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Missouri’s youngest children need everyone to work together to support a safe and healthy early childhood. But what do 
families expect? And how can early childhood professionals respond to families’ expectations? To answer these questions, 
the University of Missouri-St. Louis’ Community Innovation and Action Center studied the early childhood system in 
Missouri. Researchers asked state leaders for information about services and talked to professionals across the state about 
their experiences. The result is the 2019 Missouri Preschool Development Grant Needs Assessment.

Lessons Learned from Missouri Families

Affordable child care costs helps your family thrive.
About 70% of Missouri’s families have working parents. Families said they have a hard time paying for child care in 
Missouri and spend a lot of their income on child care. Some parents drop out of the workforce because child care costs 
too much.

Your child needs care that reflects your language and culture.
Families said they would like early childhood education that reflects the culture and language of every child. About 6% of 
Missouri’s children speak a language other than English at home. There is increasing diversity in regions across the state. 
Culturally competent child care will better prepare all children for success.

You need more child care options, especially if you are looking for care for an infant.
Using the Center for American Progress definition, more than 80% of Missouri’s children live in a child care desert. This 
means that more than four out of five children live in areas without enough state licensed child care. Every county in 
Missouri qualifies, as a child care desert, for children under age two.

Your child does best when early childhood and elementary school professionals work together to 
support transitions.
Missouri needs children to be ready on their first day of school. Right now, there needs to be more connections between 
professionals in early childhood programs and elementary schools.

If you have a child with disabilities, it can be di�cult to find information.
Across the state, families find it hard to find professionals and programs for children with developmental delays or 
disabilities.

If your child has experienced a di�cult situation (i.e. poverty, divorce, homelessness), you value early 
childhood professionals who can help.
Both urban and rural families said that they want their children to have help, if they are hurting emotionally. They also said 
they wanted training sessions for teachers to support the general mental well-being of children. Missouri families want 
access to counselors who can serve young children, not just older children.

You want a central way to find options for your child.
Many Missouri families take part in multiple early childhood services and programs with di�erent websites, phone numbers 
and email addresses. Families often find this hard to navigate and often miss out on needed programs. If there was an 
easier way to get information, more children would benefit from these programs. State leaders can better connect their 
work on a statewide level.

It takes a lot of time to get your child to an early childhood professional, especially if you live in a 
rural area.
Getting children to a care provider is very di�cult for families. Many rural areas do not have any public transportation and 
public transportation in the city often takes too long. Some families have to take their children to di�erent places, because 
of part-time care or age limits, which can be especially challenging.

You want to know your child is safe, when with a care provider.
You check websites, you ask friends and family for recommendations, you do a gut check when you visit, and you check in 
with your child to make sure she/he is safe. Safety is a top priority for families and professionals in Missouri.

You value the ‘good’ programs a lot.
You want an easy way to know more about the options in your area. Quality is a way of understanding whether a program is 
‘good.’ Currently, the state does not have a way to understand quality across all care options/locations. Missouri is testing a 
new approach that may become more widely available in the future.

You want your child to have consistent, caring adults.
It’s hard on your child when an early childhood professional leaves the job. There aren’t enough trained professionals. Early 
childhood professionals are valued and important to us!

You care about the future of children.
Families across the state shared the vision for all children in Missouri to have the chance to grow up safe and healthy, with 
plenty of food, shelter, love, connections to others and opportunities to learn, grow and thrive.

Moving Forward
This assessment identified strengths and weaknesses in how our state best serves its youngest children. Missouri has the 
opportunity to make a di�erence in the lives of its youngest children and to continue to grow its support for families across 
the state. State leaders will continue to do this through the implementation of a strategic plan.

This project is supported by the Preschool Development Grant Birth through Five Initiative (PDG B-5), Grant Number 90TP0048-01-00, from the O�ce of Child Care, Administration for 
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, awarded to the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education in 2019.
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