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The research is clear, when children have their basic needs met and are healthy, they are more ready to learn and
be successful.! In response to the growing needs of children and families, in 2019, with House Bill 166, the
DeWine Administration and 133" General Assembly made a landmark investment of $675 million in the state
budget to support the whole child. Aligned with the Ohio Department of Education’s (ODE) Each Child, Our Future
strategic plan, these dollars were appropriated to assist schools in providing their students with mental health
counseling, wraparound services, mentoring opportunities, and other initiatives to support whole child physical,
social, emotional, and intellectual wellbeing.? 3

On December 22", the Ohio Department of Education released its 2019-2020 Student Wellness and Success
Funds Report detailing how funds allocated towards whole child wellness and success were used by schools,
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e FY 2020, $75 million was spent on mental health services alone by 646 school districts — funding
874 initiatives and impacting 737,191 students.

e 1,105 new initiatives were established using these funds within all allowable use categories.
Further, the funds bolstered 941 existing initiatives and supported the expansion of 1,005
initiatives.

e Education Service Centers (ESCs) made up one third of all community partnerships reported.

Even before COVID-19, the 2018-2019 Ohio Healthy Youth Environments Survey (OHYES), which is administered
to students in grades 7-12 whose districts opt in to this free and voluntary questionnaire, demonstrated the
urgent need for investments targeting whole child wellness and supports. For instance, according to survey data,
30% of students surveyed had anxiety issues warranting further exploration by a mental health professional and 1
in 4 students were experiencing depression warranting further exploration by a mental health professional.
Further, 27% of students replied that in the past year they had felt sad or hopeless almost every day for two
weeks or more in a row, and that 16% had seriously considered attempting suicide in the past 12 months. It is
critical we heed these pre-COVID benchmarks and commit to collecting this data more broadly as we move
forward into the next biennium.

The release of this report comes at a time when we know that children’s mental health are at heightened risk
considerably amid the pandemic. Millions of Ohio children are experiencing today’s crises in a variety of ways,
including increased hunger and food insecurity, the threat of homelessness, disruptions in routine doctor’s visits,
loss of family income, and disconnection from friends, schools, and other caring adults. According to a report from
the Annie E. Casey Foundation featuring data from the U.S. Census Bureau from Sept. 16""-Oct. 12%, 15% of Ohio
households with children reported that they sometimes or often did not have enough food to eat, and 16% had
slight or no confidence in paying their rent or mortgage on time. In addition, 19% of heads of households with
children reported that they felt down, depressed, or hopeless.’

Many school districts used their allocations of Student Health and Wellness funding to mitigate student trauma
and foster whole child well-being during the time of COVID-19 and severe economic hardship, such as the “Meal
Mobile” in Massillon City Schools and other initiatives in districts highlighted in the report. However, there is still
more to be done, especially in light of steep challenges and conditions, and this will require building on
investments made in the last biennium.
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learning setting. It can be
assumed that in districts that are providing instruction remotely and where they are providing behavioral health
and mental health counseling and support, the school district would have to assess whether their system, the
provider, and the students were equipped with broadband, devices, and subscriptions to services to access
telehealth services.

Fortunately, the precedent set by state leaders investing in Student Wellness and Success in the last budget
biennium, as well as the initial data released in ODE’s report provides a potential way forward in meeting the
needs of the whole child in today’s climate.
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In 2021, we must:

e Prioritize overall child wellness. Ohio children are continuing to struggle with challenges brought on by
the pandemic that have only compounded pre-existing difficulties in mental and behavioral health. The
most recent U.S. Census Household Pulse Survey data from December shows little change from
September and October in the economic wellbeing and stability of Ohio households with children. The
data demonstrates a clear need to prioritize whole child wellness in our policy and funding decisions.

e Elevate data collection and highlight success stories. In a trying year where schools and districts have
met significant challenges, there is a need to collect student health and wellness data on an ongoing basis.
The OHYES survey provides critical youth insights that can be collected and used by the school district and
their local mental and behavioral health providers to plan services. Further, a concerted effort must be
made to highlight and gauge the effectiveness of the innovative programs, policies and best practices that
have been implemented by school districts to meet the needs of the whole child. Demonstration of
effectiveness and stories from the field are critical for informed policy making and enabling best practices
to be adopted by other districts.

e Preserve investments in Student Wellness and Success Funding in the 2022-2023 state budget. These
funds were critical at the beginning of the 133rd General Assembly, and arguably, the need for them and
the community partnerships that support child safety even when schools are virtual is even greater today.
Ideally, Ohio’s leaders will pass and invest in a more equitable school funding model that makes these
funds a permanent component. This is important as many school district officials have expressed
hesitance to establish new initiatives without the guarantee that these funds will be available to their
districts in the next budget cycle.

For more information, please contact Alison Paxson at apaxson@childrensdefense.org
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