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Under Five,
Under Pressure.

The needs of our youngest are not being met. In the
aftermath of the pandemic, there has been a
noticeable decline in essential skills among young
children. Teachers consistently report increases in
challenging behaviors and decreases in social-
emotional and self-regulation skills. This edition of
Inflection Point will explore the specific needs of
children and evaluate the current educational system's
capacity to meet them.

Experts in early childhood development stress the
importance of helping young children build skills in
how to manage their emotions, communicate
effectively, think critically, and grow physically. These
areas are crucial for preparing kids for school and can
have a significant impact on their future success, both
in academic environments and in their future jobs. This
early investment in their growth can lead to lasting
benefits, shaping confident individuals who are well-
prepared to tackle the complexities of the world around
them. How well children do in kindergarten can predict
how they will perform in later grades like third and
eighth grade. The skills needed for success in the
workplace closely align with the skills we should teach
kids as they enter kindergarten'.
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The pandemic ended.
Its impact on children did not. .

COVID-19 shutdowns disrupted the everyday social, educational, and caregiving
environments that are critical for young children’s development, leading to
measurable but generally modest impacts.®* The pandemic is linked to increases
in emotional and behavioral difficulties such as anxiety, withdrawal, and attention
problems in preschool-aged children.#* There is also evidence language delays
and changes in social cognition among preschoolers exposed to prolonged
pandemic conditions, especially when face-to-face interaction was limited.?
However, many children demonstrated resilience once routines resumed, and
effects were uneven, with children from lower-income or less-resourced families
experiencing greater challenges due to fewer opportunities for early education
and social interaction.?

Educators have attested that there are a rising number of children with
challenging behaviors- often tied to special needs. Mitigating safety practices
such as masking and social isolation delayed language development. There was a
loss of many career educators leading to many programs being short-staffed. The
emotional demands of caring for many children, managing parent expectations,
and adapting to changing behaviors have led to burning out for care givers.?

The COVID-19 pandemic caused disruptions in education, particularly regarding
enrollment and attendance due to the transition to remote and hybrid learning
models. This resulted in a significant drop in preschool enrollment, as many
parents opted to keep their little ones at home, relying on family members to
care for them instead. As a result of these disruptions, children's learning was
adversely affected, as reflected in the outcomes of the Ohio Kindergarten
Readiness Assessment.

According to emerging evidence on the effects of the pandemic for young
children (age 0-5) indicate poorer early language and literacy skills and increased
socioemotional problems. Disruptions in children’s early childhood education
experiences have cascading negative effects into elementary school and may be
particularly impactful for children’s literacy skills and behavior.?
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Impacts on Kindergarten Readiness.

The impact of the crisis can be exhibited in the results of Ohio Kindergarten
Readiness Assessment Revised (KRA-R) a key tool to gauge the preparedness of

children entering kindergarten. Admini

stered at the commencement of the

academic year to all first-time kindergarteners in Ohio’s public and community
schools. The assessment evaluates development across four essential domains. 2

Interpreting the results of the
KRA-R is crucial for educators
and families to understand a
child’s readiness for
kindergarten. The Individual
Student Report (ISR) serves as a
primary tool for this purpose.
This report provides a
comprehensive summary of the
students’ overall readiness for
kindergarten, as well as their
performance in each of the four
domains.

Looking at Northeast Ohio:

KRA Indicators by County, by Percentage

Emerging Readiness @ Approaching Readiness

56
41
37 38
34
fil 31 31 31 31
25
3

Ashtabula Cuyahoga Geauga Lake

Language & Literacy Indicators, By Percentage

Language & Literacy Not On-Track @ Language & Literacy On-Track

62
52
48
41 41
I I 38

Ashtabula Cuyahoga Geauga Lake

The Kindergarten Readiness
Assessment tracks student’s
performance in four areas through
readiness levels:

Mathematics
Physical Well-Being

Language and Literacy

Approaching
Readiness

Emerging
Readiness /

Geauga County consistently
outperforms other counties across
all KRA-R indicators.

Social Foundations

Lake County shows moderate
performance, sitting between high-
performing Geauga and lower-
performing Ashtabula and
Cuyahoga.

Cuyahoga County's high rate of
Emerging Readiness and low
average scores may point to
systemic challenges in early
childhood education access or
quality.

Targeted interventions in language
and literacy development are most
needed in Ashtabula and Cuyahoga
Counties.
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Partnering for Solutions

No single organization can solve these challenges alone. Meeting the needs of
young children requires coordinated action among public agencies, philanthropy,
and community partners across Ohio. In response, the state has expanded
interventions to strengthen early childhood development. State funding for early
intervention has increased significantly, with planned appropriations reaching
approximately $32 million for FY 2025—up from $20.9 million prior to expansion.
The state continues to fund Early Childhood grants designed to support early care
and education, improve quality, and increase access.

Locally, supporting the positive educational outcomes for young children is made
possible through strong partnerships. We are grateful to the funders who show up
in every community we serve. Cuyahoga County is a leader in the state, investing
millions of dollars each year to support early childhood initiatives through its Office
of Early Childhood/Invest in Children. Across Northeast Ohio, that spirit of
partnership persists; Geauga Job and Family Services, Lake County Job and Family
Services, and United Way of Lake County also fund services through Starting Point
that strengthen young children’s resilience.

Read more about these exciting initiatives below:

LENA Start

Starting Point is implementing LENA Start, a six-week program focused on
language development activities for families with children 0-5. This pilot
program focuses on foster and kinship families and aims to promote strong
language development through “conversational turns” between children and
caretakers. LENA Start is particularly beneficial for families with children who
experience language delays, as it helps enhance school readiness and fosters
increased interactions between caregivers and children.

LENA Grow

A statewide roll-out of LENA Grow, offering evidence-based training for infant,
toddler, and preschool educators, focuses on increasing child-teacher
interaction to support language development. Through targeted coaching
provided locally by Starting Point, teachers enhance their skills and practices.
Early results show improved language interactions and educators' confidence.




In the new year, Starting Point will launch a new
Conscious Discipline program designed to enhance
social-emotional learning (SEL), self-regulation, and

p ositive behavior management skills among children,
educators, and parents. This program aims to provide
comprehensive support for teachers and families,
promoting the growth and develop ment of young
children.

In Northeast Ohio, Starting Point implements the
Devereux Early Childhood Assessment (DECA) in several
local initiatives. The DECA is a nationally recognized,
strength-based evaluation system designed to foster
healthy social and emotional development and
resilience in young children. When children do not
perform well on the DECA assessment, teachers receive
additional instructions and tailored "Classroom
Strategies" to enhance their teaching methods and
practices. This approach ensures educators can better
support students' learning needs and improve overall
classroom outcomes.

Supported by Cuyahoga County Office of Early Childhood/Invest in
Children, Lake County United Way, Lake County Jobs and Family
Services, and Geauga County Job and Family Services

The Ohio Department of Children and Youth selected
Starting Point to pilot the Therap eutic Child Care
Program, which aims to enhance support services for
children. This program provides additional behavioral
health support, speech and language therapy,
occupational therapy, and p hysical therapy.
Furthermore, Starting Point collab orates with mental
health providers to deliver training and technical
assistance to families and children, ensuring
comprehensive support for their needs.

We see this work improving kindergarten readiness
and early outcomes for children under five in every
community we serve across Northeast Ohio.
Continued partnership and sustained investment
will allow proven solutions to reach more families.
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