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Assuring a Sturdy Foundation 

The Status of Young Children in Eaton County  
  

 
The first five years of a child’s life are a time of great opportunities.  The young 
child’s early experiences and environments directly impact the developing 
architecture of his or her brain.  Everything children see, every word they hear, 
everything they do…from their first breath, shapes the rapidly developing 
architecture of their brains.  We now know that by age four, 90 percent of this 
architecture will be built and the foundation for language, social behavior, problem 
solving ability and emotional health will be mostly created…or not…by the time 
they enter kindergarten. 
 
To be successful in school and in life, Eaton County’s young children must grow up 
in an environment that develops self-confidence, positive social and emotional 
skills, and a love for learning.  There is much that communities can do to make 
sure that every young child has this foundation.  Leaders in communities across 
our county are working together in new ways so that every infant, toddler and 
preschooler has the opportunity to achieve his or her full potential. 
 
Community leaders in Eaton County who understand the vital importance of 
investing in young children have come together to form our Great Start 
Collaborative Council.  The Eaton Great Start Collaborative Council is funded by, 
and working in partnership with, the Early Childhood Investment Corporation to 
prepare, and then implement, the Eaton Early Childhood Action Agenda.  Our 
Early Childhood Action Agenda will guide actions to take to ensure that every child 
enters kindergarten healthy and eager to learn.   
 
For our community to make wise decisions about the future of our young children, 
we need to know what the current status of young children is in Eaton County.  
This report presents current community data in six areas, each of which makes a 
direct or indirect critical contribution to the optimal brain development, health and 
early learning of young children.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                    
                    Data Source: Department of Comm unity Health
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According to the U.S. Census, there 
are over 1000 babies born in Eaton 
County each year.  Eaton County is 
seeing a decrease in this population, 
and at the same time the percentage 
of children receiving free and 
reduced lunches in our schools has 
increased from 21% to 26%. (Data 
Source: CEPI) And, the rate of 
unemployment rose from 3.2% to 
over 6%. (Data Source: BLS) 
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Pediatric and Family Health Care 
 
Healthy children are more able to engage in the full range of life experiences that promote 
early learning.  A lack of health care or delays in treating children’s health problems can 
negatively affect their development, sometimes with lifelong consequences.   
 

Young children and families with health insurance are more likely to go to the doctor and get 
help for health conditions before they become emergencies.  Young children who have a 
regular health care provider, or medical home, are more likely to get the quality preventative 
care they need to identify and address the common health needs and concerns of early 
childhood, like immunizations and screenings for developmental, hearing and vision 
problems. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Social and Emotional Health Care 
 
Every infant needs a warm, nurturing and stable relationship with his or her parents and 
other caregivers to grow into a trusting, curious and confident toddler.  Young children who 
are socially and emotionally healthy are self-confident and enjoy exploring their worlds.  
Healthy young children can more easily cope with their emotions, control their impulses and 
form friendships.  They have learned through nurturing relationships that they can trust 
adults and look to them for guidance. Success in school requires that children get along well 
with their classmates, listen and respond to their teachers, and demonstrate an eagerness 
for learning.  All of these are social-emotional skills. 
Infants, toddlers and young children, like adults, can develop mental health problems, like 
depression or traumatic stress disorder, which hurt their healthy social and emotional 
development.  Early diagnosis and treatment of mental health problems is vital. 
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(Data Source: Department of Community Health) 

As the percentage of women receiving less than 
adequate prenatal care has declined for the state, this 
same statistic for Eaton County women has 
increased.  At the same time, in Eaton we have seen: 
�� Percentage of women who smoke during 

pregnancy decrease from a high of 14.4% (2002) 
to 12.9% (2004).  (Data Source: CLIKS – Right 
Start) 

�� Percent of Toddlers who are fully immunized 
increase to 73.6% compared to the state’s 63.9% 
for 2005. (Data Source: CLIKS (MCIR)) 

�� Percentage of children 0-18 insured by Medicaid 
increased from 12.6% in 2001 to 25.7% in 2005. 
(Data Source: DCH, Maximus) 

Although there are few statistics that formulate a picture of the social-emotional health of Eaton County’s 
children, our county has identified this as a need and priority for services.  During the All Students Achieve 
Program-Parent Involvement in Education grant, two Children’s Mental Health therapists were hired to work 
with families whose children experienced trauma, attachment disorders, and severe behavioral problems.  
When funding was no longer available, the Birth to Five Workgroup of the Human Services Collaborative 
identified it as the most crucial service for future funding.  In 2005, the Parent-Young Child Program provided 
through Community Mental Health received County Juvenile Justice millage funding to reinstate the program.  
Last year, the therapists assessed 51 children and provided therapy to 48 children and their parents. 
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Early Care and Education 
 
Parents are their children’s primary caregivers and foremost teachers.  With the demands of 
today’s work world, most young children are cared for by someone in addition to one of their 
parents prior to entering kindergarten.  The quality of early care and education – whether it 
is provided by grandma, a neighbor, the church or a childcare center – matters.  High quality 
early care and education provides a safe, healthy and nurturing environment for infants and 
young children.  Children who receive high quality early care and education have stronger 
learning, language and social skills when they enter school. 
 
Children who attend a high quality preschool program in the year or two before kindergarten 
are better prepared – academically, socially and emotionally.  High quality preschool 
programs have well-trained staff, small group sizes, language rich environments and actively 
engage parents in their children’s learning. 
 
Parents who are involved in their children’s early care and education programs benefit not 
only their own child, but the others who attend as well.  Parents who get involved meet other 
parents, learn about how their children spend their days, and can build on these 
relationships and activities at home.   
 
Young children with developmental delays or disabilities usually have special health, 
developmental and learning needs which are most effectively addressed when they are 
identified early.  Individualized early intervention services and special educational supports 
provide crucial developmental guidance for parents and are designed to help every child 
reach his or her full potential. 
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As of August 2007, there were 47 centers in Eaton County.  12 of those will take infants.  We 
have lost two centers within the last year.  Of the 2770 slots available, there were only 208 
open at this point of time review. 

(Data Source: Office For Young Children) 
 

�� According to the 2000 Census, 66.7% of 
the children under six years of age in 
Eaton County have all parents in the 
labor force. 

�� In 2006, 525 children birth to five 
received DHS Child Care Subsidy.  Of 
that number, 199, or 37.9 %, received 
care in relative/aide care, which is 
unregulated and mandates no childcare 
training. (Data Source: Department of 
Human Services)   

�� Between 2002 and 2006 Eaton County’s 
Head Start services to three and four year 
olds has decreased by 67 children - 253 
children in 2002, 186 children in 2006. 
(Data Source: Head Start) 
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available in 
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804 Slots available 
in licensed group 
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(Data Source: Office For Young Children) 
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Family Support and Parenting Education 
 

Raising young children is challenging for every family, regardless of education or 
income.  Parents have many roles that they are called on to play in the lives of their young 
children.  Parents must be caregivers, educators, playmates, role models, providers and 
protectors.  Knowing what to do in each role can be difficult and stressful tasks.  Parents 
greatly benefit from easily accessible parenting information, community resources and 
supports.  

  

 
 
Family Economic Security and Child Safety 
 
Young children need a stable, safe and secure family environment in order to flourish.  A 
lack of sufficient family economic resources can place young children’s health and 
development at risk. When parents have to focus their full attention on just meeting their 
family’s basic needs, daily reading or play can take a backseat to keeping a roof over the 
family’s heads and food on the table. 
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Parent education and support programs in Eaton County have wavered with funding 
sources.  In addition, many supportive environments exist outside of the traditional office, 
group, and home visitation models.  Examples of programs that exist include: (This is not 
meant to be an exhaustive list) 
 Toddler Time Literacy-Based Play Groups 
 Building Strong Families 
 Great Parents Great Start 
 Imagination Library 
 WIC 
 Parenting Enrichment Classes 

Mops 
Nurturing Fathers 

  
 

The economics of our county: 
�� The percent of births paid for 

by Medicaid has risen from 
26.3 % in 2001 to 33.5% in 
2004. (Data Source: DHS) 

�� The percentage of children      
0-5 receiving food assistance 
has risen from 10.5% in 2002 to 
20% in 2005. (Data Source 
DHS) 

(Data Source:  Department of Human Services) 
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 Next Steps 
 
This report makes it clear Eaton County has made significant progress on behalf of our 
young children, and has developed a basis for building an effective system of early 
childhood services.   With your help and this data as a starting point, the Great Start 
Collaborative in Eaton County will lead the development of the Eaton County Early 
Childhood Action Agenda.   
 
Over the next few months, the Great Start Collaborative in Eaton County will be gathering 
together members of our community, from all walks of life, to answer these questions: 
 

Are we as a community okay with the future that this data represents? 
Can we as a community do better for our youngest citizens? 

Why does this data look the way it does?  What is causing these conditions? 
What assets in our community do we have that can help? 
What assets do we need that we do not currently have? 

 
What do we need to do in Eaton County, to assure that every young child 

arrives at kindergarten healthy, safe and eager to succeed in school? 
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Funded by the Early Childhood Investment Corporation Great Start Collaborative grant. 


