a vital role in forming meaningful connections, fostering teamwork, and adapting to diverse social contexts, ultimately contributing to successful personal and professional interactions. At the core of relational intelligence is love—everyday micromoments of positive connections with others that foster feelings of joy, trust, and understanding; deepen social connections; promote overall well-being; and shape our biology and our ability to learn. Relational intelligence is closely related to social intelligence, a concept first introduced by American psychologist Edward Thorndike in 1920. Both social intelligence and relational intelligence involve understanding and interacting with others. Social intelligence is more about general social skills and navigating social environments, while relational intelligence focuses on building and maintaining deep, meaningful relationships.

After years of COVID-triggered social disruptions, school closures, isolation, and loneliness, parents and educators alike are noticing a decline in children’s social skills and prosocial behaviors. Parents of school-aged children are worried that their children have become more socially awkward around others since the pandemic, and they want schools to incorporate activities that teach social skills. Educators are reporting a surge in social and behavioral concerns.12 If you, like me, are a parent, you may have noticed some of these impacts on your children and worried about how you can help them practice or develop the skills they have had little opportunity to foster.

Some of you may think that this is all warm and fuzzy, unscientific and sentimental stuff. Yet relationships literally change the brain. Neuroscience shows that not only do children of nurturing caregivers have larger brains and better life outcomes; the opposite is true as well: children raised in neglect have smaller and less powerful brains. A child without a secure attachment is twice as likely to develop mental health issues. (A child is considered securely attached when they feel protected by their caregiver—whether parent, grandparent, nanny, early childcare provider, educator, or other primary caregiver—and can depend on them to return.) And timing matters. When parental nurturing starts later in a child’s life, research suggests that the benefits in brain growth still exist but are reduced. I will detail the study findings in later pages. We will also see that it is the entire web of human relationships around a child that matters, not just parents.

I understand the impact of early relational support firsthand. Early childhood education changed the trajectory of my life. When I turned three, my parents received a devastating diagnosis, the kind most families never want to get. A psychology test revealed that I had low academic aptitude, suggesting limited school and career pathways. I was a late crawler, a late walker, a late talker, a late everything. This initial test led to batteries of other tests and recommendations for specialized interventions.

Fast-forward several years. I graduated as valedictorian of my high school and attended Harvard University. Even then, as an “at-risk” late bloomer, a product of below-average public schools in rural southern France, and a first-generation immigrant with a thick foreign accent, no one would have imagined I was destined to become a global financier, a pioneering impact investor, and an education thought leader.

I have often wondered how my life would have turned out under different familial and educational circumstances. How did I manage to flourish despite those early identified learning differences? What exactly did my parents and teachers do to help me thrive developmentally? Could I use that knowledge to help create a path for other children to learn and thrive? This question would guide my professional journey.

I have devoted my career to understanding, researching, and innovating to build a bright future of learning where each child thrives. As the executive director of the Stanford Accelerator for Learning, I lead a large initiative at Stanford University where I partner daily with research scholars, students, educators, and school and community leaders to leverage the latest advances in brain and learning sciences, data, and technology to create more effective and equitable learning solutions for all. Before that, I led the US education initiative with the Omidyar Group, the philanthropy of eBay founder Pierre Omidyar and his wife, Pam. There, I connected people, ideas, and resources to successfully deploy education initiatives that have yielded significant outcomes in early childhood education. I invested in and scaled organizations and ecosystem efforts now collectively delivering positive impact to millions of learners. Throughout those experiences, I had the privilege of meeting educators, families, and little learners in nearly every state in the US and many other countries. All these experiences helped me reach the conclusion that the secret recipe to learning and thriving starts with a simple key ingredient: early loving relationships. This is not to say that early loving relationships are the only ingredient in a complex and multifaceted learning journey. Many children are deeply loved and yet will experience lifelong learning differences and require specialized supports to thrive. Rather, I am seeking to emphasize how relationships are essential, yet too often taken for granted and not sufficiently elevated in our understanding of how to foster a child’s curiosity, motivation to learn, and self-confidence.

For me, it all started at home, where as an infant I was cuddled in my parents’ arms and enveloped by their affection. This period laid the foundation for the warm and loving relationship with my family I have forged over the years. Pictures from that time depict a happy, smiley, chubby bébé. In France, paid parental leave is guaranteed for moms (and since 2001 for dads as well). At the end of my mother’s sixteen-week maternity leave, my parents sent me to childcare in a small, homelike setting, called a crèche. The crèche was in a house conveniently located next to where our family lived and where my parents worked. It had a garden outside where my little friends and I could enjoy the sunshine and play. As a shy, introverted, nonverbal child, I vividly remember the soothing voice of my first-ever childcare teacher, Mrs. Combes, as she read stories and sang lullabies. I would learn much later that this soothing effect is called bio-behavioral synchrony, which refers to the way in which our behavior and biology become synchronized with those of the people we interact with, an innate and critical human feature that helps us to build connections with others.

The test results on my developmental delays coincided with my transition from an enriching childcare environment to the commencement of my journey in a public preschool. In France, universal public education officially starts at age three with maternelle (“maternal care”), a preschool system for children ages three to six. In this inclusive setting, I blossomed. Was there a particular turning point? My early memories are vague, but I do recall a special moment at age five with my preschool teacher Mrs. Lenoir. She undoubtably taught me a lot—in science about butterfly formation and plant biology, in reading and number skills development, and in creative expression through arts and crafts. Most importantly, she believed in me—this shy little girl who was at risk of developmental delays—and gave me my first leadership opportunity.

As in most preschools, we celebrated the end of the year by putting on a show for families. The theme was Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, and Mrs. Lenoir assigned me the starring role. I played Snow White, leading a group of little ones from younger classes who played the dwarfs. This experience of dressing up and embodying a major role was transformational in building my self-esteem. Even many years later, I can recall this moment of suddenly feeling seen. Mrs. Lenoir believed in me, which in turn helped me believe in myself. I never looked back, and I flourished from there. Whether the turning point was this particular moment or, more likely, a buildup of many special teaching instances, we will never know. What is certain is that Mrs. Lenoir had a profound positive impact on me.

I share this story to highlight the transformational power of early experiences, particularly relationships with adults, in a young child’s journey. Over the years, I have heard countless stories like mine of how a family member, a teacher, a mentor, or a coach meaningfully impacted someone’s trajectory. Next to immediate family, teachers have the most influence on people’s lives as they grow up. In fact, a majority of Americans report that a teacher had a significant positive impact on their life.13

The human brain is wired with a sophisticated neural network that gives us extraordinary potential to communicate, memorize, think in an orderly manner, create, invent, imagine, feel with a large set of emotions, empathize, and relate to others. But at birth, our neural network is immature, and in many ways premature. Even full-term babies are born without a fully developed brain; 70 percent of our brain’s growth happens postbirth.14

This immaturity at birth—which makes human babies highly vulnerable to impoverished and toxic environments and relationships, and completely dependent on others for survival—may be surprising relative to the maturity at birth of the brains of other mammals. Many other species can walk, graze, or hunt to feed themselves right after birth. Why, evolutionarily, wouldn’t the human brain be fully developed in the safe and warm environment of a mother’s womb instead of requiring a postpartum “fourth trimester,” when brain development accelerates? Did Mother Nature lose her mind?

Certainly not. The prematurity of the brain is actually necessary for human development. Humans, unlike other mammals, are able to reason, imagine, and create. We are able to form larger social networks than other species. We are able to innovate, dream, and conceive new possibilities. We can act morally and ethically, and adapt to new environments and circumstances. All these abilities are rooted in the fact that we begin life with a brain that is not yet fully developed, and that instead grows in the context of our relationships with others—through observation, imitation, inference, and, most importantly, emotional connection. In turn, this feature is rooted in our origins as a hunter-gatherer species. Our survival—whatever culture we come from or inhabit, and regardless of our economic, social, or political views or circumstances—has long depended on human connections and groups. This is a trait of our species.

This fundamentally human neural plasticity in the early years of life is both an extraordinary opportunity and an astounding vulnerability. It is during our first few years that we build the foundations for intelligence and humanity, and the quality of those foundations depends on the quality of our relationships. The brain develops based on what it receives.

Our society has often framed its responsibility for the next generation in terms of K–12 education. We focus our policies and spend our taxpayer dollars on supporting an educational system, and argue over what schools should be, or what and how teachers should teach. But no change in policy, pedagogy, or curriculum can ever really change the game for our students if we don’t address the root causes of their learning problems. What we need is a fundamental paradigm shift to focus our support on the early years, and more specifically on the relationships that nurture our little learners. A majority (58 percent) of all US children ages three through five are not fully healthy and ready to learn, according to the US government.15 UNICEF reports that a majority of children globally do not have access to early childhood programs.16 The health and learning readiness gaps that build up before age five fuel the achievement gaps in K–12 education.17 Most young children who start behind are more likely to stay behind or fall further behind. And too many kids already start behind.18

In embarking on this paradigm shift, we must acknowledge that little learners develop in a variety of environments outside K–12 classrooms: at home, on the playground, at preschool, in childcare, and through circles of relationships with family, friends, mentors, coaches, teachers, neighbors, faith leaders, and others. Therefore, our vision for investing in relational intelligence as the bedrock for learning needs to be multipronged.

There are many challenges to transforming our approach, which I will address throughout this book. In spite of them, I am optimistic. In particular, I believe we are at the cusp of a societal redefinition of kinship that will permeate learning. Family structures are dramatically evolving. Intergenerational solidarity is on the rise. This involves the sharing of resources, experiences, and values across different age groups, fostering a sense of connection, empathy, and responsibility between older and younger generations that promotes well-being, social cohesion, and the transfer of wisdom and knowledge.

Working at Stanford University, I came to understand that we are in the midst of a major scientific and technological revolution. In many ways, our scientific understanding of how relationships drive human learning is still rudimentary. Yet major scientific breakthroughs over the past decades are rapidly expanding what we know. New research exploring mirror neurons, brain and biosynchrony, biomarkers, the biochemistry of love, and more—research that is powered by new technologies, big data, and artificial intelligence—increasingly informs our collective understanding of why and how our brains are wired to connect.

We all worry about the effects of technology in general, and social media and artificial intelligence in particular, on our children. But technology is also powering human connections. Public and private funding directed to endeavors and institutions that are devoted to young children is increasing, and there is a growing recognition of the importance of care, play, and social-emotional learning. The business world is recognizing emotional intelligence (EQ) and even the love quotient (LQ). Love quotient, a term first coined by Jack Ma, the billionaire founder of Alibaba, and described by Chris Wise, an expert in organizational leadership, refers to one’s ability to be loving and kind to self and others.19 Alongside EQ, LQ is increasingly considered to be as important as or more important than IQ. As artificial intelligence progressively impacts our world, our unique human ability to relate and connect with others—our relational intelligence, or RQ—needs to be elevated. Innovative approaches to relationship-centered learning and intergenerational approaches to parenting and teaching are emerging—and sometimes scaling.

Our new generation of the littlest learners—those born after 2015, many of whom have yet to be born—is unnamed. Some have called this group Generation Alpha, to restart on the alphabet sequence after Gen Y (Millennials) and Gen Z. Others have named it Generation Glass in light of their exposure to screen time starting at a young age. Others have suggested Gen C, with C standing for “COVID,” given that most of these children lived a disproportionate share of their early lives during the pandemic or in a world fundamentally changed by it. Instead, I optimistically suggest we call the new generation Gen R, the Generation of Relationships, and aim to raise them in a world refocused on the value of loving connections. Just as we have the concepts of “zero emissions” and “zero waste” in respect to climate change, we should aim for “zero human-potential waste”—a world where every Gen R child learns through loving relationships, thrives, and reaches their full potential.

The time is ripe. Whether you are a parent or grandparent eagerly seeking guidance, an educator passionate about enhancing learning and inspiring students, a community leader, child advocate, or policymaker seeking solutions to intractable social problems, or simply a lover of knowledge and human potential, Love to Learn invites you to embark on a transformative journey. I hope that the stories of perseverance, empathy, and creativity woven throughout the book, which showcase innovations anchored in the latest neuroscience and technology, will provoke and encourage you to question how we raise our children, how we run early learning and school settings, and how we construct care-full communities. Together, let us deepen our understanding, ignite our collective imagination, and embrace the power of early relationships in nurturing a lifelong love of learning.

A few words about the organization of the book:

Part I makes the case that there is a relational crisis in early childhood and that it is an urgent, endemic issue. Chapter 1 dispels multiple deep-seated myths to explain the critical role of relationships in early childhood. Chapter 2 illuminates how the circles of children’s relationships are shrinking. Chapter 3 highlights how these smaller social networks stunt children’s potential. Chapter 4 turns to adults, squeezed and screened, who are physically present yet increasingly emotionally absent for our little learners.

Part II explores how scientific research on the impact of relationships on human thriving, and on the new technologies shaping our lives, is well ahead of our relational practices. Chapter 5 outlines the scientific advances in our understanding of how relationships fuel learning. Chapter 6 looks into the positive and negative implications of artificial intelligence for relational intelligence and bonding, while Chapter 7 addresses the problematic impact of tech on relationships. Chapter 8 ties it all together, making the case that love is the silver bullet in education—the heartbeat of life and learning—and that the future belongs to those with high relational intelligence.

Part III outlines hopeful innovations and potential solutions. Chapter 9 explores pioneering relationship-centered solutions for increasingly diverse families. Chapter 10 focuses on fostering children’s friendships through play, time, wisdom, and care. Chapter 11 reframes schools as relational hubs and teachers as relational brain builders, and Chapter 12 imagines communities healing, weaving, and belonging.

Part IV does not exist yet. It is for you, me, and all of us to write. Like the fourth trimester for a newborn, it will, I hope, be a new period for the formation of neural connections, discoveries, and development in which we all work to create a bright future for our next generation.

I mention many organizations throughout the chapters. All of them are listed (with their websites) in the Resources section located in the back of the book.

As you read, I invite you to think about three key loving relationships in your life that made a difference in your learning, and to connect how they supported your learning journey to the ideas in this book. Who are the people who changed things for you, like Mrs. Combes and Mrs. Lenoir did for me? What did you learn from them? What made them so special to you? I also invite you to consider: Who is learning from you? How could the young children in your life learn more from you?

The twelve chapters of this book cover a lot of territory. You will join me in Silicon Valley, but also in Tangelo Park, Florida; Hawai‘i; and Minnesota—as well as in Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, New York; in Walmart stores; and even in France, Japan, and Kenya. But we need to start our journey in Boston, at my alma mater Harvard, where a retail store tycoon had the foresight at the peak of the Great Depression to invest part of his wealth in studying what drives human flourishing. 
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