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Chair Thomas, Vice Chair Swearingen, Ranking Member Synenberg, and members of the 
House Judiciary Committee, thank you for the opportunity to submit proponent testimony for 
Senate Bill 174. 
 
As the state’s leading early childhood research and advocacy organization focused on 
promoting early learning and healthy development strategies for Ohio’s infants and youngest 
children, Groundwork Ohio’s mission is born from an understanding that every child 
deserves the opportunity to thrive from the very start.  
 
The developing brains of infants and young children are built on a foundation of early 
experiences. From pregnancy through age five, children are building the foundation for their 
health, learning, and sense of safety. In these early years, stability, routine, and trusted 
relationships matter. Babies and young children feel stress even when they don’t have the 
words to name it. Changes in routine, caregiver anxiety, or the sudden absence of a trusted 
adult can disrupt a child’s sense of safety in lasting ways. Decades of research show that 
prolonged or unbuffered stress can shape development for years to come, and that 
predictable, consistent routines are one of the primary ways young children experience 
safety and build trust.1 
 
Predictable environments are built around mundane, everyday moments, from mealtimes, to 
transitions between homes, and bedtime stories. These routines are how young children 
learn what to expect from the world and from the adults who care for them. When those 
routines are disrupted or inconsistent, it can create confusion and stress during a period 
when children are still developing the ability to regulate their emotions and behavior. 
 
As adults with the power to design, shape, and tailor the systems that impact a child’s earliest 
experiences, we share an important responsibility to keep the best interests of Ohio’s 
children at the center of our work.  
 
Centering the Best Interest of the Child: A Developmental Imperative 
Senate Bill 174 clarifies an expectation that parenting responsibilities and parenting plans 
should be grounded first and foremost in the best interests of the child – moving beyond 
default assumptions or one-size-fits-all arrangements and instead focuses on what each 
individual child needs to be safe, loved, and supported.  
 
 

 
1 ZERO TO THREE. (2010). Creating Routines for Love and Learning  

https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/creating-routines-for-love-and-learning/
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For infants and very young children, “best interest” must be understood through a 
developmental lens. Infants and toddlers rely on consistent, responsive caregiving to form 
secure attachments, which serve as the foundation for emotional regulation, cognitive 
development, and future relationships.2 Frequent disruptions in caregiving, prolonged 
separations from primary caregivers, or environments characterized by instability can have 
disproportionate and lasting impacts during this critical window of development. 
 
Because young children experience the world through relationships and routines, parenting 
plans that do not account for developmental needs for consistency, transitions, and primary 
attachments can unintentionally undermine a child’s sense of security. Senate Bill 174’s 
recognition of developmental age and needs creates space for courts to make informed, 
individualized decisions that reflect what science tells us about early childhood and brain 
development. 
 
Caregiver and Environmental Safety 
Equally important is the bill’s emphasis on the safety of the child’s environment and the well-
being of their caregivers. Exposure to abuse, neglect, domestic violence, substance use, or 
untreated mental health challenges are not abstract risks for young children, but experiences 
that can alter brain development and increase the likelihood of adverse outcomes across the 
lifespan. Ensuring these factors are meaningfully considered when allocating parenting 
responsibilities is essential to protecting vulnerable children. 
 
Groundwork Ohio’s 2025 Early Childhood Dashboard underscores how common these 
experiences are and why they demand attention in policy and practice. In Ohio, 14 percent of 
children under age six have experienced two or more Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs),3 placing them at higher risk of special health care needs and academic challenges, 
including grade retention. ACEs include not only abuse and neglect, but also household 
challenges such as caregiver mental health, food insecurity, and unsafe community 
conditions. For young children, these experiences are cumulative and can shape brain 
development during its most rapid and sensitive period. This makes it especially important 
that parenting decisions prioritize both the safety and stability of a child’s environment and 
the capacity of caregivers to buffer stress and provide consistent, nurturing care.  
 
Senate Bill 174 supports parenting plans designed to reduce conflict. High-conflict 
environments are a significant source of toxic stress for young children, even when they are 
not directly involved. Thoughtful, child-centered planning that prioritizes predictability and  
 

 
2 Harvard University, Center on the Developing Child. (2026). The Importance of Stability in Childhood 
Development 
3 Groundwork Ohio. (2025). Early Childhood Dashboard. 

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/working-paper/importance-of-stability-in-developmental-environment/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/working-paper/importance-of-stability-in-developmental-environment/
http://www.groundworkohio.org/dashboard
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minimizes disruption can shield children from these harmful effects and support healthier 
family dynamics over time. 
 
This bill reflects an understanding that a child’s well-being is deeply connected to their 
caregiver’s capacity to foster a safe and nurturing environment. Children thrive when 
caregivers provide stable and responsive care. By focusing on the ability of each caregiver to 
meet a child’s needs, Senate Bill 174 aligns with a two-generation approach that recognizes 
the interconnectedness of child and caregiver well-being. 
 
Conclusion 
This legislation represents a shift toward a more prevention-oriented framework, centered in 
child well-being and safety at the outset of parenting decisions. Senate Bill 174 has the 
potential to reduce conflict, promote healthier outcomes, and prevent harm before it occurs. 
 
Groundwork Ohio supports Senate Bill 174 as a meaningful step toward aligning Ohio’s 
policies with both the science of early childhood development and the realities families face. 
This bill reinforces that the best interests of Ohio’s children must remain the guiding principle 
in decisions that shape their earliest and most formative experiences. 
 
Thank you for your consideration and I am happy to answer any questions. 
 
Caitlin Feasby Feldman 
Senior Director of Policy 
Groundwork Ohio 
(614-525-0944) 
cfeldman@groundworkohio.org 
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