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Report

Building the Foundation for Education: Investing in
Kentucky’s Young Children

All children need a strong start in life to thrive. We know from decades of research
that strong early childhood experiences provide a foundation for success in later
childhood and adulthood. We also know that the greatest returns on investment
for building human capital come from early childhood services. And we know that if
we want to remain competitive in the global marketplace of goods and ideas that
we need all children to reach their full potential. While Kentucky has taken many
positive steps to improve early childhood systems, we need to increase our
investments in Kentucky’s youngest children to give all a strong start.

This report highlights the key role early childhood plays in lifetime success; outlines
the critical components of strong early childhood experiences; reviews how
Kentucky is working to provide young children a solid foundation; and identifies
additional opportunities for Kentucky to provide every child from birth through age
eight a chance to reach their full potential.

Fast Fact: There are 507,300 children ages 0-8 in Kentucky.*
Why prioritize the years from birth through age 8?

Babies brains develop rapidly from birth until age five, and interactions with
parents and caregivers impact the pace of brain development.? The critical growth
of neurological and biological systems that occurs during those years lays the
foundation for children’s future growth and development.? The early years provide
the greatest opportunity for setting children on a path to become successful
students and later, capable and productive citizens. Strong early childhood
experiences prepare children for school and reduce the need for later remediation.

The best time to invest in children’s development is during these first five years of
life (see Figure 1) — delivering the greatest returns in human capital (7-10 percent
per year, per child).* The work of Nobel Laureate Economist James Heckman shows
us that it is more cost effective to invest now in early childhood education for
children at risk of not succeeding at school than to pay later for remediation and
the high cost of fixing chronic social problems such as the high school dropout rate,
teen pregnancy, poor health, pervasive poverty, and high unemployment and
underemployment.” Investments should first target children in low-income
families, because achievement gaps actually begin before Kindergarten.®
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Figure 1 Investing in quality early learning experiences
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curriculum.?® Students who are not proficient readers in third grade are four times more likely to later
drop out of school, and 75 percent of them will still be poor readers in high school.’

Fast Fact: In school year 2012/13, 52 percent of third graders in Kentucky public
schools were not proficient in reading.'®

Experiencing adverse events in early childhood can disturb the growth of the neurobiological systems
responsible for our physiological and behavioral responses to the challenges and stressors of everyday
life — thereby creating risk of lifelong consequences for both physical and mental well-being.™* The long-
term risks include acute and chronic diseases, and even a shortened life span, regardless of whether
there is memory of the trauma experienced in early childhood."

Fast Fact: 10 percent of Kentucky children under age 9 have experienced three or
more adverse childhood experiences, excluding socioeconomic hardship.*?

The most tangible outcome of strong early childhood experiences is increased earned income as an
adult. When important developmental needs are addressed in early childhood, youth are more likely to
complete high school. In 2011, the median annual income for those with a bachelor’s or higher degree
was $50,000, compared to almost $30,000 for those who completed high school or obtained a GED and
nearly $23,000 for high school dropouts.™* Receiving at least a high school education is necessary for
anyone hoping to achieve economic self-sufficiency and raise a family — the 2012 poverty threshold for a
family of four with two children was $23,283."

Fast Fact: In school year 2012/13, 14 percent of Kentucky high school students did
not graduate within four years.'®

The increased likelihood of good physical and mental health represents another outcome of strong early
childhood experiences. We know from the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study that adverse
events (such as child abuse or neglect, domestic violence, abandonment or parental separation/divorce,
or parental incarceration, substance abuse or mental illness) have a negative impact on children’s
development. Children whose early years are marked by adverse events are at increased risk later on for
poor physical health (cardiovascular disease, chronic lung disease and cancer), mental health
(depression), and behavioral health (alcoholism and drug abuse).”” Also, those experiencing multiple
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adverse events in childhood have “substantially greater risks for life-threatening psychiatric disorders,

overlapping mental health problems, teen pregnancies, obesity, physical inactivity, and smoking.
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are much less likely to serve time in prison and have better health outcomes and life expectancies than

young adults who do not complete high school.”

Similarly, the physical and mental health conditions
resulting from adverse experiences and poor health in early childhood impose significant societal costs
through reduced workforce productivity, increased rates of disability, and a strain on our healthcare

system.”!
What are the components of strong early childhood experiences?

In the earliest years children all need the same fundamental things to promote and sustain
developmental gains. They need stimulating environments, opportunities to learn, and teaching from
caregivers (both in the family and the community) to build cognitive abilities and skills and achieve
educationally. They also need high-quality nutrition, medical and dental care, and secure emotional
attachments to caregivers for good physical, oral and social-emotional health. When children get all of
these crucial needs met, they thrive and can grow into the successful adults we want and need them to
be, but if these needs are not met they can face serious obstacles to their overall well-being.”

For a compendium of early childhood services in Kentucky, view the 2010
report from the Governor’s Task Force on Early Childhood and Education at
http://www.workforce.ky.gov/ECTFreport.pdf.

Early Care and Education

Education begins in the home at infancy and continues throughout childhood with teaching and support
from family, caregivers, schools and the community. The first eight years are a critical period of
development for “physical well-being and motor development, language and literacy development,
cognitive development (including early math and science skills), social-emotional development, and
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motivational and regulatory skills associated with school readiness and later life success.”*

The long-
term success associated with high-quality early care and education includes higher levels of educational

attainment, career advancement and earnings.”*

Parents who work need access to high-quality, affordable care outside the home to ensure the
developmental needs of their children are met. Child care not only provides children stable and safe
care when their parents are at work; it also allows parents to earn the income needed to meet the
needs of their children.”

Fast Fact: 14 percent of Kentucky children ages 1-5 are read to less than 3 days
per week by a relative.?®

Child Care

Pre-Kindergarten care ranges from child care for infants and young children to full- and part-day
preschool classes. Child care for infants and young children can greatly benefit children if providing high-
quality care, but parents need a mechanism to find high-quality providers they can trust to meet
important quality standards.”’ For this reason, Kentucky began a Quality Rating and Improvement
System (QRIS) in 2001 called STARS for KIDS NOW (STARS). STARS is currently a voluntary system
whereby licensed and certified child care providers can apply for a rating from one to four stars and
receive technical assistance, with rating levels determining financial incentives. The standards used to
rate providers are associated with quality care and include staff/child ratios; group

size; curriculum; parent involvement; staff training/education; regulatory compliance; and personnel
practices.”® In addition to incentivizing quality improvements by providers, STARS helps parents make
more informed choices.

Fast Fact: 38 percent of Kentucky’s licensed center, licensed home, and certified
home child care providers participate in STARS.?

Fast Fact: 28 percent of participating child care providers in STARS have a 3- or 4-
star rating representing high-quality care.*®

In addition to the use of a Quality Rating and Improvement System, it is important for states to adopt
Early Learning and Development Standards that outline age-appropriate expectations for child
development.* Kentucky first developed early childhood standards in 2003 (the 2013 standards are
available from the Governor’s Office of Early Childhood). The standards offer a framework for parents,
professionals, and others to understand what children are developmentally capable of knowing and
doing from birth through four years of age, in order to help children thrive.*? Kentucky has engaged in
the best practice of aligning its Early Childhood Standards for 3- and 4-year-olds with its academic
standards for Kindergarteners.

While STARS and early childhood standards encourage high-quality care from providers, parents also
need child care to be affordable. A significant proportion of a family’s budget is dedicated to child care,
with low-income families carrying a disproportionate burden based on their annual income.* In
Kentucky, the annual cost of care for two children (an infant and a 4-year-old) is 37 percent more than
the annual cost for rent.>* Annual fees for center-based child care in Kentucky in 2012 averaged $6,007
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for a 4-year-old and $6,105 for an infant.*®> Kentucky is also one of the top ten least-affordable states for
before- and after-school center-based care for school-age children.®

Child care assistance helps low-wage parents start and keep jobs and access higher quality care than
they could otherwise afford.?” Unfortunately, the Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Family Services
implemented cuts to the Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) in 2013 in response to a budget shortfall
(though the cuts to CCAP and Kinship Care combined are only projected to save less than half of one
percent of the state budget). Since April 1, 2013, no new families can apply for child care assistance due
to freezing the intake process. Since July 1, 2013, the state has reduced the income eligibility for families
to receive child care assistance from 150 percent of the federal poverty level to 100 percent, making
Kentucky’s eligibility rate the lowest in the nation.* The Department of Community Based Services
“anticipated that 2,900 children on average per month would be impacted by the application intake
freeze, and 14,300 children on average per month would be impacted by reducing the [income]
eligibility.”**
CCAP due to low income lost their subsidy.*® Kentucky now has the unenviable distinction of ranking last

From January through November 2013, more than 13,500 Kentucky children who received

among states for access to child care subsidies to help low-income working parents.**

Disruption in the receipt of child care subsidies is unsurprisingly associated with instability of child care
arrangements.* The cuts to CCAP will force low-income working parents now excluded from the subsidy
and unable to pay the full cost of child care to either resort to unregulated care (such as relatives or
neighbors), or quit work and apply for welfare benefits. The fact that some parents will either lose or
have to quit their job is seen in several past studies on the effects of child care subsidy waiting lists.* In
addition to the impact on parental employment, unstable child care arrangements are also problematic
for children’s development, especially for very young children.* The child care industry is also hard hit,
with providers having to lay off staff or close down due to lost revenue from the cuts. More than 200
child care centers in Kentucky have closed since the CCAP changes took effect, and many providers have
said the CCAP cuts were a factor.* Even families who do not depend on CCAP could be negatively
affected in the form of decreased quality and increased fees due to the changes providers are enacting
to make up for lost revenue.

Lifting the freeze on applications for CCAP and raising income eligibility limits to allow additional low-
income working families to access the subsidy are two steps needed to improve access to quality child
care. In addition to those changes, Kentucky can also strengthen the system of child care in the state by
requiring all child care providers to meet some quality standards and by raising the reimbursement rates
child care providers receive for CCAP participants.

Given the research base on the importance of high-quality learning experiences for young children,
Kentucky plans to require all early childhood education programs to participate in STARS by 2017, using
funding from the newly awarded federal Race to the Top grant. With this expansion of STARS, a certain
level of quality will now be required of all public preschools, private preschools and day cares, home-
based programs, and Head Start programs.*®

As discussed earlier, STARS is currently a voluntary program, and Kentucky does not require providers
accepting child care subsidies to participate in STARS. However, in an effort to encourage providers to
accept CCAP subsidies, those that do participate in STARS and have a rating from two to four stars
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receive a monetary Quality Incentive Award
once a year based on the number of CCAP
children served.*” Across the nation, 33
states provide higher reimbursements to
child care providers that meet higher quality
standards, recognizing the additional costs
of high-quality care, such as hiring
additional staff for lower child-to-staff ratios
or paying higher salaries for employees with
higher education and training in early
childhood.*®

Providing adequate reimbursement rates
for child care providers can entice more
providers to accept subsidies as a form of
payment, thereby providing more choice for
low-income parents who rely on subsidies
to access quality care. Increasing the quality
of child care means higher costs for
providers, and inadequate reimbursement
rates can have a negative effect on quality
due to insufficient resources. Kentucky has
not updated the reimbursement rates since
2006, resulting in the state no longer
meeting the federally recommended level
(the 75th percentile of current market
rates). For example, the difference between

Ohio: An example of QRIS expansion

A recent study of Ohio’s early childhood system found
children in the state’s star-rated child care centers
experienced better outcomes on math and phonetic
awareness and less behavioral problems. In order to
increase Kindergarten readiness for high-needs
children, Ohio is implementing an initiative called
Step Up for Quality, requiring all early childhood
providers receiving public funding to participate in the
state’s Quality Rating and Improvement System. To
allow sufficient time to prepare to meet the quality
standards, all child care providers receiving subsidies
will be rated by fiscal year 2020. Providers of the
state’s public preschool program and the special
education preschool program will also be rated by
fiscal years 2016 and 2018, respectively. Ohio will
continue to use a tiered reimbursement system that
provides higher reimbursement rates for higher-
quality programs. For example, in Montgomery
County a provider of full-time preschool services with
the highest star-rating receives $175 per week versus
the $147 received by a non-rated provider.

Source: Presentation at Ohio Children’s Caucus Steering
Committee Meeting, October 16, 2013.

the state’s reimbursement rate and the 75" percentile is almost $120 for a young child.* As costs to

operate child care centers rise with inflation, “centers pay employees less, meaning holding on to

experienced employees becomes harder.”*

also result in child care centers closing.

Preschool Services

These economic decisions lower the quality of care, and can

High-quality preschool services, including state- and federally-funded preschool classes, help prepare

children for future learning in school. Attendance at a high-quality preschool is linked to improved

cognitive test scores, enhanced social and emotional development, and increased school success.™

Model demonstration programs such as Perry Preschool and Abecedarian have also been shown to

increase earnings as an adult and reduce the risk of poverty and crime.>® The effect of high-quality

preschool classes on cognitive development is significant enough to close half, or more, of the

achievement gap between youth of color and white children or low-income children and their wealthier

peers, through the end of high school.>®
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Kentucky’s public preschool program, which serves 4-year-olds in families with income below 150
percent of the federal poverty level and those in foster care, and 3- and 4-year-olds with developmental
delays or disabilities, experienced a less pronounced decline in funding due to the recession than other
states, but has not yet returned to pre-recession levels.* The federal Head Start program also provides
early childhood education, as well as health, nutrition, and social services, to low-income children and
their families to promote school readiness.> Research shows participation in Head Start yields
significant short-term improvements in children’s cognitive, academic, and social-emotional
development, as well as their health.”® Kentucky uses its federal Head Start funding to serve as many 3-
and 4-year-old children in families with income below 150 percent of the federal poverty level as
possible, then using the state-funded preschool program to serve as many additional eligible 4-year-olds
as possible.

Fast Fact: 33 percent of Kentucky children ages 3 and 4 are enrolled in the state
preschool program or Head Start.>’

Despite these state- and federally-funded preschool programs, many young children are not attending a
public or private preschool, putting them at risk of starting school behind their peers. Access to
preschool could be greatly improved by providing high-quality, voluntary full-day preschool for all 3- and
4-year-olds, starting with those in households with incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty
level. So called “universal pre-K” would magnify the positive effects preschool has on children at risk of
not succeeding in school, as research has found “larger gains for disadvantaged children when programs
contained more children from middle-income families.”*® Universal pre-K services can also raise
standards for Head Start and private preschool programs by incorporating them into the state-funded
program, as Oklahoma, West Virginia, and New Jersey have done.>

Fast Fact: 58 percent of Kentucky children ages 3 and 4 are not attending a public
or private preschool.®°

A 2009 study of the estimated costs and benefits of expanding Kentucky’s preschool program found that
when considering “the combined public and private benefits of pre-K, the total estimated benefit is
more than S5 for every $1 the state would invest in an expanded pre-K program... [and] additional
benefits from an expanded pre-K program would include: reduced need for special education; lower
incidence of crime; welfare-related savings; lower incidence of grade retention; lower incidence of child
abuse and neglect; [and] higher high school graduation and postsecondary enrollment rates for low-

%! The effects of quality pre-K are so great that the College Board puts pre-K for all 3-

income students.
and 4-year-olds at the top of its recommendations for increasing college enrollment.®” The benefits of
preschool expansion would be even greater if the quality of Kentucky’s preschool services were
improved.® For example, though Kentucky’s public preschool program meets 9 out of 10 benchmarks of
quality recommended by the National Institute of Early Education Research, the highest quality
preschool services utilize home visits on a weekly basis, compared to the two home visits per year
currently required in Kentucky.***>

Pre-K expansion would necessitate building up the capacity of providers that already serve young
children. Since most 3- and 4-year-olds already spend some time in child care settings, these are ideal

environments in which to integrate pre-K services. Developing public-private partnerships between
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public preschool programs and quality child care centers will provide more children a high-quality early
education and is more cost effective by reducing facilities and transportation costs for school districts.
Using high-quality child care centers for delivery of pre-K would also make preschool attendance easier
for working families, “increase families’ pre-K choices, make efficient use of existing facilities and parent-
provider relationships and help streamline the process through which parents obtain services for their

children.”®’

In fact, any additional appropriations for preschool services should be made on the
condition that recipients demonstrate collaboration and coordination with other early care providers, as
increased collaboration among early childhood agencies is needed to maximize the benefits of public

investments.®®

Christian County Public Schools has utilized successful public-private partnerships for pre-K delivery for
more than five years. The school district sends its early childhood educators to area day care and Head
Start centers to provide more eligible 3- and 4-year olds a high-quality pre-K education. These
arrangements cut down transportation costs for the school district and enable them to serve more
children than their own facilities can accommodate. The participating centers have a unique selling point
for parents and experience professional growth for the staff working alongside the teachers.®

Kindergarten and Early Elementary Education

Young children in Kentucky would also benefit from the expansion of Kindergarten. Voluntary full-day
Kindergarten for all age-eligible children is a key piece of the continuum of early childhood education
and would further increase school readiness rates. Research comparing half-day and full-day
kindergarten finds that full-day Kindergartners have easier transitions into first grade and reduced rates
of retention and remediation.”® However, without sufficient investments during the early elementary
grades the benefits gained from Kindergarten attendance will likely fade out.”

Kentucky currently requires school districts to offer half-day Kindergarten, though many school districts
provide full-day Kindergarten and cover the additional costs without state funding.”” Pendleton County
Schools found a way to cut costs while maintaining full-day Kindergarten and protecting the range of
services provided — a potential model for other districts with limited resources. The school district
lowered its Kindergarten expenses without charging parents tuition by replacing half of its certified
teachers with instructional assistants, dividing the Kindergarten students into two groups, and
rearranging the schedule to maximize use of the certified teachers.”

Kindergarten students are now held to new and stronger academic standards due to the adoption of the
Common Core State Standards and new grade-level assessments of student proficiency (beginning in
2014).”* One way to help ensure young children are prepared to meet these new expectations is through
use of Kindergarten entry assessments that are “aimed at articulating and evaluating the set of skills and
competencies young children need in order to prepare them for the increased challenges and demands

”7> Kindergarten entry assessments can be used in

of kindergarten and to succeed in later schooling.
multiple ways: “to ‘look back’ and understand the cumulative benefits of investments made prior to
entering the K-12 educational system, to set instructional plans for the current year, and to ‘look

forward’ and begin to plan for and support children’s successes within the K-12 system.”’®
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Starting in school year 2013/14, all Kentucky school districts began administering the BRIGANCE
Kindergarten readiness screener to all incoming Kindergartners. While children do not have to pass the
screener to enroll, it is used to measure the extent to which a child will enter school ready to engage in
and benefit from Kindergarten by measuring cognitive/general knowledge, language and
communication, physical well-being, self-help, and social emotional skills.

Fast Fact: In school year 2012/13, 28 percent of the more than 31,000 incoming
Kentucky Kindergarteners screened were ready to succeed without additional
supports.”’

Early childhood care providers and educators must be mindful of the transition points along the early
childhood continuum, which can be challenging for children and present opportunities for breakdown in
communication between systems. Transitions between preschool and Kindergarten, and between
Kindergarten and first grade are particularly important, as children may have difficulty adjusting to new
rules, routines and expectations of each setting. “Providing support to children, including peer support,
as they transition from early care and education into Kindergarten classrooms and then into the later

»78 Effective practices for making

grades is shown to have positive effects on later social competence.
these transitions as smooth and successful as possible include: “developing partnerships between
children, parents and teachers; setting the stage for the parents’ role within their child’s education; and

"% To decrease stress and the potential for negative

promoting teacher professional development.
outcomes, it is vital during these critical transition points to bolster the connections and communication

between children’s homes and the provider systems.*

As children enter the realm of compulsory school attendance it is necessary to have systems in place to
identify problems early, such as chronic absence, so timely interventions can be put in place. Such “early
warning systems” use data from multiple sources to provide educators, administrators, and
policymakers the information they need to ensure long-term, positive outcomes for children.** Research
has identified three factors that are highly predictive of a student’s risk of dropping out of school that
should be tracked in early warning systems: course performance, school attendance, and behavior. The
tipping point thresholds for these factors are: “missing 20 days of school or being absent 10 percent of
school days; two or more mild or more serious behavior infractions; an inability to read at grade level by
the end of third grade; failure in English or math in sixth through ninth grade; a GPA of less than 2.0; two
or more failures in ninth grade courses; and failure to earn on-time promotion to the tenth grade.”®
Ideally, early warning systems would include Kindergarten students, as “hyperactivity-inattention and
high levels of anxiety among Kindergartners have also been associated with high school dropout,” and
“chronic absence in Kindergarten has been linked to lower levels of achievement in math, reading, and
general knowledge in first grade.”®

Schools can develop early warning systems using data on these indicators to intervene early when a
student approaches one or more of the thresholds for being at risk of school failure or disengagement.
The implementation of Infinite Campus in Kentucky gives school districts the capability to create an early
warning system, however it is currently up to each school to decide whether or how to do so.
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Other Developmental Needs

For young children to truly succeed, “we must first dispel the notion that classroom learning is isolated

from other aspects of child development.”®

As an example, “children who enter Kindergarten with
below-average language and cognitive skills are most likely to catch up only if they are physically healthy
and have strong social and emotional skills.”® We know that children who are hungry or ill have more
difficulty learning and miss more school days than their peers. Health impacts almost every other aspect

of child well-being, making it an utmost priority for children’s growth and development.
Developmental Screenings

Regular developmental screenings, beginning in infancy, monitor whether children are maturing as
expected and can catch developmental delays early. “Screenings for hearing and vision impairments,
metabolic disorders, and development delays are an aspect of adequate and ongoing pediatric health

786

care that can have significant effects on children’s developmental outcomes.”*” Routine screenings

throughout childhood allow for early identification and intervention, which “can improve cognitive and

academic outcomes, as well as have positive effects on employment later in life.”®’

If a screening
identifies a concern, families need a timely referral to a specialist, an in-depth assessment, and access to

any needed treatment or services for the child.

Fast Fact: 26 percent of Kentucky children under age 6 have received a
developmental screening.®®

One way to increase use of routine screenings is to ensure all types of early care providers are
knowledgeable enough about child development to identify potential concerns and refer families to a
screening. Kentucky’s First Steps early intervention system serves children birth to age 3 with
developmental disabilities regardless of family income. First Steps offers comprehensive services
through a variety of community agencies and service disciplines, with services provided in the home,

at a child development center, or in a clinical setting.?® Early childhood care providers can play an
important role in identifying children and referring a family to First Steps, if providers are knowledgeable
about it.

Fast Fact: Nearly 11,000 Kentucky families receive services from First Steps.“°
Identification of Adverse Childhood Experiences

While most of the work done on adverse childhood experiences (ACE) has studied adults who
experienced one of more ACE during childhood, there is growing interest in identifying the presence of
these adversities in young children in order to prevent the associated negative outcomes. Similar to
many developmental screenings, a questionnaire on the presence of ACE could be completed at well-
child visits in pediatric offices or through home visiting programs. An ACE screening would enable
providers to consider preventive care tailored to a high-risk child’s needs, and to connect families with
services designed to increase resiliency in children with a high ACE score. A recent pilot test of an ACE
screening tool at well-child visits shows that brief tools can be used to screen for ACE in pediatric
practices, and the results of the screening can be particularly instructive for implementing primary
prevention strategies for childhood behavior problems, developmental delays, and injuries.”*
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Comprehensive Health Care

All children need health coverage, and they also need that coverage to translate into access to quality
care. Health coverage needs to cover the full range of health needs including physical, mental, vision
and oral health. Kentucky has made strides in connecting children and their families to coverage by
removing red-tape barriers in Medicaid and the Kentucky Children’s Health Insurance Program (KCHIP),
expanding Medicaid eligibility up to 138 percent of the federal poverty level for adults, and creating its
own health benefit exchange.

Fast Fact: 6 percent of Kentucky children ages 0-5 do not have health insurance.®?

Quality health care needs to begin before a child’s birth, with early and regular prenatal care to increase
the chance of a healthy start in life. Women who regularly see a health care provider during pregnancy
have healthier babies and are less likely to deliver prematurely or to have other serious pregnancy-
related problems.” Prenatal care can include screening and treatment for medical conditions, tests for
potential birth defects and diseases, monitoring of the fetus’ development, and patient education on
behaviors, such as smoking, that jeopardize the health of the baby.*

Fast Fact: 64 percent of Kentucky mothers receive early and regular prenatal
95
care.

After birth, children need consistent physical health and oral health care to maintain optimal health.
“Regular pediatric care is important for assessing and monitoring children’s health status over time,
staying up-to-date on immunizations, and identifying and addressing any threats to development as
early as possible.”*® Pediatric care providers are an important source for the developmental screenings
discussed above, or referral to an appropriate provider, particularly in the case of dental care. For
children under age eight, “dental caries is one of the greatest unmet needs,” and leaving tooth decay
untreated can “lead to secondary physical illness, delay overall development, compromise school
attendance and performance, and interfere with psycho-social functioning.”®’

Fast Fact: 57 percent of Kentucky children enrolled in Medicaid or KCHIP receive
dental services.®®

Comprehensive and Coordinated Care

Too often, services operate on the hypothesis that the issues confronting kids and families come in
silos. However, we know that health is inseparable from education and education is inseparable from
economic security, etc. Contributing factors to overall child well-being need to be addressed through a
comprehensive and coordinated approach to provide Kentucky children a strong start in life.

To help our students graduate from high school and complete college, we need to think
comprehensively about education, particularly in the early years. A wide body of evidence shows that
when states coordinate approaches among proven services targeting children birth through age 8,
outcomes can improve substantially.”® A comprehensive approach should ensure that services that
improve parenting skills for families with infants and toddlers are connected and sharing information
with preschool and elementary school providers. In turn, preschools should be coordinating with
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elementary schools to help align health care, child care and education services that are available to
meet families’ and children’s needs.

There are efforts underway to ensure that care is comprehensive and coordinated in Kentucky. The
Governor’s Office of Early Childhood and the Early Childhood Advisory Council are tasked with
strengthening state-level coordination and collaboration among Kentucky’s early childhood services.'®
The Office of Early Childhood also produces Early Childhood Profiles for every county to help create local
dialogue leading to local strategies to improve early childhood outcomes.*™

Madison County has an excellent example of collaboration between pre-K and K-12 educators designed
to improve school readiness rates. Trainings focused on Kentucky’s early childhood education standards
are provided free to all Madison County day care centers that belong to the district’s Early Childhood
Alliance, and for a minimal charge to others, including those from nearby counties. Madison County
Public Schools got certified as a child care center trainer and at weekend trainings its teachers provide
day care workers with literacy and numeracy activities that are inexpensive and easy to implement.
These trainings, coupled with the “mentoring triangles” in which day care workers observe preschool
and Kindergarten teachers in their classrooms, work to create “a seamless transition between a child
care setting and public preschool and Kindergarten.”*%*

Keeping with the belief that what gets measured gets done, Kentucky has also developed a longitudinal
data system through the Kentucky Center for Education and Workforce Statistics which collects and links
state agency data systems to track services, program participation, and academic performance —

1% with funding from its federal

enabling the state to track child outcomes through college completion.
Race to the Top grant, Kentucky will integrate even more data systems from across the early childhood
continuum, and by 2017 the state will have the ability to identify and analyze specific factors that create
success for children and families — enabling targeted funding of successful strategies to improve

academic success.'
Supporting Parents as Caregivers

Parents play perhaps the most important role in the successful development of young children,
beginning even before a child is born. Parents can set the stage for optimal development prenatally
through the first eight years of childhood by maintaining an environment that nurtures growth and
learning and mitigates the negative effects of stress. The environmental interaction in the critical years
between birth and age three especially, where rapid brain development takes place, can set the
trajectory for a child’s long-term outcomes. Creating an ideal setting for development requires
resources and skills that not all parents intuitively have. Supporting parents as caregivers helps ensure
their children develop to their full potential.

This knowledge of the critical role parents play in their children’s success has spurned the development

of a two-generation framework for “creating opportunities for and addressing needs of both vulnerable

19 Two-generation strategies can break the intergenerational cycle of

parents and children together.
poverty. A holistic two-generation approach has education as a core component, economic supports to
keep families afloat while they build skills toward better jobs and financial security, and a focus on social

capital to build on the strength and resilience of families (see Figure 3).*%
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Figure 3
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An example of a “whole family” approach that focuses on both parents
and children simultaneously is the Family Scholar House in Jefferson
County. Family Scholar House offers low-income single mothers and
their children with subsidized housing at the agency’s campus (if
needed); helps parents enroll in postsecondary education and obtain
needed financial and/or work study assistance; provides case
management services to assist in securing family support benefits such
as child care and improve parenting and time management skills; and
arranges monthly workshops and group activities for the families to
engage in peer support and interact with mentors.'”’

Education and Workforce Development

In order for parents to provide a stable environment as their child
develops, they need access to employment and educational
opportunities. The Kentucky Transitional Assistance Program (KTAP) and
Kentucky Works Program (KWP) provide assistance to eligible children
and families that offer supportive services to promote family self-
sufficiency. These services help to support education and employment
for low-income parents by providing cash assistance and child care in
order so parents to remain in the workforce or further their skills in
order to eventually obtain employment. An expansion of this service to
reach a broader range of parents would help to promote economic
stability and parent participation in higher education.

Fast Fact: 8 percent of Kentucky parents are
unemployed.!%®

Two-generation approaches offer opportunities to improve the
education levels of parents, which strongly influence children’s academic
achievement.'®” For example, a large study of incoming Kindergarteners
found that those whose mothers had more education were “more likely
to score in the highest quartile in reading, mathematics, and general
knowledge” compared to those whose mothers had less formal

Source: Ascend: The Aspen Institute. education.™ Educational services for parents must include the

development of skills that are linked to in-demand job opportunities to promote economic mobility and
stability for families.™™

Fast Fact: 18 percent of Kentucky births are to mothers with less than 12 years of
education.!?

Early childhood education that involves parents helps to improve effective communication within the
parent-child interaction, which can set the tone for their long-term relationship. Family supports like
home visitation services for parents, in tandem with quality early childhood education from birth to age
five, help children develop cognitive and character skills that drive success in education, career, and

Kentucky Youth Advocates Page | 13



life."® Kentucky currently supports a research-based home visiting service called Health Access
Nurturing Development Services (HANDS) that provides education and support for first time mothers
throughout the state. Increasing access to services like HANDS and broadening eligibility to include
subsequent children would further increase the positive impact of home visiting services.

Fast Fact: 82 percent of Kentucky children ages 0-3 have mothers who did not
receive a new parent home visit.!'*

Fast Fact: Nearly 10,000 Kentucky families are served by HANDS.**
Economic Supports

As the costs of living continue to rise without matching increases in wages, raising a child can be costly
and difficult for economically stable families, and extremely hard for families struggling with poverty.
Economic research suggests that even a few years of poverty can have negative and long lasting effects
116 Children fare better

when families are financially secure. Growing up in a household that experiences poverty threatens a
117

on a child, especially if poverty is experienced during the first five years of life.

child’s health, safety, and educational attainment.
Fast Fact: 52 percent of Kentucky children ages 0-8 are low-income.!!®

Maintaining a stable home requires having the financial resources to meet children’s basic needs. For
that reason, Kentucky has implemented the Child Support Enforcement Program, providing assistance to
custodial parents or legal guardians of minor children in obtaining financial support from a non-custodial
parent. The service is based on laws and regulations that require the establishment of paternity, child
support, medical support, and reimbursement of welfare benefits expended on behalf of children.

Fast Fact: 58 percent of obligated child support is collected for Kentucky children.**®

Stable housing is associated with positive outcomes in child health, academic achievement, and

development.'®

Yet, such stability can be a challenge for low-income families, who are more likely to
rent than own, and more likely to spend more than 30 percent of household income on rent.”** When
rent takes up a high percentage of income, there is less money for other essentials, such as medical

care, nutritious food, and educational materials.**

The issue hits urban families hardest, because city
rents tend to be higher. Kentucky participates in federal and state programs that provide subsidized and

public housing, rental assistance, and homeownership vouchers.

Fast Fact: An estimated 54 percent Kentucky renters cannot afford the average cost
of a 2-bedroom unit.'??

Fast Fact: 5 percent of Kentucky’s students in Kindergarten through third grade are
homeless.'**

In order to make certain that children have their nutritional needs met Kentucky participates in the
federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Special Supplemental Nutrition
Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC). WIC is a short-term nutritional intervention designed
to influence lifetime nutrition, health behavior and contribute to increased brain development in high-
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risk populations. WIC provides nutrition education, breast-feeding promotion and education and access
to essential health-care services. SNAP provides food benefits to individuals and families that qualify
based on need.

Fast Fact: 312,000 Kentucky children receive food benefits from SNAP.?°

Fast Fact: 100,000 Kentucky infants and toddlers receive food benefits and services
from WIC.?®

Social Capital

Parents struggling with poverty or other stressors can experience poor mental health. Maternal
depression has been shown to negatively affect child development.”” Supporting access to mental
health and substance abuse services for parents can help to improve the outcomes of young children. In
Kentucky, the Early Childhood Mental Health Program supports access to early childhood staff and
teachers as well as children; however the service does not serve parents. There is support for substance
abuse services in Kentucky through the KIDS NOW Plus program Substance Abuse Treatment for Post-
Partum Women. KIDS NOW Plus identifies and intervenes with pregnant women who use or are at-risk
of using alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs. They provide screenings and prevention and education
classes. Additionally, changes with the federal Affordable Care Act will greatly expand access to mental
health and substance abuse services, as they are required benefits.®

Fast Fact: 9 percent of Kentucky children ages 0-8 have at least one parent in the
household with poor or fair mental health.*°

Parental mental illness and substance abuse are two frequent factors in incidences of child abuse or
neglect, but sometime child abuse and neglect occur because parents simply cannot cope with
overwhelming levels of stress. Recognizing that child abuse prevention requires a multi-disciplinary
approach, the Center for the Study of Social Policy and partners developed the Strengthening Families
conceptual framework and approach to preventing child abuse and neglect by working differently with
families. The Strengthening Families approach believes every parent should feel supported by their
community and that every parent needs community support, because all families go through times of
stress. The approach builds on family strengths while buffering risks and can be implemented through
small but significant changes in everyday actions. It can also be integrated into existing programs,
strategies, systems and community opportunities. Lastly, it creates a common language and approach
among agencies so that communities can meet the diverse needs of their families.”*® Kentucky is
currently exploring developing a comprehensive and integrated framework, such as Strengthening
Families, to promote the health and well-being of young children.

Kinship Caregiver Needs

Non-parental relatives raising children often face special challenges. For instance, without legal custody
or guardianship, it can be very difficult to obtain health care or complete school enrollment forms, but
many kinship caregivers do not want or cannot afford a legal relationship with the children in their

care.® Many times, relatives step in to help stabilize the situation for children on a temporary basis,
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with the understanding that the parents will resume care once they are able. However, these living
arrangements can last for years and often become a permanent situation.

To ensure children in kinship families have access to education and health care, 23 states have enacted
health care consent laws and 14 states have enacted education consent laws that allow kin caregivers to
access these services for the children in their care without the need for legal custody or guardianship.'*
Such laws allow a caregiver to complete an affidavit under penalty of perjury that they are the primary
caregiver of the child, and then by presenting the form they can consent to health care treatment or
school enrollment. Consent laws should protect parents’ rights by explicitly stating the parents’ right to
rescind an affidavit at any time and by specifying that the affidavits do not give the caregiver legal
custody of the child.

Fast Fact: 6 percent of Kentucky children are raised by kin.'*3
How can Kentucky strengthen its early childhood care and education system?

A recent bipartisan poll shows the vast majority of voters rate ensuring children get a good start in life as
a top national priority (second only to increasing jobs and economic growth). Voters also think our
nation should be doing more to start children off in kindergarten with the knowledge and skills needed
for success, and they overwhelmingly believe it is important to make early education and child care
more affordable for working families.”**

As discussed throughout this report, Kentucky has many solid policies and supports in place, but there
are still a number of targeted opportunities to ensure the children of the Commonwealth receive the

strongest start possible in life (see Figure 4). Some opportunities can and should be acted upon in the
short term, including the following:

e Lift the freeze on applications for the Child Care Assistance Program and reverse the budget cuts
made to child care subsides;

e Restore the income eligibility level for CCAP so families earning up to 150 percent of the federal
poverty level can receive help paying for child care;

e Encourage the use of high-quality child care centers for delivery of preschool services, in
addition to public preschool and Head Start;

e Ensure child care providers receive adequate reimbursement to provide high-quality care to
low-income children; and

e Establish a Children’s Caucus in the Kentucky state legislature to address shared issues and
common goals and to promote strong public policies to improve the well-being of Kentucky
children, such as a comprehensive system of early childhood services.

Other actions to improve early childhood services will require additional planning and/or identification
of resources to implement, including:
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e Further increase eligibility for the Child Care Assistance Program to 200 percent of the federal
poverty level (the minimum income level needed for family self-sufficiency);

e Further increase eligibility for Kentucky’s public preschool program to 200 percent of the federal
poverty level;

e Change the Child Care Assistance Program policies so that payments are based on enrollment
rather than attendance to provide a more stable income stream for child care centers and
reduce their administrative burden; and

e Require child care providers that serve children and families through the Child Care Assistance
Program to meet basic standards of quality.
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Figure 4: Strategies for Increasing Access to Quality Early Childhood Care and Education

children
ia to

Source: Adapted from groundWork Ohio.
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