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Head Start helps Oklahoma
Kids succeed by lifting
families | Opinion

Sarah Rahhal | Guest columnist

When | think about what it really takes to help a child succeed, | think about a little
boy and his grandmother.

A few years ago, a young child entered our Early Head Start program as an infant. His
grandmother was raising him while navigating her own challenges, including grief and
loss. Like many caregivers, she was doing everything she could to provide a stable and
loving home.

What happened next is the reason Head Start matters.

Over the next few years, developmental concerns emerged. His teacher noticed his
strengths and his challenges. A mental health professional joined the classroom team to

help adults better understand what the child was communicating through his
behavior. Together, they developed strategies that helped him engage
with others, participate in learning and experience
success. When he was eventually diagnosed
with autism, thetrustedrelationshipsalready
surrounding him helped ensure he received
the services he needed.

While that support was happening in

the classroom, a family advocate worked

alongside his grandmother. She helped

connect the grandmother to resources,

listened to her concerns, and provided
support during a difficult season of
life.

The grandmother also found
community through Head Start.
She met other caregivers and
discovered she was not alone.
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Most importantly, the child grew. Because concerns were identified early and his family
had support along the way, he gained skills, confidence, and opportunities to continue
learning. Today, he is thriving in his elementary school’s pre-K program.

This is why | believe so strongly in Head Start.

At its best, Head Start is not simply a preschool program. It is a comprehensive early
childhood model that understands a simple truth: Children do better when families have
support.

Every day at Sunbeam Family Services, | see highly trained teachers using research-
based curriculum to build early literacy, language, math, and problem-solving skills. | see
children receiving individualized learning experiences based on their unique strengths
and needs. | see classrooms where teachers know each child well enough to notice when
something isn’t quite right and help families access needed resources.

Relationships are not a substitute for education. Relationships are the foundation that
allows education to flourish.

When children feel safe, connected and supported, they are more available for learning.
When teachers have smaller class sizes and meaningful support, they can create classrooms
where every child has the opportunity to succeed.

When families are connected to resources and community, children benefit.

School readiness is about much more than recognizing letters and
numbers. It includes language development, self-regulation, persistence,
problem-solving, social skills and the confidence to walk into a classroom
ready to learn. These skills are built through intentional
gl il g B plae meaningful relationships and
strongpartnershipswith families.

| often hear conversations about
the cost of programs like Head
Start. Less often do we talk about
the cost of waiting.

What happens when
developmental concerns
go unidentified?

What happens when
families face food
Insecurity without
support?
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What happens when children do not have access
to high-quality early learning opportunities?

The earlier we identify challenges and provide
support, the greater the opportunity to
change a child’s trajectory.

The little boy and grandmother | mentioned

are just one example among thousands.

Their story is not unique. Across Oklahoma
and across the country, Head Start helps
children develop skills, supports families
through difficult circumstances, and
creates communities where parents
and caregivers can thrive.

We should be proud of that.

The conversation about early
childhood should not be limited
to whether children have access
to a seat in a classroom. It should
be about whether children have
access to relationships, expertise, N

and family support that turns a seat ¢4
INto opportunity. f‘
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When | think about Head Start, 4\ :
think about investment and return. ‘4‘ ‘
The investment is public funding. The (88 \
return is a child who enters school ready \J
to learn, a family that is more stable and a ! -
community that is stronger.

| think about children who learn to believe
in themselves. | think about grandparents
and parents who discover they have
support. | think about teachers who
invest their hearts and talents in helping
children succeed.

That is what Head Start is really about.
That is why it matters. And that is why
it remains one of the most important
investments we can make in the future
of Oklahoma.



