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More than half of 3- and 4-
year-olds in three Chicago
neighborhoods are not
enrolled in preschool. Enrolling
at-risk youngsters sometimes
takes extra effort.

GOING THE
EXTRA MILE



By Veronica Anderson
Editor-in-Chief

It took years, some would say decades, to
get universal preschool off the ground
in Illinois. So when Preschool for All got
a green light three years ago, it was

cause for celebration, especially among ear-
ly childhood education advocates who had
worked assiduously behind the scenes and
on the frontlines to make it happen. 

But then, a curious thing happened. In
some places, shiny new preschool class-
rooms set up shop, and nobody came. 

This has been a particularly perplexing
issue in Chicago’s impoverished Engle-
wood and West Englewood communities. A
Salvation Army social service center on
69th Street and Sangamon opened two Pre-
school for All classrooms yet managed to
fill only one of them. 

Three blocks to the west, Chicago Urban
Day School had a similar experience, filling
only half of its 130 preschool seats. Finding
ways to get the word out and persuade
families to enroll their 3- and 4-year-olds
has been a challenge, Director Georgia Jor-
dan told Catalyst writer Debra Williams last
fall. “We’ve put up signs, sent home notices
and modified the program.” 

Appearances aside, Englewood’s empty
preschool seats have nothing to do with
capacity. In fact, according to the most
recent population data, the ratio of pre-
school slots to 3- and 4-year-old children is
practically 1-to-1. Yet when parent organiz-
ers conducted a door-to-door survey there a
couple years ago, they found a critical mass
of families had not enrolled their young chil-
dren in preschool because they believed
that they could not afford it or that they were
ineligible or that their child was not ready.
Surveys conducted in the Austin and Logan
Square communities yielded similar results. 

Advocates rallied to find ways to capture
children across the state who were most in
need of preschool but whose families are
the most difficult to accommodate. In poli-
cy circles, this is the high-hanging fruit.

“There is no one definition for ‘hard-to-
reach,’” says Judith Walker Kendrick, co-
chair of the Illinois Early Learning Council’s

committee on hard-to-serve children. She
ticks off a few. It could be language barriers
or disabilities or that a parent has depres-
sion or a drug addiction, she explains. It
could be related to the availability of trans-
portation or concerns about safety or work
schedules or income levels that put full-day
programs out of reach.

“It’s like an onion,” she says. “You peel it
and you get all these layers.”  

One layer is Ikeda Jones, who is profiled
in this month’s Catalyst In Depth. She has
four children under age 6 and, until recent-
ly, was homeless. Then there are the Rimals,
recent immigrants from Bhutan who need
assistance negotiating every aspect of their
new life in America. And Cherese McGee,

who needs to supplement half-day pre-
school with full-day child care. 

All three face wildly different circum-
stances, but wind up with the same result—
children who are not in preschool and are
missing out on its benefits.

Here and there, though, are pockets of
hope. One agency dispatches staff to visit
parents at home and read to their young
children. The idea is to get the pitch for pre-
school in early, and give parents some tools
to stimulate youngsters’ development. 

Another example: Illinois Action for
Children exported to the south suburbs a
West Side Chicago partnership program
that links home-based child care to pre-
school centers with certified teachers. The
arrangement includes transportation for
the children and inspires home providers
to be more attentive to early learning.

Blue Island School District 130 has
caught the attention of state policymakers
with its intensive outreach and support to
families who may otherwise fall through
the cracks. Parent educators visit hospital
maternity wards to chat up new mothers
about early learning and the district’s pre-
school programs. Social workers make the
rounds in public housing developments
and trailer parks. Families receive support
that will ensure children consistently
attend preschool and get the most out of it. 

Such effort is far from the norm, says
Kay Henderson, who heads up Illinois’ ear-
ly childhood programs. “But that’s what it
takes sometimes.” 

That’s the mindset it’s going to take to
make sure every child has an opportunity to
attend preschool. In Washington, D.C., the
Obama administration has signaled its
commitment to early education by putting
billions in funding on the table. Some of
that money needs to support the extra effort
required to serve the most needy. And some
of the federal government’s effort needs to
go into untangling financial eligibility
requirements that trip up many parents. 

Inspiration can come from across the
globe. Consider that Helsinki, Finland, offers
free or low-cost child care around the clock,
in consideration for working families. 

Whatever it takes.
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Knocking down barriers to
free preschool for all kids

�

WHAT KEEPS KIDS OUT OF PRESCHOOL
A grassroots survey of more than 1,300 fami-
lies in three Chicago neighborhoods found
that a majority of 3- and 4-year-olds were
not enrolled in any early education program.
Relatively few families said they were on pre-
school waiting lists, however. A third of par-
ents said their child wasn’t ready for school or
did not need early education, showing the
need to give parents more information about
the benefits of preschool for all youngsters.

RESULTS BY NEIGHBORHOOD

Logan Square

Austin

Englewood

Note: Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.

Source: Community Preschool Census—2007
Neighborhood Study by Illinois Action for Children,
Community Organizing and Family Issues and POWER-PAC.

177 (57%)

211 (59%)

91 (73%)

3- and 4-year-olds surveyed and not enrolled in preschool

310

354

124

REASONS WHY PARENTS DON’T SEND KIDS

Child not ready,
doesn’t need it

Schedule conflicts

No transportation

Too expensive

On waiting list

Other

34%

18%
15%

13%

6%

12%
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State-funded preschool providers are being asked this year to craft strategies for
finding and enrolling hard-to-reach youngsters—children whose family or life
circumstances put them at the highest risk of academic failure. Serving the hard-

to-reach is front and center on the state’s preschool agenda. COVER STORY: PAGE 4

More than just a welcome mat

Door-to-door canvassing keeps preschool seats filled in Blue Island’s School District 130. A top state education official says intensive
outreach is often needed to make sure the most at-risk youngsters are enrolled in early education programs. [Photo by John Booz]

Table of Contents

ON THE COVER: Kymarria Gibbs and
her family have moved five times in two
years. Kymarria has not had the benefit of
consistent preschool and runs the risk of
lagging behind her peers when she enters
school.  [Photo by Jason Reblando]

ON THE WEB
Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org
to see statistics on preschool availability in
2008 for Illinois’ largest cities and towns, as
well as data on funding and children served
by Preschool for All since its inception.

�

8 In and out of preschool
Transient families can’t take consistent advantage of the benefits
of preschool.

10 Serving newcomers
Immigrant families often lack the language skills needed to find
quality preschool programs and enroll their children.

12 Hitting the streets
In south suburban Blue Island District 130, tenacity and extra
programs bring at-risk families to preschool.

14 Going beyond home care
Community Connections buses children from home day care to
preschool centers.

Working families face preschool dilemma
Parents who work but don’t earn enough to afford private
preschool are among the most difficult to reach.

15 Reaching into the home
Children get early education and families get support from home
visitor programs.

This issue of Catalyst In Depth is
supported in part by a generous
contribution from the McCormick
Foundation, which can be found online
at www.mccormickfoundation.org.
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Lilian Phan and Bryan Rodriguez practice their penmanship at the Albany Park Community Center
preschool. [Photo by Jason Reblando]

Illinois has won national recognition for its Preschool for All
program, and ranks first in the nation for providing
preschool to 3-year-olds. A new agenda is now on the
horizon: Find and enroll youngsters who are the most at-
risk of academic failure, including children of immigrants
and those who are homeless. By Debra Williams

WHY THIS MATTERS
Experts say all children can benefit
from a high-quality early learning
program to prepare them for aca-
demic success in elementary
school and beyond. Illinois has won
national recognition for its efforts
on this front, through its ambitious
Preschool for All initiative. A state
advisory board has recently crafted
a set of recommendations for the
state’s newest agenda: to find and
enroll those children who are con-
sidered the most at-risk and would
benefit the most from preschool,
but who are often hard to reach for
a variety of reasons:

� Some parents believe that
children are not ready for school
until they reach age 5, and that
younger children belong at
home. These parents can be
served through programs that
bring children in home care to
preschool centers for part of the
day, and programs that send
trained paraprofessionals into
the home to teach parents of
toddlers about the benefits of
preschool and model early
learning activities to foster their
child’s development.

� Families who are homeless or
struggle with drug and alcohol
addictions or mental illness are
less focused on finding
preschool opportunities for
their children. These parents
need social supports as well as
information on the importance
of early learning.

� Immigrant children whose
families don’t speak English or
have poor English skills have a
harder time accessing
preschool and need help
navigating bureaucracies to
enroll their children.

More than just a
welcome mat
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inding children who need preschool
the most sometimes takes more than
just putting out the welcome mat.
That reality is at the heart of an agen-
da set by the Illinois Early Learning

Council, the advisory body for the state’s free uni-
versal preschool program. The goal of the agenda:
Find and enroll children who are the most at-risk
of academic failure and who need preschool the
most, but whose families are not aware of, or are
not taking advantage of, free preschool. 

“The idea of ‘If you build it, they will come,’
doesn’t always work,” says Elliot Regenstein, a co-
chair of the council. “We want to make sure we
have reached the highest priority children first.”

With that goal in mind, the council created a spe-
cial committee to craft recommendations for serv-
ing these hard-to-reach children. The recommen-
dations were adopted by the Illinois State Board of
Education in mid-March and posted online as a
report for preschool providers, who must include
strategies for serving hard-to-reach children in their
funding proposals for the coming school year.

The report includes a list of criteria to help pre-
school providers identify children who are most
at-risk, including children who are homeless or
from immigrant families. (For related stories, see
pages 8 and 10.)

The council is also taking a closer look at
existing preschool models that target hard-to
serve-families, to determine whether they
should be duplicated. One such model is in the
south suburbs, where the early education advo-
cacy group Illinois Action for Children launched
a program that brings children in home day care
to child care centers that provide an early child-
hood curriculum. (See story on page 14.)

With this model, Illinois is ahead of the nation-
al curve. Very few states have figured out how to
serve families and children who are in home-care
settings, says Anne Mitchell, who heads Early
Childhood Policy Research, an independent con-
sulting firm. “Illinois has done a good job of it.” 

In fact, Illinois has won national recognition for
its preschool efforts on other fronts as well. The
state ranks first in the nation for providing access
to preschool for 3-year-olds, and meets nine of 10
quality standards, such as low class sizes, accord-
ing to a 2008 report from the National Institute for
Early Education Research. 

Along with Illinois, California is another state

that is zeroing in on the hard-to-serve. Education
officials there recently rolled out plans for a
research project that will identify where hard-to-
reach families live, the languages they speak, what
makes them tough to reach, and the best ways to
communicate the benefits of preschool to them.
ProProse, a social marketing agency in Sacramen-
to, is leading the project along with teams from the
Department of Public Health Sciences at the Uni-
versity of California at Davis; ConsumerQuest, a
marketing research company; and U.S. Interna-
tional Media, a media strategy firm.

IN 2007, THE RESULTS OF A GRASSROOTS SURVEY began
to shed light on the issue of reaching hard-to-
serve families. 

Illinois Action for Children, the group Commu-
nity Organizing and Family Issues, COFI’s parent-
focused group POWER-PAC and the Logan Square
Neighborhood Association teamed up to survey
families in Englewood, Austin and Logan Square to
find out why they were not enrolling their children
in preschool. For instance, preschool seats in a new
state-of-art community center in Englewood were
not being used. (See Catalyst, September 2007.)

The survey revealed that more than half of
nearly 800 3- and 4-year-olds were not enrolled
in a child care center or preschool. Yet, few fam-
ilies cited lack of access as a problem. Rather,
parents were most likely to report that they had
not enrolled their child because they felt he or
she was not ready for school or did not need ear-
ly education—responses that revealed the need
to teach parents about the benefits of early edu-
cation for all youngsters.

Thirteen percent of parents cited the cost of
preschool, a finding that shows families are not
aware that the state preschool program is free.

Fifteen percent of parents said lack of trans-
portation kept them from enrolling children in
preschool. For instance, in Englewood, grand-
parents who were caring for infants as well as
young children reported that it was too burden-
some to drop off and pick up preschoolers, or
that they had no way to do so. 

The council’s recommendation: Hire adults
from the community to walk children to and
from preschool, or have part-time staff from
preschools pick children up and bring them
home. Such a program might cost a preschool
about $4,580 a year, according to estimates from
the Illinois State Board of Education. Purchasing
and operating a bus could cost up to $25,600 a
year, ISBE estimated. (ISBE provided the esti-
mates for preschools to use as they prepare their
funding proposals for the coming year.)

“If a particular program provides a rationale
for transportation, we will approve it if the fund-
ing is available,” says Kay Henderson, ISBE’s
division administrator of early childhood educa-
tion. “We want to encourage programs to go
after these families.”  

With lack of awareness as the top barrier
uncovered in the survey, the Early Learning Coun-
cil is promoting home visiting programs to reach
these families early in the game, before children
reach preschool age. (See story on page 15.)

“We know there is no cookie-cutter model and
that one size does not fit all,” says Judith Walker
Kendrick, director of the Chicago Coalition for Site
Administered Child Care Programs and a co-chair
of the council’s committee on hard-to-serve chil-
dren. “The hard-to-reach [families] need more
than, ‘Register your child by this date.’ Other
things need to happen.”

Another strategy entails “using people who are
known in the community and getting them to go
door-to-door,” says Henderson. “Families recognize
and trust them, and will accept the information.”

This tactic has worked in School District 130 in
Blue Island, where all of more than 400 preschool
seats are filled. (See story on page 12.)  Henderson
says District 130’s effort illustrates the level of
intensive outreach that is needed to reach the
most at-risk, isolated children and families.

THE COUNCIL ALSO HAS REACHED OUT to other insti-
tutions to help get the word out about the
importance of early education. It has struck a

ON THE WEB
This year, for the first time, the Illinois State Board of
Education is requiring preschool providers to include
plans for serving the most at-risk youngsters in their
funding proposals for this fall. ISBE has developed
guidelines for finding and enrolling these hard-to-serve
children. The guidelines are based on recommendations
from the Illinois Early Learning Council. You can find
them at: http://www.isbe.state.il.us/
earlychi/pdf/engaging_families_toolkit.pdf

�
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F
“We know there is no cookie-cutter model and that one size does not fit all. The hard-to-reach

[families] need more than, ‘Register your child by this date.’ Other things need to happen.”
Judith Walker Kendrick, director, Chicago Coalition for Site Administered Child Care Programs
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deal with the Illinois Interagency Nutrition
Council at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign; the Illinois Department of Human
Services; and the local office of the federal
Women, Infants and Children program to train
staff to talk to clients about the importance of
preschool and how families can find programs
and enroll their children. 

The hard-to-reach committee drafted hand-
outs and talking points to use with parents to
educate them about birth-to-3 programs and
Preschool for All and explain to parents why
children should participate and how they can
enroll their child. The talking points provide
workers with specific tips on how to push the
early learning message. One tip tells workers
that if parents feel their children are too young to
learn, they should be reminded that the earliest
years are when children learn the most.

Finally, a media marketing campaign is also
in the works. Radio and television advertise-
ments alone, however, will not be enough to per-

suade parents to enroll children in early educa-
tion, says Jerome Stermer, the founder and for-
mer longtime president of Voices for Illinois
Children who became chief of staff for Gov. Pat
Quinn in February.

Stermer hopes to emulate CPS’ annual media
blitz for its back-to-school campaign, which
stresses the importance of first-day attendance, as
well as attendance throughout the year. “I want to
have that same story about enrolling a child in a
quality preschool program,” Stermer says.

Advocates also note that the work of promoting
preschool for the most at-risk will require the
efforts of those outside the education arena.

Hard-to-serve families need a host of ancil-
lary services to provide them with the support
they need to give their children a good start on
learning, Kendrick points out. The original
design of Preschool for All included a family sup-
port component, in which a staffer would work
with parents to get their children into programs,
Kendrick recalls. 

Once children were in programs, the family
support worker would make sure they remained
there.  “This is a person who goes out and says,
‘Why hasn’t Suzie been in school for three days?’ ”
says Kendrick.

That part of the proposal was not funded, she
adds. In 2006, the state spent $273 million on ear-
ly childhood programs, including an extra $30
million to launch the Preschool for All initiative.
This year, Gov. Pat Quinn has proposed $380 mil-
lion for early education, including an additional
$32 million for Preschool for All.

With the state facing exceedingly tough eco-
nomic times, cuts to social services will factor into
the equation. 

“If there is a cut-back on alcoholism programs
and other supports for parents, it will be harder to
reach children,” says Kendrick.  “So we need to
keep the bully pulpit alive.”

Tell us what you think. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org to
comment on this story, or e-mail williams@catalyst-chicago.org

At Horace Mann’s preschool in Blue Island School District 130, around 65 percent of youngsters are English-language learners.  [Photo by John Booz]
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Early Childhood Education: Homeless Kids

By Debra Williams

In the last two years, 5-year-old
Kymarria Gibbs has moved five
times. She and her family lived
with a relative in Indiana,

moved to their own apartment while
they were there, then landed at
another relative’s home in Chicago.
When that didn’t work out, they end-
ed up at a homeless shelter on the
South Side. Finally, in late February,
the family got a subsidized apart-
ment in Waukegan.

The frequent moves kept Kymar-
ria out of preschool for the most
part, although she was enrolled for a
time in a Head Start in Indiana and a
home-based child care center that
serves homeless children. Since the
family moved to Waukegan, the
youngster spends most of her time
playing with dolls and watching TV.

Her mother, Ikeda Jones, 23, says
she is focused now on finding an ele-
mentary school for Kymarria, who
turned 5 in March. “She’ll be ready for
kindergarten in September,” Jones
says. But with three other children to
look after—two younger daughters
and an infant son—and no car, Jones
says she has not yet investigated
preschools to enroll Kymarria in now,
or an elementary school for the fall.  

“My aunt says she’s going to help
me find a school for her and the oth-
er ones, but until then we just stay in
the apartment,” says Jones. 

Kymarria’s story illustrates the
barriers to providing consistent early
childhood education for children
whose families are transient or
homeless. More than 4,000 children
under the age of 5 at some point
lived in a Chicago shelter during
2007, according to the Chicago
Coalition for the Homeless. (Figures
for 2008 are not yet available.)

The Illinois Early Learning Coun-
cil and other advocates of early edu-
cation say that serving these children
is a priority. Children who are home-

less are more likely to experience a
variety of academic problems, says a
study released last year by Chapin
Hall at the University of Chicago.
They are more likely to score below
grade level on standardized tests, to
be retained and to require mental
health services—problems that can
be eased or headed off via preschool.
And a report by the National Center
for Homeless Education says that
approximately 45 percent of home-
less preschoolers have at least one
major developmental delay and may
develop behaviors such as insecuri-
ty, fear, distrust and irritability.

These problems affect children’s
learning ability and school readi-
ness. “When you don’t know where
you are going to sleep at night, you
don’t think about learning colors
and numbers,” says Joyce Davidson,
the citywide kindergarten coordina-
tor for CPS. Davidson also tutors
homeless preschoolers.

While Kymarria has had some ear-
ly education, it has been sporadic.
And children who are not in pre-
school on a consistent basis risk los-
ing the academic progress they make.

“Children need positive educa-
tional experiences. The more they
have, the better,” says Diana
Rauner, executive director of the
Ounce of Prevention Fund. “They
receive more conversation and
stimulation. Long-term attendance
creates long-term gains that can be
retained over time.”

Having children attend preschool
on a regular basis is also good for
parents, she adds. 

“Preschool is where we as parents
train ourselves to get our children to
school on time,” Rauner explains.
“And research has shown that
[school] attendance is a major pre-
dictor of school success.”    

JONES, WHO HAS LIVED IN CHICAGO most
of her life, has frequently bounced
between the homes of various rela-

tives. Two years ago, she moved to
Gary, Ind., to live with an aunt. Even-
tually she was able to afford an apart-
ment of her own.

“My rent was $200, but I was only
getting $342 a month [in public
assistance],” she says. “Money was
tight, but me and my kids made it.”
Jones enrolled Kymarria, then 3, in a
Head Start program.

But Kymarria had to quit the pro-
gram when Jones moved back to
Chicago and into her father’s home to
escape an abusive boyfriend. Kymar-
ria did not go to preschool, and soon
the family had to move again when
Jones discovered she was pregnant
and her father asked her to leave.

“He told me, ‘You just keep get-
ting pregnant. You need to learn to
grow up and stand on your own,’ ”
she says. “He still helps out when he
can. I just can’t live with him.”

Last July, the family moved to a
South Chicago shelter run by the
organization Inner Voice, which
operates nine shelters in the city. A
month later, Jones discovered that
the other children at the shelter were
being enrolled at Marsh Elementary,
a half-mile away. So she tried to
enroll Kymarria and sister Kearria in
Marsh’s Preschool for All program,
but the classes were full.

Later, she was offered two slots,
but at different times during the day
(the preschool program is for 2-1/2
hours). Jones declined, and opted
to enroll the three girls in Lubug’s
Academy for Tiny Tots, a home-
based child care center in Roseland,
which has a contract with the state
to care for homeless children whose
parents are attending school or spe-
cial programs. The center also pro-
vides an early-learning curriculum.
Children are picked up from shel-
ters in the morning and dropped
back off in the late afternoon, which
gave Jones time to attend classes
that focus on subjects like depres-
sion and self-esteem, along with

courses to get her GED. 
The center’s owner, Melinda Jack-

son, employs five homeless women
to help teach the children. Each of
the women has taken 16 to 18 hours
of child development coursework,
more than a state requirement of 15
hours for child care workers.  How-
ever, unlike Preschool for All pro-
grams, there are no certified teachers
at the center.   

When the girls arrived in August,
Kymarria was not at a 4-year-old’s
developmental level, says Jackson,
who has an associate’s degree in ear-
ly childhood development. She didn’t
know how to identify numbers or the
alphabet and lacked other skills that
4-year olds should have. Her younger
sister, Kearria, was behind, too. The
youngest daughter, Samyra, 2, was
not talking at all.

But by January, Jackson says, the
two older girls had made progress.
Samyra would occasionally talk in
complete sentences.

“Kymarria knew her colors, num-
bers, shapes and letters,” Jackson
says. “She was also tying her shoes.”
Jackson shows off papers that Kymar-
ria completed, showing how well the
child was able to trace her name.  

But in February, Kymarria’s
progress seemed to decline. When
she showed a visitor what she’d
learned, she had some difficulty
writing her name and identifying
colors and shapes. While Jackson
surmises that Kymarria could have
been having an off day—not unusu-
al for children that age—she sus-
pects that the child’s skills were not
being reinforced at home.

“Moms have to do the homework
that I send home to reinforce their
children’s skills,” says Jackson. “Ikeda
would not do homework.  I kept on
her about that. I encouraged her to
work with them.”

Jackson’s assumption rings true.
“I try to read to them, but I’m not

gonna lie, I don’t have much
patience,” Jones says. “When I’m
working with them, I get frustrated.  I
tell them to go sit down somewhere
and do something.” 

In and out of preschool
A mother of four moves five times in two years. Sporadic preschool
access leaves her children at risk of falling behind their peers.
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Until mid-February, home for the Jones family was Room 8 on the third floor of the Family Restoration homeless shelter.  Ikeda Jones stands at the top of the stairs waiting for daughters
(clockwise from left) Samyra, Kymarria and Kearria, who received some early education while temporarily in child care. [Photo by Jason Reblando]

IN MID-FEBRUARY, THE FAMILY MOVED

again, to a three-bedroom apart-
ment in a gated community in
Waukegan. The shelter found the
apartment through a suburban
housing authority. The Chicago
Housing Authority is no longer dis-
tributing Section 8 housing vouch-
ers for low-income families, one
official explains, and many home-
less families in Chicago are finding
housing outside the city.

“We have 40 families that we
moved to Danville in the last two
years,” says Brady Harden, the presi-
dent of Inner Voice, which has helped
families find housing in Rockford,
Peoria, Indiana and Wisconsin. “We
don’t like to uproot families, but it is

better than staying in a shelter.” 
Harden speculates that the num-

ber of homeless families with chil-
dren will increase in the next three
years because of the recession.  “In
our shelters, our fastest-growing seg-
ment is homeless families.” 

Without a car to get around, and
four children under the age of 5,
Jones feels isolated. Although there is
a Wal-Mart store five minutes away
by car, on the bus, the trip takes 20
minutes or more. Jones still relies on
an aunt in Chicago to take her to the
store, or back to Chicago to the
baby’s pediatrician and to the public
assistance office, where she still
must go to get milk for the baby and
other services. Her case hasn’t yet

been transferred to Waukegan. 
Jones doesn’t have child care and

without it, she cannot look for a job,
which she says she desperately wants.

“Families like this need a lot of
support to make sure their lives are
stable enough to support their chil-
dren,” Rauner says.  

Inner Voice follows up with fami-
lies for at least six months after they
leave the shelter, or even longer if
needed, even when they leave the
city, says Alisa Webb, the director of
family programs at Inner Voice.

Webb says Jones fell through the
cracks, and that some of her staff
probably need to be re-educated
about the services families should
continue to get.

“If her children are not in pre-
school, we should be assisting with
that,” says Webb. “We are not relay-
ing this information effectively to
our families.” 

In the meantime, the longer
Kymarria stays at home, the more
likely she is to fall behind.

“We already know about the
research that children in poverty lose
[skills] over the summer,” says
Rauner. “They are not being read to,
they are not going to the zoo, like
middle-class children are. Think
about the rate of growth in the first
five years. Then imagine what hap-
pens when a child falls behind.” 

williams@catalyst-chicago.org
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Early Childhood Education: Immigrants

By Phuong Ly

When Krishna Rimal left a
refugee camp in the
South Asian nation of
Bhutan for Chicago, he

dreamed of a better education for
his two children. 

After the family arrived in
December, Rimal’s son was quickly
enrolled in 1st grade.  But his daugh-
ter, Anisha, who turned 5 after Sept.
1, has been unable to get into pre-
school. She is not eligible to enroll in
kindergarten until next year. 

Social workers at Heartland
Alliance, a refugee resettlement
agency that is helping the family
with English classes and job training,
told Rimal that free preschool is
available, but they don’t have time to
help him find one and fill out the
paperwork.  Rimal doesn’t speak
enough English to do it himself. 

“We are new, and we don’t know
where to go,” says Rimal, 34, who
lives in Edgewater.

Ashley Ginter, youth case manag-
er at Heartland, has given the family

some paper and crayons for Anisha,
but says she can’t do more. Ginter
has a caseload of 140 children from
kindergarten to 12th grade.  “There
would need to be another person,
part time, to help with all the families
with young kids,” she says. “We just
don’t have the funding.”

Experts in early childhood edu-
cation say that children of immi-
grants and refugees benefit
tremendously from preschool. At
the very least, they expand their
English vocabulary at an early age.
But their parents’ poor English
skills and lack of awareness keep
many of the kids at home.

Just 46 percent of children of
immigrants were enrolled in pre-
school, compared to 63 percent of
other children, according to a 2006
study published in Social Science
Quarterly. One of the study’s co-

authors, Katherine Magnuson, says
that the gap for preschool is striking,
considering that there’s no such dis-
crepancy when it comes to enrolling
kids in kindergarten. 

“We have almost universal
enrollment at age 5 to enter kinder-
garten [nationally],” says Magnu-
son, an assistant professor of social
work at the University of Wisconsin.
“All we need to do is roll that back a
year.” (State law does not require
enrollment until age 7.)

Magnuson says that among many
immigrant families, preschool is not
considered important because it’s
not required. Plus, enrollment in
kindergarten tends to be easy—par-
ents just show up at their local
school. Preschool lacks a unified sys-
tem, which can be daunting for
those who don’t speak English. 

“It’s a fragmented set of different

providers—it’s Head Start, it’s pre-k,
or even just local providers that con-
tract with the school system,” Mag-
nuson says. “There are all these
hoops you have to go through.  It
takes help navigating the system.”

UNTIL A YEAR AGO, families being
served by Interfaith Refugee and
Immigration Ministries weren’t
offered help enrolling their chil-
dren in preschool.  Amy Hill’s job as
acting youth program coordinator
didn’t include the younger chil-
dren. But Hill says she was both-
ered by seeing several families with
kids at home during the day. As a
former teacher, she said she knew
the kids “would already start school
at a deficit because of the lan-
guage.”  So she began investigating
preschool programs. 

Even for Hill, the process of getting
an immigrant child enrolled in pre-
school was confusing and laborious.
Not every elementary school offers
preschool, so calls have to be made to
the district’s early childhood educa-
tion office to find out what is available

Serving newcomers

Less than half of the children of immigrant parents
are in preschool, one study found. Advocates say
families need extra help navigating the pre-k maze.
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in a certain neighborhood. Some pro-
grams fill up as early as the previous
year.  More slots are available in half-
day programs, but most families need
full-day because of child care issues.
Applications can be complicated
because families must prove that they
meet income guidelines.

And sometimes, enrolling isn’t
as simple as filling out some forms.
Hill says that she had to call one
school several times after turning in
Head Start applications last spring
for two children from Burundi and
one from Burma. She eventually
discovered that the school required
all parents to meet in the fall for an
interview process. Nobody was giv-
en an appointment, so many par-
ents had to show up for several days
to get an interview. 

Knowing how much difficulty she
had, Hill says families “on their own,
would have never been able to do
this.” Just 15 percent of the 120 kids
on Hill’s caseload are preschool age,
but she estimates spending a dispro-
portionately greater amount of time
working on their enrollment.

“They need to make it more uni-
form throughout,” Hill says of pre-
school enrollment policies. “There
needs to be one way to do it, and one
schedule.”

Once the kids are enrolled in pre-
school, she and their parents quickly
see the benefits. 

One Eritrean girl who is enrolled
in preschool at Swift Elementary in
Edgewater began the school year not
knowing any English, Hill says.  But a
few months later, the child became a
leader in her classroom.  “She speaks
great English,” Hill says. “She knows
what school is, and what’s expected
of her. She’s going to start kinder-
garten knowing her letters and col-
ors and numbers.”

For some immigrant parents, the
barriers to preschool are cultural, rather
than bureaucratic.  Families with rela-
tives available for child care may opt to
have their kids stay at home, rather
than take them to preschool. 

Wendy Thompson, preschool
director for Albany Park Community
Center, says that some parents were
not educated in their own countries

and don’t understand that education
can begin at a young age.  In their
experience, a 3-year-old belongs at
home. Other immigrants view
school as a place where learning is
done through reading and rote
memorization—and they don’t see
that at the preschool.

“They think the kids are just play-
ing,” says Thompson. “They don’t
understand that there’s learning
happening as the kids are playing.”

Thompson says the community
center gets the word out about its
preschool programs by tapping par-
ents who are already involved in oth-
er services offered at Albany Park,
such as English classes and the food
pantry. Albany Park’s center has
some 60 children enrolled in Pre-
school for All; another 230 are in
Head Start.  Ninety-eight percent of
the kids are classified as English lan-
guage learners; and their families are
originally from Latin America, Africa,
the Middle East and Eastern Europe.

In one preschool classroom,
paper snowflakes decorate the win-
dows. Finger-painting projects hang

on the walls, and the cubbies are
filled with wooden blocks, alphabet
games and picture books. 

One recent day, five children
gathered around a teacher to learn
about patterns. She was showing
them how to place colored squares
of paper in a sequence of three.  “Yel-
low, teal, and purple,” she says, as
children repeat after her. 

After a few weeks of preschool,
many immigrant parents change
their initial view that the preschool is
just a day care or play center, says
Thompson. 

Thompson recalls one mother
bragging that her child was speaking
English so well, she could no longer
understand him. Other parents
report that their kids are more
involved at home, volunteering to
help set the table and clean up. Some
moms are spreading the word about
the benefits of pre-k to others. Pre-
school becomes an education for
both children and their parents,
Thompson says.

editor@catalyst-chicago.org

At the Albany Park Community Center, the vast majority of preschool children are from
immigrant families. From left, youngsters dance and sing during morning classes; teacher
Angele Shako leads her class in an exercise that teaches them the alphabet; Elvin Barahora-
Cambar looks at a book during reading time. [Photo by Jason Reblando]
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Early Childhood Education: Blue Island

By Debra Williams

Three years ago, Marquita
Booker stood outside her
home in the Edward Willis
Homes, a predominantly

black housing development in south
suburban Robbins. A petite, young
white woman walked up and asked
her: “How old are your children?”

Booker eyed her suspiciously. Her
son, 3-year-old Jaquari, was at her
side, and baby Jaylin, almost 1, in her
arms. She thought, “Who are you to
be asking me about my children?”
Nevertheless, Booker answered.

The young woman, Julie Ander-
son, then told Booker about the
advantages of early learning and
encouraged her to enroll Jaquari in
preschool. Anderson was a social
worker from Blue Island School Dis-
trict 130’s Horace Mann preschool,
just next to the Willis Homes.

Booker was indifferent. But
Anderson kept showing up at her
home, and eventually, Booker got so
used to seeing her that she allowed
Anderson to read to the boys and
bring books to them. After a time, she
enrolled Jaquari, then Jaylin when he
was older, at Mann’s preschool. 

The strategy Anderson used to
draw in Booker—showing up at her
door and building a relationship
with her—is the hallmark of District
130’s preschool program. The district
draws children from Blue Island,
Alsip, Crestwood and Robbins, com-
munities that include a mix of poor
and working-class black and Latino
families. Research has shown that
children from lower-income and
minority families benefit most from
preschool. But these children are
often more difficult to serve, in part
because families simply have never
learned about the importance of ear-
ly education.

Preschool teacher Catherine
Stanton reached out to Booker, too.
When Jaquari began to miss

school—Booker says sometimes she
just didn’t feel like getting up to take
him—Stanton talked to her about
the importance of school attendance
and also encouraged Booker to come
to parent meetings. 

Anderson also continued to sup-
port the family. When Jaylin devel-
oped a medical condition that
required multiple tests and trips to
the doctor, Booker had no way to
take him, so Anderson became the
family’s chauffeur. Anderson also
persuaded Booker to get her GED
and a medical assistant certificate.  

“If it hadn’t been for Horace Mann
and the people there,” says Booker,
her eyes filling with tears, “I would
not have gone to school. I would not
have done the things I needed to do
for my sons. I would be stuck in the
same place.”

Indeed, one top state official
points to District 130 as a model for
serving hard-to-reach families,
with intensive outreach, connec-
tion to outside resources, and cre-
ation of programs that benefit par-
ents as well as children.

“They have done an exceptional
job,” says Kay Henderson, who over-

sees early childhood programs for
the Illinois State Board of Education.
“I send people there all the time. I
tell them, ‘If you are interested in
visiting an exemplary program, the
program there is the gold standard.’”
Henderson is also a member of the
Illinois Early Learning Council, an
advisory group for the state’s Pre-
school for All initiative. 

In the early 1990s, District 130’s
preschool had 120 spaces, but only
half the seats were filled. Today, all of

its 440 seats, plus 35 additional
spaces for children needing special
education services, are filled.

THE GROUNDWORK FOR DISTRICT 130’S

strategy was laid with the arrival of
Principal Carol Crum at Mann 15
years ago, when the new preschool
was having trouble attracting families.

“People were not familiar with
who we were,” says Stanton. Former
District 130 Superintendent Barbara
Mackey adds that other factors were
also at play.

“Pre-kindergarten was not the
phenomenon it is today,” says Mack-
ey, who left the district in 2003.
“Many families, especially those in
lower socio-economic groups, had
not even thought about accessing
these kinds of programs. And in
some cultures, especially Latino
families, moms are protective and
are hesitant to send their children to
‘institutions’ when they are babies.”

Mann’s staff realized that they
needed to get the word out, especial-
ly to two areas nearby: the Willis
Homes to the south, and a trailer
park of mostly Latino families to the
north. They envisioned a hard sell:

Families in each area lived in poverty
and were likely to be focused on day-
to-day survival, such as finding jobs
and putting food on the table. 

In the Latino community, lan-
guage also would be a barrier. And in
both communities, families were
likely to be wary of strangers show-
ing up at their door. 

Yet Crum had learned the value of
canvassing door-to-door in the
1980s when she used that tactic to
recruit families for a literacy initia-

tive. Crum also knew that it was
important to help the entire family.
So the message at every contact
became “We are more than a school.
We are your community resource.
We are here to support you.” 

If that meant helping families to
access social services, then that’s
what the school would do. If families
needed an advocate to speak on
their behalf and go to bat for them
with an agency or institution, they’d
do that, too.

“We told parents, ‘We are here to
serve you,’ ” says Leticia Garcia, a 17-
year veteran preschool teacher.
“Whatever your problem is, we will
find a solution, even if the problem is
getting the heat that was turned off,
turned back on.” Her Spanish skills
paid off, and she also broke the ice by
talking to Latino families about her
experience working in rural Mexico.

For several weeks, Crum and her
staff hit the streets. They went to
laundromats, grocery stores, church-
es and fast-food chains with flyers.
They also went door-to-door.

Tenacity eventually paid off,
Crum recalls, and doors opened.  

“People got curious,” Crum adds,
referring to Anderson’s forays into
the Willis development. “They knew
she was from the school.  They want-
ed to know why she was there.”    

Intense outreach is not typical of
most preschools, says Henderson.
“But that’s what it takes some-
times,” she says. 

Among the ancillary programs
District 130 offers is the federally
funded Even Start Family Literacy
Program, in which Latino moms
gather for English-as-a-second-
language classes while their children
attend preschool. This year, the dis-
trict lost the federal funds and paid
for the program itself.

Mann also offers Families First, a
state-funded program that teaches
mothers of children up to age 3 how to
foster their children’s social and emo-

Hitting the streets
Going door-to-door to find children and bring them to preschool is the norm for Blue Island District 130 

“We told parents, ‘We are here to serve you. Whatever your

problem is, we will find a solution.”
Leticia Garcia, veteran preschool teacher, Blue Island District 130 



tional development. Teachers read
stories to the children, sing songs with
them and teach them lessons through
play and games, modeling activities
that mothers can duplicate at home. 

“I learned how to use simple,
inexpensive things like Cheerios and
a string to build my children’s motor
skills,” says Nicole Starks, who
attends the program once a week
with 2-year-old son Michael.

Last year, “Mingling Mondays”
debuted, giving parents the opportu-
nity to talk about a variety of issues,
from finding a job to concerns about
their children. Speakers are brought
in to talk with parents about how to
help their children read or prepare
them for kindergarten. 

ONE FEBRUARY MORNING, Diane Saxon-
Carter, a parent educator, makes the
rounds at Metro South Medical Cen-
ter. She stops in to talk to 17-year-old
Porshe Harris, who gave birth to Per-
ry, her first child, just the day before. 

The visit is part of District 130’s
continued outreach, in which staff
visit new mothers at the hospital and
talk to them about early learning.
The goal is to find mothers who live
in the district and are eligible to
enroll in Families First. 

Harris, it turns out, lives in Chica-
go. Nevertheless, Saxon-Carter offers
her some tips.  

“Don’t forget to touch him and
talk to him,” she tells Harris. “Do that
a lot. And don’t forget to read to him.
You can do that now. Remember, you
are his first teacher.” 

Finding staff that have the skills
and desire to go the extra mile, as
Saxon-Carter did this day, is crucial,
Crum says. She looks for people with
a background in social work and
counseling and experience canvass-
ing neighborhoods. Recently, Crum
hired someone who speaks Arabic to
reach an increasing pool of families
from the Middle East. 

More importantly, Crum says, she

looks for people who believe in the
importance of building relationships
and parent involvement. 

“They can be great people, but if
they don’t come with a sense and a
belief that you have to work with
families, here may not be a match,”
Crum explains. “I ask a lot of ‘What
do you do if?’ questions. And it’s a gut
thing. You can pick up on when a
person is genuine.”

Crum’s principles are grounded in
the work of Ruby Payne, a former high
school teacher who developed a con-
troversial program for working with
children from poor families; and
James Comer, a professor of child psy-
chiatry at Yale University who devel-
oped the Comer School Development
Program. The Comer program
emphasizes building bridges between
schools and families. Payne’s program
stresses relationships too, although it
espouses the belief that poor families
have a different set of core beliefs than
middle-class families, and that poor

children need to be taught differently.
“I know Ruby Payne is controver-

sial, but her belief in the importance
of building relationships is what I
take away from that,” says Crum.

Word about Mann now spreads
by word-of-mouth, and families are
more likely to show up on their own
to enroll their children. Still, every
summer, the staff hits the streets like
pied pipers to make sure that no
child has been missed.

The mindset has taken hold with
Booker, who says her next-door
neighbor has young children who are
old enough to be in preschool. Booker
says she found herself channeling
Anderson and giving the young moth-
er a spiel about early education.

“I told her she should have that
child in school,” Booker says. “Now
she’s not speaking to me because I
said something to her. I think I’ll sic
Julie on her. She’s pretty persistent.” 

williams@catalyst-chicago.org
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Diane Saxon-Carter (left), a parent educator from Blue Island District 130, advises new mom Porshe Harris to talk to and read to her son, to build a strong bond with him and give him an
early start on school readiness. Saxon-Carter and other staff from the district visit new mothers and counsel them about the benefits of early learning. [Photo by John Booz]
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Early Childhood Education

By Debra Williams

Aprogram that started out serv-
ing hard-to-reach preschool-
ers in the Austin neighbor-
hood has since spread to sub-

urbs south and west of the city.
The program brings at-risk children

in home-based day care to nearby
child care centers for part of the day,
to give them the benefit of an early-ed-
ucation curriculum taught by certified
teachers. The goal is to serve young-
sters who are in need of preschool but
are being cared for by relatives, friends
or in other home settings.

Since its launch five years ago, the
Community Connections Model has
grown from four centers serving 160
children to 10 centers serving 380
children in the south suburbs. Last
year, the program debuted in west sub-
urban Franklin Park, where one cen-
ter serves 40 children. Plans are in the
works to open a program in Bellwood,
also west of the city.

When Illinois Action for Children first
piloted the model in Austin, parents and
home care providers deemed the effort
a success, saying children’s reading and

social skills improved. (See Catalyst,
December 2006.)  When the organiza-
tion decided to expand, it chose the
south suburbs: Many families in the area
relied on home-based day care, leaving
a high percentage of at-risk children not
enrolled in preschool, says Tom Layman,
vice president of program develop-
ment at Illinois Action for Children.
Children in both licensed and license-
exempt home day care are eligible.

WHILE RECRUITING CHILD CARE CENTERS

and home care providers to partici-
pate, Action for Children encountered
two barriers.

The centers had trouble finding and
hiring certified preschool teachers—
a requirement of Preschool for All—be-
cause the salaries were too low, Lay-
man says. Benefits were either limited
or non-existent. So Action for Children
stepped in, offering to recruit and
hire teachers for them. 

“We have a good fringe benefit
program and our [teacher] salary is
competitive with school districts,”
Layman explains.

Action for Children receives $300,000
per year from the state’s Preschool for

All funds to run Community Connec-
tions, at a cost of $3,000 per child, per
year. (In the first year, Action for Chil-
dren received $700,000 over two years
from The Joyce Foundation for initial
planning and implementation.)

The organization also had to per-
suade home-care providers that they
would continue to receive child care
subsidies; the providers initially feared
that the child care centers would get the
subsidy instead. Action for Children
hosted lunches and other outreach
activities to promote the program and
allay their fears. 

“I had to really sell myself and the
program,” says Charlotte Luckett, the
owner of the HGDC Child Care Center
in Chicago Heights.

Now, Luckett says, her center has
relationships with six home care
providers who send 27 children for
preschool classes. 

Carla Rucker Freeman sends seven
children to Luckett’s center, including
her four grandchildren. For her, the
program has been a success. 

Before they began going to the
center, her grandchildren were be-
hind academically, Rucker Freeman

says. Her daughter, the children’s
mother, had personal difficulties and
“kept them secluded and out of pre-
school,” says Rucker Freeman. 

Now, she says, her grandchildren
are more outgoing and social, and
eager to play with other children. The
other children she cares for have made
similar progress, she says.

Rucker Freeman has blossomed
too, learning how to inject early learn-
ing opportunities into the day when the
children are with her. At least twice a
month, a teacher from the center vis-
its her at home to read to the children
and work on a specific activity. Ruck-
er Freeman has learned to help the chil-
dren use their imagination by making
pictures with buttons, and peppers
them with questions like “What do you
want to be when you grow up?”

Now when she gives them time to
draw, she knows to ask them to try spe-
cific things to stir their imaginations.

“I might ask them to draw a picture
of faces that show me specific emo-
tions—like happy or sad,” she says. “I
wasn’t doing this before.” 

williams@catalyst-chicago.org

Going beyond home care
Community Connections brings youngsters to child care centers that offer early education

By Debra Williams

When Myles Jones turned 3 in
March, his mother began
looking around for preschools

because he was so bright.
“When he wasn’t quite 1, he could

spell his name and he knew his birth-
day,” says Myles’ mom, Cherese
McGee. She chose Toddler Town Day
Care in Evanston, a private child care
center with a Preschool for All pro-
gram, because it offered instruction in
the arts, science and reading. Plus, the
program was a full day—a must for
McGee, who is a single working mom.

McGee, however, says she struggles
to make ends meet, citing monthly
rent of $850,  plus a car payment, util-
ities, food and other living expenses. She

says she sorely needed subsidized child
care to bring her payment down from
$660 per month to $264 per month.

But McGee’s $2,500 per month
salary is just over the eligibility mark
for the subsidy. To qualify, McGee
cannot make more than $2,334 per
month, according to income eligi-
bility guidelines for the state’s Child
Care Assistance Program. 

Working parents who can’t afford
private preschool but are not eligible
for subsidies are among the toughest
to serve when it comes to early edu-
cation, according to  Pre-K Now, an ini-
tiative of the Pew Center on the States. 

Low-income families are often
served by Head Start, while upper-in-
come families can afford private pro-
grams, says a spokesperson for Pre-

K Now. But working families struggle
to find programs because of income
restrictions on state-funded pro-
grams, and the problem is worsening
because of the recent downturn in
the economy. Plus, the half-day pre-
school programs typically provided
by states don’t meet the needs of
working parents.

To qualify for a subsidy, McGee, a
law clerk at a downtown firm, reduced
her work hours from 40 per week to 30,
and turned down a $2 hourly raise. 

Angelo Nikolov, the owner of Tod-
dler Town, says he sees many families,
including those with two working par-
ents, in the same dilemma. 

“They can make $100 more a year
[than the guidelines permit], and they
are cancelled out,” Nikolov says. “Parents

can’t receive raises or overtime, which
they really need. And when they do take
it, where do you leave that child?”

McGee also applied to a preschool
program at St. Philip Lutheran School
on Chicago’s North Side, but at $170 a
week, it is more expensive than Toddler
Town. So Myles is still being cared for
by his grandmother.

McGee, however, says she is deter-
mined to get her son into an early ed-
ucation program to make sure he has
a good start when he heads to school. 

“I don’t want him to get to high
school and struggle to learn, which is
what happened to me,” she says. “I was
always a ‘C’ student even though I tried
to do better. I want him to do better.” 

Intern Daniela Bloch contributed to this report

Working families face preschool dilemma
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By Debra Williams

Sometimes, getting children into
preschool requires an early
start. Take the Carole Robertson
Center for Learning's Parent-

Child Home Program, which works
with low-income children as young as
15 months. The program, modeled
on a national initiative launched in the
1960s, sends home visitors out twice a
week to read to children and play with
them using carefully chosen books
and toys that the children get to keep.

The visits show parents the best
ways to play with and talk to their
children in order to enhance their
development. The immediate goal is
to raise children's pre-literacy skills
and school readiness levels, and to
increase parents' awareness about
the importance of early education.
The long-term goal is to steer at-risk
youngsters into preschool once they
are old enough.

Advocates say the strategy is effec-
tive with hard-to-reach families be-
cause the program comes directly to
parents in their homes, an environ-
ment that is less intimidating than a
school setting. In addition, home vis-
its can help support parents and sta-
bilize a child’s home life, an important
prerequisite to helping children learn. 

“Home visiting develops rela-
tionships and builds trust between
workers and families,” says Leslie
Janes, the director of quality assur-
ance and program development at
the Robertson Center. “If  [families]
need services, we can help them get
the help they need in a safe way and
with people they trust.” 

Younger parents, in particular, also
learn about the importance of educa-
tion when their children are toddlers,
Janes adds, so that once their children
are old enough for school, they are

more comfortable and receptive to
coaching and advice on parenting.  

Since the program’s inception in
January 2008, the number of children
served has risen from 37 to 53. Fam-
ilies are recruited in North Lawndale
and Little Village.  The Robertson
initiative is just one of 150 such pro-
grams for infants and toddlers in
Illinois; 44 are in Chicago. Last fall, the
Illinois Early Learning Council cre-
ated a task force that will serve as an
advisory body for the Strong Foun-
dations Project, a federally funded ef-
fort that aims to develop a coordi-
nated network of infant and toddler
programs throughout the state. Also
in January, the Illinois Department of
Human Services received a five-year,
$500,000 federal grant for the project,
which will include training
for home visitors, re-
sources to expand pro-
grams and an evaluation
by Chapin Hall at the Uni-
versity of Chicago.

The Early Learning
Council says there is a
huge demand in Illinois
for infant and toddler pro-
grams that serve poor families. In
Cook County, 53,565 children under
age 3 live below the poverty line, ac-
cording to 2005 data from the Illinois
Early Childhood Asset Map, a data-
base of information on early child-
hood programs and demographics.
Another 48,877 are not at poverty lev-
el, but, under federal guidelines,
would be eligible for subsidized pro-
grams. (Data for 2005 are the latest
available.)

A 2006 report by Chapin Hall and the
Ounce of Prevention Fund reviewed re-
search on infant and toddler home-vis-
iting programs around the country.
Some of the research found positive
outcomes for children who participat-

ed, including development of better so-
cial skills and early literacy skills.

“The question is, how do you get
children eager and socialized to learn
in the classroom?” says Judith Walker
Kendrick, the director of the Chicago
Coalition for Site Administered Child
Care Programs and a member of the
Early Learning Council. “You can do
that in a variety of ways.” 

JANES SAYS MANY FAMILIES SERVED by Ca-
role Robertson’s program also face se-
rious problems in addition to poverty,
such as mental illness or alcohol and
drug addiction, and parents facing
these difficulties are not focused on the
importance of preschool. Home visitors
give these families more than lessons on
how to work, play and talk to their chil-

dren: They connect parents to com-
munity resources and social services. 

“These families need this program
the most,” says Janes. “By spending
time with them, we can help them and
get them what they need.”

For the past five months, Julie Land-
fair of the Carole Robertson program
has visited Crystal Cook and her four
children in their West Side apartment
twice a week. Although Cook is not
among those parents facing the most
serious difficulties, she is unemployed
and a single mom. She sent her two old-
er children to preschool but still had les-
sons to learn about how to enhance the
youngest children’s learning experi-
ences, Janes points out.

“She didn’t automatically know to
read to her children,” Janes says. “We
worked with Crystal on this.”

When Landfair visits, she reads to
the children and teaches them through
play and games. She also models for
Cook the best ways to enhance the two
younger children's pre-literacy skills—
such as identifying the alphabet, col-
ors and shapes—and to foster their cu-
riosity about the world. (Robertson’s
home visitors receive 18 hours of
training on literacy, early childhood de-
velopment and how to encourage
parents to be active participants in
their child’s learning. A degree is not re-
quired for the job.)

Cook says that the way she interacts
with her children, and the way they in-
teract with her, has improved.  “I’m

reading to my children more and ask-
ing [them] more questions, and they
are questioning me,” Cook says. “I’m
finding out they know things I didn’t
know they knew. Like Karla [her 2-year-
old]—she knows what an ironing
board is, and she is naming other
things around the house.”

Landfair notes the importance of
honing in to provide the specific help
parents need. One parent she worked
with had difficulty reading, so the
parent shied away from reading to her
child.  “I told her she should use pic-
ture books to do it,” Landfair says.
“Now she feels better about herself.” 

williams@catalyst-chicago.org

Reaching into the home
Home visiting programs show families how to help infants and toddlers get ready for preschool 

“Home visiting develops relationships and builds trust between

workers and families. If  [families] need services, we can help them

get the help they need in a safe way and with people they trust.”

Leslie Janes, Carole Robertson Center for Learning

Promote your event on Catalyst’s web site. Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org and click on community calendar.
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DO YOU KNOW WHAT
YOU’RE MISSING?
If you don’t follow Catalyst online, here’s what:

Union organizes teachers at 3 charters

School closing bill passes

Principals yanked from two schools

Fast track for P-20 tracking

Duncan challenges states to use stimulus
founds creatively 

Students vet new teachers at Fenger 

What’s the charter strategy? 

And more...

Subscribe to Catalyst e-mail news alerts
Go to www.catalyst-chicago.org
Click on “free e-mail alerts” in the upper left corner

Follow us on Twitter.com/CatalystChicago


