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Shannon Faulk wanted her son in a preschool program that would offer a real
education -- not just a babysitting service. She wanted to expose him to a
diverse group of youngsters. And she wanted something affordable.

But the 41-year-old paralegal and mother of 4-year-old Seth didn't know if such
a place existed.

"They were either for really, really poor people or people with really, really a lot
of money, but there were not a lot of stimulating programs for, dare I say it,
'middle-class' people like me."

The problem she faced is common in Delaware: Government-subsidized and
regulated preschool programs, such as Head Start, are available only to
underprivileged families, while high-quality early education remains difficult to
identify and difficult to afford for the middle class.

"Middle-income children are being left behind," said Libby Doggett, executive
director of Pre-K Now, a national advocacy group that supports universal access
to preschool. "Children in poverty have access to Head Start. Upper-income
parents buy whatever is best for their child -- usually a preschool of very high
quality. It's the middle class that's getting squeezed."

In Delaware, preschool programs cost anywhere from $100 to $1,000 for a four-
week month -- lower than comparable states such as New Hampshire, Rhode
Island and Vermont. But the quality of instruction and education level of
teachers isn't as good, according to a recent University of Delaware study.

According to the National Institute for Early Education Research at Rutgers
University, Delaware's state-funded preschool programs met seven of 10 quality
standards in 2002-03. Delaware was praised for having fewer than 20 students
in a class, serving a meal and giving teachers specialized training. However,
Delaware preschools didn't require teachers to have a bachelor's degree.
Arkansas met all 10 standards, while Pennsylvania met only two.

Several initiatives are forming to improve early education in Delaware -- such as
a task force to study increasing teacher training and pay, and a star system to
rate preschools -- but they are still in their infant stages.

"This state has put a lot of concentration on reforming the K-12 system, but
we've done very little with early childhood education," said Evelyn Keating,
provider services director with The Family and Workplace Connection, a
Delaware nonprofit child care referral agency. "We can't wait until they get to

QUESTIONS TO ASK

• What will my child's daily routine be?

• What types of activities are offered?

• Is the program accredited by a national
professional organization?

• What types of qualifications, training, and
experience does the caregiver/staff have?

• Who will be my child's primary caregiver? How
long has this person been employed in this
position?

• What are the program's philosophy and goals for
children?

• Is the environment clean and safe? Are adequate
emergency equipment and procedures in place?

• Is there enough space for all children?

• Are there enough safe, age-appropriate toys and
equipment?

• Where do the children store personal belongings?

• Are the children supervised at all times?

• How many children are in a group?

• Is the discipline philosophy similar to my own?

• Are there consistent, age-appropriate limits?

Pre-K costs squeeze the middle class
Middle-income families shut out of programs like Head Start and can't afford
other options
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Romualdo Tovar, 4, reaches around Victor Zarco, 5,
to set a building block on top of their tower. Tymere
Taylor, 5, (left) and Emiliano Ruiz, 4, lend their
support to the building project at Absalom Jones
Head Start preschool outside of Wilmington.
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Seth Faulk, 4, paints with teaching assistant Blanca
Martinez at St. Michael's School and Nursery in
Wilmington. Seth's mother chose the school for its
educational programs and diversity. It won the
Governor's Award for Excellence in 2002.
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Karen Johnson leads a group of youngsters at
Children First Preschool in Hockessin, which last
year won the Governor's Award for Excellence. The
school uses a new theme each month to give
children a hands-on experience.
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Learning computer skills at Absalom Jones Head
Start are (front to back) Romualdo Tovar, Victor
Zarco, Marcos Silvestre and Miguel Sanchez.



Delaware nonprofit child care referral agency. "We can't wait until they get to
kindergarten because then we're just playing catch-up."

Help for poor

Delaware children in poverty -- defined as a family of four making $19,350 or
less annually -- and children with disabilities are eligible for free, public
preschool from birth to age 5.

Families making up to twice the poverty level can get state vouchers to pay for
child care. About 14,700 children -- nearly a third of those in child care --
receive such a voucher, which can cover all or some costs depending on income.

With poor children taken care of and higher-income families taking care of their
own, the remaining middle class are left without the means to pay for a high-
quality preschool or the knowledge to even identify one.

Faulk got references and used her own sleuthing skills to make her choice: St.
Michael's School and Nursery in Wilmington. She was drawn to it because of its
educational programs and the diversity of its students and staff.

The school, which received the Governor's Award for Excellence in 2002,
charges about $550 a month for prekindergarteners. Preschool teachers, who
handle newborns to 3-year-olds, have at least an associate's degree. All
kindergarten teachers have a master's degree or are completing one.

And as director, Helen Riley has 35 years of experience.

The school Faulk picked is one that met many quality indicators in a 2003
University of Delaware study of 200 programs in the state.

The study determined that quality is connected to price, staff education and the
director's experience. While publicly funded and regulated programs for poor
families were of better quality than others, the study found the overall quality of
Delaware's programs was mediocre to poor.

Many were lacking in language and literacy development, reasoning activities
and even basic health and safety.

Authors pointed out that the quality of care is probably even worse than the
study suggested, because the centers that allowed researchers to visit were of
higher quality.

Shopping for quality

In the public eye, preschools have traditionally been seen as educational settings
where children learn letters, numbers, manners and other skills to prepare for
kindergarten. Day cares, in contrast, have been regarded more as babysitting
services.

Nowadays, because all providers are expected to provide learning activities, the
state Office of Child Care Licensing doesn't distinguish between preschool and
day care. Any licensed center can call itself a "preschool," but faces minimal
requirements for teacher training and curriculum.

That means it's up to parents to shop the wide variety of programs available
and recognize the ones of high quality.

National research shows children who attend high-quality preschool do better
throughout school and, as adults, are more likely to go to college, get jobs and
pay taxes.

• Are there consistent, age-appropriate limits?

• Are there opportunities for the children to be
creative and make choices?

• Does the caregiver join in the activities?

• Are the children comfortable, relaxed, happy, and
involved?

• Does the caregiver interact with the children in a
friendly, positive manner?

• Do caregivers respect the children's ideas and
values?

• Do the providers listen to children's problems and
experiences?

• Is personal attention given to each child?

• Can I get daily reports on my child's behavior and
development?

• How are parents involved in the program? Can I
visit at any time?

For more help, call 479-1679.

Source: The Family and Workplace Connection

FREE PROGRAMS

1,594 children enrolled in federal Head Start
programs at a cost of $6,553 per child this year.

843 4-year-olds are in state Early Childhood
Assistance Programs at a cost of $6,135 per child.

173 children age 3 or younger are in Early Head
Start programs at a cost of $13,228 per child

These free programs target children with low
income or disabilities. To find out more, visit
http://www.doe.k12.de.us/early_childhood

IF YOU GO

Forum USA Delaware, "Getting Education Right:
Will our children be ready for the real world?" 

WHEN: 8 p.m. Feb. 23

WHERE: DuPont Theatre, Wilmington

COST: Tickets are $45 to $65, available by calling
656-4401 or visiting www.forumusadelaware.org.
Half-price tickets are available to teachers.

SCHEDULED TO APPEAR: Rod Paige, former
secretary of education, architect of "No Child Left
Behind"

MODERATOR: Norah O'Donnell, MSNBC

BY THE NUMBERS

Average fee per week (2002)

Infant care: $112

Toddler care: $104

3- to 5-year-old in child care center: $98

Average hourly wage of lead teachers (2002)

Head Start and ECAP: $10.82

Part-day programs for 3- to 5-year-olds : $10.44

Child care centers for 3- to 5-year-olds: $9.14

Infant and toddler care in centers: $8.41

School-age programs: $8.28



Many states are expanding their programs in response to such research, as well
as federal demands that they get all children up to grade level in reading and
math.

States spent $3.6 billion on pre-K education in 2005-06, compared with only
$200 million in 1998, according to Pre-K Now.

Another UD study tracking more than 700 disabled and poor children found that
by fifth grade, those who had attended government-funded preschool were on a
par with their peers in reading, with 73 percent passing state reading tests. The
group that hadn't had preschool was doing far worse, with only 34 percent
passing.

Those studies involved programs for 3- and 4-year-olds, but experts say
preschool education should begin after birth and last until age 5, when the brain
is growing most quickly.

"In many ways, it's the first 36 months that make the difference," said Michael
Gamel-McCormick, who led both UD studies.

Waiting in line

Rep. Melanie George Marshall, D-Bear, said her goal is for every child to have
access to quality early education.

But Marshall, who chairs a legislative task force on early childhood education,
says a focus on expanding full-day kindergarten has consumed much of the
state's attention and left preschool waiting in line.

"I was really bright-eyed and optimistic that we would be able to accomplish so
much," when the task force was established in 2003, she said. "There's only so
much money to go around. It's going to take longer than I had initially hoped.

"This isn't about looking after someone else's kids," Marshall added. "It's about
getting their brains ready for school. It can't be any old program. The real issue
is quality -- making quality affordable."

When picking a program, parents usually consider location, cost and hours, said
Keating, from the referral agency. Judging quality is more complex.

A high price tag doesn't guarantee a top-notch program or highly educated
teachers -- but it's more likely, experts say. And parents who can't afford
premium rates could sacrifice quality.

"People who are just 18 years old and breathing and aren't experienced and
educated ... that's what we have in some of our family child care centers,"
Keating said.

For Faulk, it was the educational programs that ultimately helped her pick St.
Michael's for her son Seth.

"With his teachers now, one is Hispanic and they are learning Spanish -- who
better to learn it from?" said Faulk, noting Seth can count to 20 in Spanish. And
he gets field trips, yoga, nutritious meals and is learning social skills like sharing.

The state Department of Education's guidelines say preschools should provide
activities that help 3- and 4-year-olds develop skills such as recognizing
numbers, following directions and expressing care for others. Most learning is
accomplished through play.

Family child care: $6.26

Education level of lead teachers across all
programs (2002)

High school not completed: 2.7 percent

High school/GED: 34.9 percent

Some college without a degree: 22.6 percent

Child development associate's training credential:
1.4 percent

Associate's degree: 13 percent

Bachelor's degree: 19.1 percent

Master's degree: 4.8 percent

Other: 1.5 percent

Source: Delaware Early Care and Education Baseline
Quality Study, University of Delaware Center for
Disabilities Studies, March 2003

CARES AND CONCERNS

Researchers who rated 200 early care and
education programs in Delaware found that overall,
the strongest area was interactions between
teachers and children. Concerns included the poor
to mediocre quality of basic care, language and
literacy development and curriculum activities.

Infant and toddler care

• strongest area was interactions with 48 percent of
programs rated good

• weakest area was personal care, 71 percent rated
poor

Family day care

• strongest area was adult needs, 62 percent rated
good

• weakest areas were basic care and space and
furnishings, 33 percent rated poor in each area

3- to 5-year-olds in centers

• strongest area was interaction, 60 percent rated
good

• weakest area was activities, 41 percent rated
poor

3- to 5-year-olds in part-day programs

• strongest area was interactions, 82 percent rated
good

• weakest area was activities, 20 percent rated
poor and 56 percent rated mediocre

Head Start and ECAP

• strongest areas were space and furnishings,
interactions, program structure and parents and
staff, in which 60 percent were rated good

• weakest area was activities, in which 6 percent
rated poor and 76 percent rated mediocre



"You can't teach them the way you would older children," said Jeff Benatti,
executive director of New Castle County Head Start. "You can't sit them down in
front of a chalkboard and go, 'Two plus two equals four.' We don't believe that's
the way 3- and 4-year-olds learn best."

Parents need to visit the program, ask questions and watch the children. They
also might drop by to see how the school is run when visitors aren't expected.

Hands-on

At Children First Preschool in Hockessin, which last year won the Governor's
Award for Excellence, each month has a theme.

This month, it's transportation, so one classroom's play area is an airport where
children act as pilots, passengers and flight attendants. The children "sign up" to
play by marking the station with a personalized clothespin.

"The real learning takes place when the children put their hands on things," said
co-director and teacher Anna Traudt.

Pre-kindergartner Alexandra Cresci, wearing a birthday crown, painted her nails
blue with a glittery marker.

"Look, I'm making a telescope," said classmate Tess Foote, peering through a
paper towel roll she had colored.

Meanwhile, J. D. Gaylor practiced fine motor skills by picking up cloth balls with
a pair of chopsticks.

Even though Heather Willis is a stay-at-home mom, she sent both her children
to Children First: Henry, 4, and Ellie, 6, now in kindergarten.

She felt Ellie, more of a risk-taker, needed extra stimulation, while Henry would
benefit from time away from mom.

"It was worth that sacrifice of not having that extra money," Willis said. "Both
of them are more confident and more inquisitive. They learned how to play with
friends and do things without me being around."

Children First, which charges $510 a month for a five-day-a-week program,
requires teachers to have a degree in early childhood education or complete 60
hours of coursework.

But most programs don't. Thirty-eight percent of early care and education
teachers have only a high school diploma or less, UD researchers found in the
2003 study.

Teachers are paid an average of $8.90 an hour, which is comparable to national
pay.

"Some of them actually qualify for public assistance themselves, and that's sad,"
Keating said.

Better training

Several programs are in the works to improve early education in Delaware.

Teachers can get scholarships to work toward an early childhood credential or
degree through the TEACH (Teacher Education and Compensation Helps)
program, administered by the Family and Workplace Connection. After getting
credentialed, they would be eligible for higher pay.



Rep. Marshall plans to introduce legislation soon that would create a task force
to study other ways preschool teachers can get better training.

Early childhood advocates also want to create a rating system that would give
stars to participating programs -- like those used for restaurants and hotels --
and grants to help them improve.

While the task force doesn't focus on the squeeze facing middle class families,
both of those initiatives could help them identify quality programs they could
afford.

Similar systems exist in other states, but Delaware still is seeking funding from
government and private sources, said Keating, who hopes the Family and
Workplace Connection will administer the system.

Meanwhile, Estela Lemus would give good marks to the Head Start at Absalom
Jones Community Center in New Castle. She says her 5-year-old daughter,
Andrea Rodriguez, has matured since starting there.

Andrea will be ready for school, her mother thinks.

"Her shyness is going away," she said. "She likes to read books and make up
what's happening in the pictures. She has a cousin in kindergarten and she
says, 'Mom, I want pretend homework.'"

Contact Cecilia Le at 324-2794 or cle@delawareonline.com.
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