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[bookmark: _GoBack]Good afternoon Chair Lehner, Vice Chair Hite, Ranking Member Sawyer and members of the Committee. My name is Margaret Tazewell and I am the President of the Ohio Head Start Association and the Executive Director of Knox County Head Start, a small, single-purpose agency providing Head Start, Early Head Start and child care services in central Ohio.

I submit this testimony in support of HB 410, which addresses Ohio’s approach to truancy and school discipline, and to specifically support the proposal to eliminate the use of out-of-school suspensions and expulsions for youth in third grade or younger, widely recognized as the early childhood period of development.

The purpose of Head Start is to provide high quality early learning experiences for children, promoting healthy physical, emotional, and cognitive development in support of school readiness. Head Start also engages families in a two-generational approach that connects family’s responsibilities to their children’s school readiness and encourages family well-being and self-sufficiency. Updated regulations going into effect in November require programs to go through an extensive process that meets children’s needs in the face of severe behaviors, and prevents expulsions in most instances. These regulations codify practices in Head Start supporting consistent services for children, even those with severe behavioral challenges.

Knox County Head Start, along with many Head Start programs in Ohio, utilizes Conscious Discipline®, a research-based and developmentally appropriate social emotional curriculum designed to create safety and connection within classrooms. This curriculum provides the foundation for enhanced mental health and family support services.

With our colleagues around Ohio we are increasingly focusing on children’s mental health as we’ve learned more about childhood trauma and its impact on lifelong health and success.  We believe that children’s behavior is a form of communication, and serious behavioral challenges signal to us that there are underlying concerns, or that children are missing skills that are needed for success. In these cases, we partner with parents, teachers, mental health consultants and providers to develop interventions that support a child’s success at home and in school. We feel strongly that a system that encourages suspensions and expulsions simply passes challenges down the road and neglects to deal with the serious concerns of children and families.  

This year, we sent a young girl who presented ongoing behavioral challenges off to kindergarten. We knew from her family history that in her first two years she’d been exposed to domestic violence and her father’s drug use. While the family escaped the immediate situation, their circumstances were unstable, living with poverty, occasional homelessness and her mother’s struggles with depression while she continued to work and pursue a nursing education.  Our teachers, family advocate and mental health consultant provided the young girl and her mother support, and worked through behavioral challenges as they arose, involving mom in parenting training, and encouraging the use of Conscious Discipline strategies at home to support consistency with the classroom. This child entered kindergarten developmentally ready, and is now thriving, but we know that continued trauma-sensitive support throughout her life will provide the best chance for her to break her family cycle and to achieve school and life success.

Ending suspensions and expulsions in the early years builds on what we know is best for young children, and enhances the capacity of schools to develop trauma-sensitive approaches to support children and families. We know that high quality early educational services, from birth to eight, can provide an excellent foundation for children’s success that will lead to healthier communities and adults. We know that the early years are critical for brain development and for social emotional learning. During this critical developmental period, it is clear that many at-risk children are crying out for our support. Schools and high quality early childhood programs represent an opportunity to have the strongest, positive impact on children’s developmental trajectory, OR we can contribute to re-traumatizing children and passing the buck to the next provider or system. I believe it’s time for us to step up for children.

Thank you for the opportunity to lend my voice to this serious issue in support of House Bill 410, and for your ongoing commitment to supporting children and families.
