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Much work remains for kids before Missouri session closes

Missouri lawmakers will cheat children if they fail to pass key education proposals before the legislative session ends May 15, the president of Kansas City’s Partnership for Children says.

Charron Townsend says lawmakers should not permit child-friendly proposals to be lost in the debate over spending federal stimulus money for tax cuts.

“With less than three weeks to go in the session, lawmakers now need to focus on passing legislation that improves lives for Missouri’s children,” Townsend said.

Partnership for Children has been disappointed in the General Assembly’s refusal to extend medical coverage to more children under the federally funded Children’s Health Insurance Program. Lawmakers still can help kids in other ways, Townsend said. 

Among the priorities: a voluntary rating system for licensed child-care facilities that encourages providers to improve their programs.  Research shows that the quality of early care and education is directly linked to the success of children after they enter school.  Partnership for Children strongly supports this legislation, which gives parents more comprehensive information when they choose a child-care program. Rep. Robert Cooper of Camdenton and Sen. Charlie Shields of St. Joseph deserve credit for their efforts to pass the quality rating system legislation this session.

The Quality Rating System and other ideas that deserve legislative approval are included in an omnibus education bill scheduled for debate soon in the House. Other provisions worthy of passage are:

       - A state council to coordinate education from pre-kindergarten through college.

      -  A measure to allow school districts to apply for state grants to implement drop-out prevention strategies.
        - A “bill of rights” that ensures children experience no delays in their education when they move into foster homes.

· Enhanced physical education requirements for youth.

Sen. Jolie Justus of Kansas City sponsored the foster-care education “bill of rights” to plug the gaps that often occur in foster children’s education due to delays in transfer of pupil records to schools where they are newly enrolled. 

Sen. Justus also has been instrumental this session in the effort to increase child-care assistance eligibility to more low-income working families. Her proposal to allow parents to accept a small raise and still be eligible for state help is a priority of Partnership for Children because it allows parents to work towards financial independence while keeping their child care affordable. A proposal is pending in the Senate, and deserves final approval.

Partnership for Children is a Kansas City-based nonprofit organization dedicated to improving life for children and youth. 
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