
 

2019-20 ECFE Community Needs Assessment – COVID-19 Needs  
“COVID-19 has prompted us to take a deeper look at barriers to families from every angle and 
make decisions on how to best meet the needs of our prenatal through grade three families.” 

 

While completing the 2019-20 ECFE Community Needs Assessment, approximately 72% of programs responded to 
the optional question: If you identified needs as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, please describe below (or 
share a story). The purpose of this document is to share key findings from this question. 
 

Introduction 
Governor Walz issued Executive Order 20-02 on March 15, 2020, which directed Commissioner Ricker to 
temporarily close schools to plan for a safe educational environment. The closure period was meant to provide 
time for schools to adequately plan for continuity of education during the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, many 
ECFE programs responded with a renewed focus on providing programming and services virtually. Many programs 
also explored the needs of families and adapted their efforts accordingly. 

There is no doubt that COVID-19 impacted children and families, and thereby influenced the operation of ECFE 
programs. Effective ECFE programs constantly work to understand and meet the needs and wants of families, and 
COVID-19 presented the instant challenge of identifying community needs. According to the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) page on conducting a needs assessment: 

A needs assessment is a systematic approach to identifying community needs and determining program 
capacity to address the needs of the population being served. A needs assessment can help identify 
current conditions and desired services or outcomes. It can identify the strengths of a program and the 
challenges faced in meeting the service needs of those served.  

The needs below are grouped according to themes. Importantly, they are not listed in order of frequency or 
importance. Since the community needs assessment is due each year on July 15, and since the findings reflect the 
2019-20 school year during statewide distance learning, the needs identified related to COVID-19 may differ for 
the 2020-21 school year. 
 

Access to Internet and Technology Needs 
Needs related to internet and technology access were commonly cited. This included both a lack of access to 
internet and poor internet quality in regard to reliability and speed. Technology needs ranged from a lack of access 
to devices to a lack of skills or knowledge about using technology.  

• We had families that did not have access to the internet or had slow internet service (the district provided 
hot spots to those in need). Reports from teachers were that some families had a hard time accessing 
videos or being able to log on. Teachers had a hard time uploading videos that were more than 5 minutes 
long. 

• Inconsistency of access to internet and technology. Low bandwidth affects ability for multiple devices in 
households. 

• Technology is a huge need for the rural area. We have some areas that the internet is able to reach those 
families or the internet connection is really slow. 

https://www.samhsa.gov/section-223/certification-resource-guides/conduct-needs-assessment
https://www.samhsa.gov/section-223/certification-resource-guides/conduct-needs-assessment


• We offered hard copies of lessons the first 5 weeks and we got 65 out of 130 families to come and get 
them. The last weeks we offered iPads and activity bags with activity sheets and we got 115 families to 
come. 

 

Child Care 
Child care was a significant need throughout the state and many districts relied on their early childhood programs 
and staff. 

• Families of essential workers in our full day programming relying on us for childcare continued to receive 
child care. 

 

Communication and Information 
Programs talked about parents not receiving enough information but also about receiving too much information 
and being overwhelmed or confused. 

• We also saw a high need for streamlined ways of communicating with families. 
• Community resources to receive reliable and accurate up to date information regarding Coronavirus safety 

recommendations. 
• Language barriers and a lack of interpreters. 

 

Employment and Financial Stress 
“We found families were in need of various personalized resources based on their work/home/school situation.” 

 

Undoubtedly, COVID-19 had a significant impact on many families. For many programs, identifying and helping 
with basic needs was new territory. As one program stated, “Figuring out how to serve families during this 
pandemic was a path never before traveled.” 

• One need that we identified was that many families experienced loss of employment during the shutdown. 
• We found that financial stress was one of the biggest stressors for some of our families. 
• Financial insecurity 
• We knew we had to work to get families connected to additional resources for support for basic need 

items. 
 

Establishing Routines 
COVID-19 and distance learning threw everyone’s schedules into disarray. Developing a new routine was a task 
shared by all. 

• Overall, I think parents were feeling really overwhelmed with setting a schedule, sticking to the schedule, 
and what type of activities to do with their children day after day to keep them busy. 

• Many families were looking for resources on setting a predictable routine 
• We had to be intentional about having conversations about current routines that are happening within the 

home and build in easy to implement learning opportunities during those routines. 
• Some families needed assistance with setting up daily routines and schedules as the parents became the 

teachers. 
 

Food 
• Our school provided a lunch and breakfast program to help with the needs of families. They delivered to 

homes and also have many drop off points in our surrounding area. This was for ages birth-18. 
• We could see as time went that some families were struggling with food and still were not accessing the 

free lunches so we worked with drivers and paras to go directly to homes to get them what they needed 
and also have a check in with those families.  The families were so appreciative and I think it was so good 
for those kiddos to see that van pull in every day! 



• Food resources became an issue and we supported families in accessing the district's school food 
distribution and food pantry. 

• Other families needed assistance in signing up for technology support and meal services. 
 

Families with School Age Children 
While it was a challenge, especially as more time passed, for parents to maintain their engagement in their child’s 
online learning, this was definitely exacerbated if the family also had school-aged children. 

• Parents struggled with distance learning for older children and caring for younger children at the same 
time. Households with two working parents found it extremely difficult to meet everyone's needs. 

• We received feedback from parents that they would like to see more parenting support offered to parents 
of elementary parents, specifically while doing distance learning. 

• Other parents found it difficult to make time for distance learning or encouraging participation by their 
child(ren). 

• We found that it was difficult for some families to join Google meetings, as they now had to get their 
school -aged child logged on near the same time. 

• Having multiple aged children in the house needing to do distance learning presented the need for parents 
to prioritize which children needed their parental support the most with learning activities. 

• Parents in our older grades expressed a need for parenting education/support. 
• Some parents, especially K-12 parents, were overwhelmed with distance learning. New technology was 

challenging for some. 

Mental Health 
Mental health was another topic included by many programs. Considering the impact that COVID-19 had on our 
routines and way of life, this is not surprising. In addition to the impact on families, some also noted the impact on 
staff. 

• Parent support needs in the area of stress management exploded during pandemic circumstances. 
• Many parents were concerned about the mental health of their children during this as well as their 

personal mental health needs. 
• We have visited with many families who are dealing with mental health issues as a result of COVID-19.   
• During our period of distance learning, we identified the need to access mental health services 
• When we surveyed families in regards to offering online ECFE classes, we received feedback that indicated 

how overwhelmed and stressed parents were. 
• Family Fatigue: Families are experiencing stress and fatigue from daily interactions with teachers, helping 

children with homework, working at home, and the lack of social interactions. 
• We acknowledge the COVID-19 pandemic has affected all individuals with a level of trauma or, at the very 

least, a "disruption" to their daily lives causing changes in parenting expectations/behaviors and increasing 
the stress level for most.   

• The greatest needs our families expressed during school closings was the increase for mental health 
supports and managing behaviors. 

• Inability for parents to practice appropriate self-care leading to excess stress and mental health issues 
• We found that in particular, families with newborns are isolated and stressed.  They are worrying for their 

own health, the health of their babies, and their ability to go back to work (or desire to not return to work, 
but a financial need). 

• Among the needs of our families, we also found a high need to support staff with the ever-changing 
situation. There were high levels of stress and anxiety trying to change our way of programming so quickly. 
Staff was able to utilize staff support services that linked them to a counselor or mental health 
professional. 



Parenting and Family Life 
Some of the examples in this section could likely fit into other themes. Since ECFE is a parenting education 
program, they are included to emphasize parent and family education needs. 

• Explaining COVID to kids, keeping everyone mentally healthy, and the same everyday parenting concerns 
that are now magnified 100x because we are all together all the time. 

• We decided to keep classes at the times they were originally offered as that is what worked for families, 
but we quickly discovered that everyone's prior schedule was now no longer a factor. 

• Engagement is on a continuum. Staff needed to adapt and modify plans as the weeks went on. There was a 
wide variety of participation, from one parent, to both parents, siblings and, the loss of family participation 
due to their individual situations in the home. 

• Discipline: more and more issues arose in families with discipline over the course of the stay-at-home 
orders. 

• Talking with children about health practices (hand washing, social distancing, etc.), as well as explaining 
why they were not able to play with friends and gather with others. 

• A need our community will have is safe ways for families to be active during the cold winter months 
indoors.   

• They really were focused on what they can do to keep themselves, and their children busy. 
• After initial distance learning options, it became clear to the preschool staff that families needed direct 

parent support (with schoolwork, discipline and beyond). Collaboratively, they worked with ECFE staff to 
offer a four-week "Just for You" series for parents which dealt with topics of schooling at home, 
frustrations and obstacles to making it work as well as an open forum for parents and staff to problem 
solve. We even had Grandparents online! 

• Social emotional concerns have increased as well as the concern for increased technology use by all 
children. 

• Some families simply needed the reassurance that they were doing a good job and not completely failing 
their children as they navigated working from home and tending to their child(ren)'s needs. 

 

Social Interaction – Staying Connected 
During COVID-19, the term “social distancing” became part of our daily discussions. Although it is probably more 
accurate to think of it as physical distancing, the need to maintain distance to keep safe is a new challenge.  

• One of the biggest needs our community expressed was social interaction. Many of our parents utilize our 
program to talk with other adults to get advice, ideas, etc. and without being able to come to school they 
are lacking in this area. 

• Regardless of some of the obstacles we encountered, we found that families still craved that connection. 
• Parents were very concerned about the lack of social interaction with peers for their toddlers and 

preschoolers 
• Families are feeling isolated. More social opportunities because of isolation. 
• Families still wanted to feel connected. 
• Need for adult connection and obtaining support from other parents. 
• Above all, they wanted to stay connected to their teachers and peers during the school closures. Here are 

some of the comments we received when asked about needs:   
o Just connection - I cannot take on anymore.  
o I am already maxed out emotionally and mentally.  
o Just being able to talk to other parents going through these new routines/struggles.  
o Discuss how we have been coping and share ideas with each other. 

 

 



Supporting Children’s Learning and Development 
The purpose of ECFE is to provide parenting education to support children's learning and development. COVID-19 
is requiring us to not only focus on what is most important, but to also look at new ways of nurturing and 
supporting children’s learning and development. 

• Families wanting activities/materials to do/use at home with their young kiddos 
• Parent teaching support (i.e., how to teach and support school learning). 

o Parent anxieties about supporting children's learning at home. 
o Current methods used to teach subjects as they are significantly different than how we were 

taught. 
o Increased screen time and technology addictions.  
o How to make online learning fun and get your child engaged. 

• Many families struggled with supporting their children in school during online learning. A parent educator 
problem solved and supported a family whose parents were both working at night and the children were 
with a grandparent during the day and needed to do their schoolwork. 

• Needs were hands-on ideas for parents to use at home with their children and ways to include reading in 
their daily lives. 

• Community resources for safe recreational opportunities for young children. 
 
Conclusion 

“If anything, I believe COVID-19 has highlighted the needs and disparities in our communities. 
These were not previously unidentified needs, but they have certainly been amplified.” 

The 2019-20 ECFE community needs assessment exemplified the importance of conducting needs assessments. To 
create effective programming and services, programs first need to understand the needs of parents and families in 
their communities. Since ECFE is both a universal and targeted program, it needs to not only focus on needs that 
may impact the community as a whole, but also it needs to understand individual families and how they may be 
impacted. 

 
 
For More Information 
Contact Mike Brown at mike.p.brown@state.mn.us 
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