
  
Health care crucial for kids' reading 
By Greg Landsman and Ralph Smith

hio Gov. John Kasich has provided many 
reasons for accepting the $540 million in federal 
Medicaid money provided under the Affordable Care 
Act. But one stands out for us: It advances a collective 
goal of ensuring every child will be reading on grade 
level by the end of third grade. 

As people are realizing, third-grade reading is a reliable 
barometer of whether students will succeed in school 
and ultimately graduate from high school. After pushing 
through his Third Grade Reading Guarantee last year, 
the governor now is proposing investments in tutors for 
struggling readers and expanded access to early 
education, where children develop key literacy skills. 
We wait for greater detail on these investments and hope 
they will be significant. 

But children don’t learn to read if fuzzy vision or 
learning disabilities keep them from processing the 
words on the page. They don’t learn to read if they miss 
nearly a month of school to asthma attacks. And they 
don’t learn to read if toothaches sap their concentration 
in the classroom. Good health care is vital to ensuring 
more students reach the critical third-grade milestone. 

The Medicaid expansion that Kasich proposed in his 
budget will bring nearly 600,000 more Ohio residents 
into the government healthcare program. That includes 
families living barely above the poverty line. And that 
includes many children old enough to need an eye exam 
for glasses or a screening for dyslexia. 

In some cases, these children may already be eligible for 
health insurance through a state program. But research 
shows that parents who lack insurance are three times 
more likely to have children who also are uninsured. 
When Medicaid expands for adults, past experience 
shows, children go to the doctor more frequently. 

In a child’s early years, doctors and nurses can help 
identify development delays that lead to academic 
problems later. Once a child is in school, preventive care 
can translate into better attendance. A study in California 
showed that children without health coverage miss an 
average of three or more days of school a month 
compared to those with coverage. 

The causes are often predictable: Asthma, alone, 
accounts for 12.3 million missed days of school 
nationally each year. Dental problems cost 51 million 
hours. The results for absentee children also are 
predictable: weaker reading skills, lower test scores, 
retention in grade and poor attendance habits going 
forward. 

What’s surprising is that the absenteeism problem starts 
as early as kindergarten, where one in 10 students 
nationally misses 10 percent of the school year, or about 
18 days. Low-income children are both more likely to be 
chronically absent and more likely to lose out on key 
literacy and math skills when they are absent. 

Even for students who attend school regularly, health 
problems such as lead poisoning or poor nutrition can 
make it hard to concentrate on what the teacher is 
teaching. Again, low-income children are more likely to 
face such barriers to learning. 

The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading – a national 
collaboration of foundations, nonprofits and 
communities that has come together around the third-
grade reading goal – has adopted health care as a key 
plank of its work. Locally, Read On!, a regional effort to 
boost early literacy rates in Greater Cincinnati, is also 
focused on improving health outcomes as part of a larger 
effort to increase school attendance, a major factor in 
early reading success. Cincinnati Public Schools already 
are leading the nation with its school-based health 
program and we ought to lift it up. 
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The Campaign’s Healthy Readers initiative embraces 
starting with prenatal care for the expectant mother. 
Home visiting programs, like Greater Cincinnati’s very 
own Every Child Succeeds, can teach new mothers how 
to care for their children and share tips on how to read or 
talk to babies in ways that build young vocabularies. 
Efforts to improve substandard housing can eliminate 
the lead paint threat as well as the mold and dust mites 
that contribute to asthma. Above all, health coverage and 
regular doctor visits are essential to ensure every child is 
on track for reading. 

In all these ways, expanding health care to more families 
can help the governor and the legislature accomplish 
their educational goals for Ohio’s children.  

Healthy readers become high school graduates become 
prosperous residents who make the economy strong. 
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