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Virginia Slipping in Some Measures of Child Well-Being

2006 KIDS COUNT Virginia Press Release

Although Virginia ranks 8th in per capita income among all states, the Commonwealth only ranks 19th  in a new state-by-state study that reports the well-being of America’s children.  “While it is generally expected that poorer states will rank lower than wealthier ones, the disparity between Virginia’s ranking for wealth and for child well-being is noteworthy,” said Cindy Hetzel, Director of Data and Research for Voices for Virginia’s Children.  The 2006 KIDS COUNT Data Book, produced by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, shows that Virginia improved in three out of 10 measures that reflect child well-being, experienced setbacks in six indicators and saw no change in one measure (child poverty rate) since 2000.  This year’s report highlights the early childhood experiences of young children, including a special focus on children under age six who are in family based child care.  

Virginia’s infant mortality rate rose 12 percent; Virginia ranked 35th in the nation for this category.  The United States ranks 2nd worst among developed countries.  Eight percent of teens ages 16-19 were neither enrolled in school nor working in 2004, a 14 percent increase from 2000.  This indicator, often referred to as “idle teens”, points to a group of youth who are especially vulnerable to involvement in harmful or criminal behavior. There was an increase in the percentage of low-birthweight babies between 2000 and 2003 and an increase in the number of children living in families where no parent has full-time, year-round employment.  The child death rate increased, as did the percent of children in single-parent families (although the teen birth rate continued the reduction as seen over the last few years).
The percent of children in poverty in 2004 remained the same as in 2000, 13 percent, but the number of children in poverty increased by 8,000 to a total of 227,000.
Virginia fared better on three measures of child well-being: teen birth rate, teen death rate, and percent of teens who are high school dropouts. In 2003, 36 out of every 1,000 teen girls in Virginia gave birth, down from 41 in 2000.
Each year, the KIDS COUNT Data Book reports on the needs and conditions of America’s most disadvantaged children and families, as well as on the statistical trends. In 2006, the Casey Foundation looks at how to improve early childhood development experiences and opportunities for young children living in low-income neighborhoods. “Strengthening early childhood development can help to assure that all children begin life on a level playing field,” says Douglas W. Nelson, president of the Annie E. Casey Foundation in Baltimore. “Bolstering the quality of child care is the best way to reach our youngest children early and help them develop the capacities they need to succeed.”
- MORE - 

The KIDS COUNT Data Book’s essay, “Family, Friend, and Neighbor Care: Strengthening a Critical Resource to Help Young Children Succeed,” zeroes in on a form of child care that has existed for decades, but has largely been overlooked. Within the Data Book, the Casey Foundation defines friend, family, and neighbor (FFN) care as a form of child care offered in a home-based or family-based setting outside of the child’s own home, by regulated or unregulated providers. The definition of home-based and family-based care differs among states, organizations, and advocates, which shows the need for greater attention and clarity in the field. About 174,000 kids under age six spend all or part of their time in a home-based or family-based setting in Virginia. For these children, family, friends, and neighbors shape a significant part of their childhood experience.
The Casey Foundation has called for a range of steps to advance the quality of friend, family, and neighbor care and highlights several efforts around the country that provide FFN caregivers with good information. Examples of these efforts include delivering education materials through home visiting programs or resource hubs where providers can interact with child development professionals, including those working in child care centers, and connecting providers to community institutions, such as museums or libraries, where they can access new resources and share ideas with other providers. Specific recommendations to strengthen FFN care are to:

· Improve the levels of data, research, and evaluation related to family, friend, and neighbor care;

· Promote stronger local organizational integration and linkages between effective, high-quality child-care centers and the family, friend, and neighbor care providers in their communities;

· Expand technical assistance and promotion of best practices to improve family, friend, and neighbor care;

· Increase and strengthen community-wide efforts to help parents make the best child-care choices;

· Urge states to do more to encourage quality improvements in subsidized family-based care; and

· Make early care and development a higher policy and funding priority at both the state and federal levels.

“In schools around the country, too many of our poorest and most vulnerable children arrive without the development skills and competencies that all kids need to learn and succeed,” concludes Nelson. “As a nation, we need leaders who are willing to experiment with new ideas that can support stronger collaborations between home-based and center-based providers. At the Casey Foundation, we believe that strengthening the quality of family, friend, and neighbor care, particularly in America’s low-income communities, is a significant opportunity to improve school readiness for the millions of kids who need it most.”

Voices for Virginia’s Children is a private, nonprofit child advocacy organization. Voices promotes sound, far-reaching program and policy solutions, focusing on early care and education, health care, family economic success, and foster care and adoption. For more information visit www.vakids.org 
The Annie E. Casey Foundation is a private charitable organization, whose primary mission is to foster public policies, human-service reforms, and community supports that more effectively meet the needs of today’s vulnerable children and families. For more information, visit www.aecf.org.
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The KIDS COUNT Data Book with state-by-state rankings, supplemental data, and the essay, “Family, Friend, and Neighbor Care: Strengthening a Critical Resource to Help Young Children Succeed,” is EMBARGOED until June 27, 3:00 a.m. EDT, but can be viewed online at www.kidscount.org, beginning June 6. Call 202-842-3600, extension 245 for the password.
