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“Train up a child in
the way that he
should go, and when
he is old, he will
not depart from it.”
Proverbs 22:6

Summary

Why the early years matter

Every child is full of God-given potential.
Sadly, many Ohio families experience
hardships like poverty, single parenthood,
and addiction that put their children
at-risk of falling far behind their peers
before they even start kindergarten.
Some of these children never catch up,
and ultimately face the same problems as
their parents.

The early childhood years are a time of
rapid brain development.1 What happens
during these years has long-term effects
on children’s success in school, health, and
behavior. Early adversity in life can have
lasting, detrimental effects. Prolonged
stress in early childhood, for example, can
disrupt the developing brain and immune
system.2

Research shows that high-quality early
childhood programs can help break this
cycle. These programs, which include child
care, voluntary home visiting, and
preschool, support families at a critical
moment while helping to prepare children
for school. Down the road, they increase
the odds that kids will graduate from high
school, become employed, and raise strong
families of their own.

Sadly, many children are in families facing
economic or another type of hardship, and
quickly fall behind their peers. Differences
in cognition show up as early as nine months
old.3 By age three, low-income children’s
vocabularies are half the size of their
wealthier peers.4 By kindergarten entry, 70
percent of the high school achievement
gap between low and high income students
has already been realized.5
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The benefits of high-quality
early care and education

•

Faith: Children who participate in
high-quality preschool have stronger
pre-literacy skills, and are farther
ahead of their peers in reading in
elementary school.7 That means they
can read the Bible and participate in
religious studies sooner. That’s no
trivial feat—62 percent of fourth graders
in Ohio are currently not proficient
in reading.8

•

Family: Girls who attended Michigan’s
Perry Preschool Project were five
times more likely to be married by age
27, and had one-third fewer births out
of wedlock compared to girls who did
not attend. Meanwhile, boys in the
program were less likely to grow up to
father children they did not raise.9

Parents are children’s first and most
important teachers. However, early care
and education programs enhance and
supplement the work of parents in providing
children with a strong foundation, and
they have benefits extending from the
classroom, to faith, to family:
•

School: High-quality early education
programs improve reading and math
performance among disadvantaged
children. For example, children who
participated in New Jersey’s preschool
program were three-fourths of a year
ahead in math and two-thirds of a year
ahead in literacy when they reached
the fourth and fifth grades.6

Helping Ohio Families Through Opioid Addiction
Ohio is one of five states hit the hardest by the opioid crisis.10 Sadly, children are among
the immediate victims of this epidemic. One analysis found that the opioid epidemic
contributed to an 11 percent rise in foster care placements in Ohio from 2010 to 2016.
That’s an additional 1,336 children in foster care on an average day. The cost of
placements related to substance abuse are estimated at $138 million per year.11
The ultimate goal should be to get parents healed and keep families together. In addition
to supporting investments in treatment, Ohio policymakers should think of early
childhood programs when they think of ways to support families with opioid addiction.
Voluntary home visiting programs provide services to high risk families who are pregnant
or have a newborn. By providing home-based parent coaching, a professional is able to
spot problems and refer parents to services including drug treatment. Meanwhile,
preschool and child care programs provide a safe and stable environment for children
while parents get help. They also provide an important support for grandparents or other
family members who may be temporarily taking care of children.
Yet early childhood programs are currently lacking in the places that need them the most.
There are currently 38 counties in Ohio where early childhood programs are not being
reimbursed at an adequate rate.12 These counties are largely the same regions that have
been plagued by the opioid epidemic.13
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The benefits of early childhood
home visiting programs
Voluntary home visiting programs provide
direct support to at-risk parents during
pregnancy and in the first few years
of their child’s life. These parents may
not have had a positive parenting role
model in their life, and having access to
a professional coach helps them learn
skills that they can use to become the
best parent they can be. As a result, these
programs have wide-ranging benefits:
•

Child health: A study of the Healthy
Families America home visiting program
found that mothers who participated
in home visiting were roughly half as
likely to have a baby born at a low birth
weight compared to control group
mothers.14 Low birth weight can accompany
premature birth, which can lead to
lifelong health problems.15

•

Child safety: Home visiting can reduce
infant mortality by helping parents adopt
safe and positive parenting practices. Ohio’s
Every Child Succeeds home visiting
program achieved a 60 percent reduction
in infant mortality rates, while the NurseFamily Partnership achieved a 48 percent
reduction in child abuse and neglect.16

•

School readiness: Like early education,
home visiting can help at-risk children
stay developmentally on-track. Many
home visiting programs emphasize the
importance of parents reading and
speaking with their infants. In addition to
reducing the word gap between low
and high income children, one study
found that home visiting helped reduce
special education placements among
children in first grade.17

Lauren’s Story
Prior to starting with Cincinnati’s Every Child
Succeeds home visiting program, Lauren had
struggled with heroin addiction. She reported an
extensive history of drug use and involvement with
the court system, and had even lost custody of
several of her children due to her addiction. That’s
when things changed for Lauren. She was homeless
and living in a shelter when she decided to enroll
in a rehab program.
While in rehab, Lauren discovered she was
pregnant. She decided that this time it was going
to be different—she was not going to lose this
child to the child welfare system. She was going to
do everything possible to change her life. Lauren
sought out many resources, one of them being
Every Child Succeeds, funded by the Maternal,
Infant and Early Childhood Home Visiting program
(MIECHV). Lauren enrolled during pregnancy.
Although, at times, she has gotten overwhelmed,
Lauren’s commitment to doing what’s best for her
child has never wavered.
Through the MIECHV program and her home visitor,
Lauren has gotten the support for her parenting
that she needed. Both Lauren and her child’s father
have continued their drug rehab treatment. They
also moved out of the shelter and were able to find
an apartment and employment. Both parents are
engaged in their child’s development and their child
is happy and bonded with both parents.
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require publicly-funded early learning and
care programs to participate in the Step
Up to Quality Program (SUTQ), a rating
system for ECE programs. SUTQ is being
phased in over time. However, only 35
percent of programs have been rated so
far due to inadequate funding.19 With a goal
of all programs rated and half meeting
high-quality benchmarks by 2020, Ohio
needs to invest more to make this happen.

Supporting early childhood
programs in Ohio
Pastors and ministry leaders are already
working in many ways to strengthen families
and help children in their own communities.
In fact, many of Ohio’s child care centers and
preschools are faith-based.18 However, churches
cannot serve the available need on their own.
They need backing from policymakers to
ensure vulnerable children have access to
quality early childhood programs.
Policymakers can support high-quality early
childhood programs by:
1. Supporting quality improvements in
high-quality early childhood education
programs (ECE): In 2013, Ohio began to

2. Fixing the ECE funding gap between
counties: According to Groundwork Ohio,
38 counties are not receiving the same
funding as similar counties.20 These counties
cover nearly 40 percent of children enrolled
in publicly-funded early care and education,
and some of the most at-risk counties.
With limited resources to begin with, the
funding disparities are a barrier to quality.
3. Maintaining funding for home visiting
programs: Ohio’s state Help Me Grow
home visiting program reaches more than
8,700 disadvantaged families each year
with critical services that help them and their
children thrive.21 These services target
young families in their critical early periods
and provide time-limited assistance to get
parents off on the right foot (average length
of time in the program is 14 months).22 It
provides funding for two evidence-based
home visiting models, Healthy Families
America and Parents as Teachers, which also
receive federal funding. It is important that
we maintain state funding for such programs,
especially when federal funding is in jeopardy.

Conclusion
Ohio is only as strong as its families. Early childhood programs can strengthen our
communities and help disadvantaged families and children find a path towards God.
“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me.” (Matthew 18:5)
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