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What to Do at 99.5ºF

Helping Head Start Parents Care for Kids’ Common Ailments

From colds and coughs to chicken pox, many Head Start parents do not know what to do when their child gets sick
. Like all good parents, they want the best for their children, but they face a tremendous obstacle in caring for their kids: low health literacy. 
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Research has shown that parents with low health literacy often take their children to the ER or clinic at the first sign of illness, contributing to an overstressed health care system, missed time at school and work, and leading to unnecessary costs. Another consequence of low health literacy is that parents may avoid altogether seeking proper health care for their children because they are confused by the paperwork or are unable to make decisions due to anxiety stemming from language or knowledge barriers. 

The UCLA / Johnson & Johnson Health Care Institute 

Established in 2001, the UCLA / Johnson & Johnson Health Care Institute (“the Institute”) was created to help educate and empower Head Start parents so that they can properly manage the health care needs of their children and improve their overall parenting skills. The Institute also strives to provide Head Start agencies with the tools and the resources to lead effective health care training programs on behalf of Head Start parents. It achieves this through a novel program that trains parents to become better informed about their children’s health and develop the skills to treat ordinary illnesses, such as fever, cold, or cough, at home.

Now in its sixth year, the successful program has trained 9,240 parents in 35 states – impacting nearly 20,000 children – and is making a real impact on families, children and communities. Parents who participated in the training reduced unwarranted visits to the ER and clinic by 58 percent and 42 percent, respectively. In addition, health literacy training improved parents’ confidence and resulted in a 42 percent drop in the average number of days lost at work (from 6.7 to 3.8) and a 29 percent drop in days missed at school (from 13.3 to 9.5).



Increasing Health Literacy Results in Dramatic Savings for Medicaid

Building on findings from a groundbreaking pilot study published in 2004, the Institute is releasing new research
 that shows potential savings to Medicaid of $554 per family per year in direct costs associated with unnecessary emergency room and clinic visits when Head Start parents are provided with easy-to-understand health care guidance for treating kids’ common ailments. 

Using $320 as the average cost for a visit to a hospital’s emergency room and $80 for a clinic visit, researchers at UCLA Anderson School of Management estimate that the savings could reach many more millions per year if health literacy training were provided for the nearly one million families served by Head Start, many of whom depend on Medicaid. 

Creating a Novel Model to Help Children

The Health Care Institute grew directly from the vision of participants and leaders of the Head Start-Johnson & Johnson Management Fellows Program (see box), which was founded to provide management training to Head Start directors and has graduated more than 1000 Fellows. A 2000 Survey of the Fellows revealed a shared concern that Head Start parents’ lack of time and knowledge about their children’s health was an obstacle to advancement on a number of levels. The Fellows believed that if parents could become better informed, it could lead directly to healthier outcomes for their children.

Dr. Alfred E. Osborne, Jr., Senior Associate Dean at the UCLA Anderson School of Management and Faculty Director of the Harold and Pauline Price Center for Entrepreneurial Studies – which houses the Fellows program – worked with Ariella Herman, Ph.D., Research Director of the Health Care Institute at UCLA Anderson, and Conrad Person, Director, Corporate Contributions and Community Relations, Johnson & Johnson, to devise the Health Care Institute and its pilot program.

Led by Dr. Herman, the Institute developed a training model and metrics to assess outcomes. A pilot study conducted in 2002 found that training parents in the basics of health care skills significantly reduced trips to the ER or clinic and could save Medicaid millions of dollars each year if implemented broadly. Further, an unexpected reward was the clear increase in parents’ confidence in other areas of their lives. 

Based on the results of the pilot, the Institute and Johnson & Johnson expanded the training sessions to Head Start agencies in 35 states.  The Institute’s 10-year goal is to serve 400,000 Head Start families, which would reach about half the Head Start agencies in the United States.

Program Success Attracts Additional Partners, Expands to State Levels

Earlier this year, the State of New Mexico adopted the Health Care Institute’s training program with support from Pfizer and is beginning implementation with 5,000 Head Start families. Further, the Institute has begun working with the State of Washington – with the support of the State Legislature – on a statewide training program that will conclude in 2010. It is hoped that this pilot will inspire other states and organizations to support similar programs, expanding the benefits of health care literacy training to countless families across the country.

“Sometimes all a parent needs is a little resource information, education and support. The result is a family that has a brighter future and a community with a positive outlook.” Head Start Director





“With fever, I now know what to do – not to panic, not to run to the E.R. and sit for hours.” Head Start Parent





The results of Health Care Institute training of 9240 families – at an average cost of $60 per family, underwritten by Johnson & Johnson -- point to a potential annual savings to Medicaid of $5.1 million annually.





A History of Caring for Head Start Families: The Head Start-Johnson & Johnson Management Fellows Program at UCLA


In the early 1990s, Johnson & Johnson recognized that a growing population of underserved children were at risk economically, socially and educationally and sought to develop a sustainable program that would enhance the state of health of this most vulnerable population. 





Thus was born a first-of-its-kind partnership to provide management training to directors of Head Start. Johnson & Johnson partnered with the Harold and Pauline Price Center for Entrepreneurial Studies at the UCLA Anderson School of Management, to create the Head Start-Johnson & Johnson Management Fellows Program. 





The Fellows Program strengthens the management skills of Head Start directors and enhances their ability to lead their agencies in an increasingly changing and challenging environment.  It fosters entrepreneurial competence, and boosts their capability to find alternative funding sources and to collaborate with other social service programs in their communities. 








� Head Start is the acclaimed federal program begun in 1965 to provide emotional, social, health, nutritional and psychological support to preschool children of low-income families.


� Herman, A. Empowering Parents, Benefiting Children: A Study of the Impact of Health Literacy Training on Head Start Parents and the Healthcare System, 2007. 





