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KINDERGARTEN

Prepare Kids

Why It’s Important We

BY JENNY LYNN ZAPPALA

change the destiny of a child and the

community for the better, it’s this:
prepare that child for kindergarten. The
reason is in the numbers.

United Way of King County
says 50 percent of children entering
kindergarten in Washington state are
being identified as not ready to succeed
and are starting school as much as two
years behind in language and learning
skills. These are primarily kids from
low-income households. Of the children
living in poverty, 54 percent graduate
high school. Of children living in
middle- and upper-income households,
the graduation rate is 84 percent. These
numbers matter because these children
are our future business leaders, doctors,
teachers and parents.

“It’s naive to think that the way
today’s children are educated will not
affect you. Today’s children are our
future,” said Karen Howell-Clark,
director of early learning at United Way
of King County. “Working for us, taking
care of us, everyone is made up of the
community. We are going to go farther
if each one of us has the ability to go
farther. If some kids are behind, it holds
everybody back. Resources and time
are going to bringing those children
up to speed.”

Vocabulary is a significant measure-
ment in understanding this gap. United
Way of King County says children in
higher-income families have more words
per hour spoken to them, resulting in
larger cumulative vocabularies — mean-
ing a greater number of words children
understand and use. In professional
families, children heard an average of
2,153 words per hour, while children in
working-class families heard an average
of 1,251 words per hour and children
in families in poverty heard an average
of 616 words per hour. By age 3, the
observed cumulative vocabulary for
children in the professional families was
about 1,100 words. For children from
working-class families, the observed
cumulative vocabulary was about 750
words, and for children from families in
poverty it was just above 500 words.

“When we talk about the achievement
gap between kids, whether it’s between
kids of color or kids of lower income or

I f there is one thing you can do to

English as a Second Language kids, we
know it’s something that doesn’t just
occur in school. Research shows that it’s
a preparation gap,” said Howell-Clark.
“Spelling, numbers, emotional skills,
managing yourself, following direc-
tions, working in a group, being away
from parents or whoever is taking care
of you, physical skills — we know when
kids come in (to kindergarten) behind
in those areas it becomes challenging
for them to catch up. Those deficits can
magnify” as they get older.

United Way of King County has a
way to close the gap: the Parent Child
Home Program. At the family’s invi-
tation, specially trained home visitors
come twice weekly over a two-year
period with gifts of books and educa-
tional toys. Using these tools, the home
visitor works with the parent in exercises
to increase the child’s development so
that parents become adept teachers.

The program serves 2- to 4-year-olds
and their parents in isolated, diverse,
low-income families in King County,
focusing on parents because they “can
have a long-term influence on the child’s
long-term trajectory of their education,”
said Howell-Clark.

Among children in low-income
households who participate in Parent
Child Home Program for two years (ages
2-4), the high school graduation rate is
84 percent — that’s equal to the rate for
children in middle- and high-income
households. Participants also do better

on standardized tests than their peers.
Jonathan Munoz, 2, is one of the
many children who have flourished
under the program. His father, Nico-
las Munoz, works as a car detailer and
painter, and his mother, Mirna Gonza-
lez, is a housewife. At 1, before joining
the program, Jonathon fought with his
siblings and cousins and refused to share
toys. He was quiet, and his speech was >>
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limited. He wasn’t attentive to activi-
ties, and yet he was desperate to express
something.

After eight months in the program,
“Jonathan is more open to sharing with
his siblings and interested in the books
or toys during the activity,” said Jona-
than’s home visitor, Carmen Casillas.
“Jonathan now has knowledge of some
colors, numbers and shapes. He is able
to very comfortably work with books
and objects. He also asks questions, and
when I am talking, he repeats word by
word what I am saying. Usually I do
read or talk slowly to have him be able to
catch all the words when he repeats.”

The parents love the program because
Jonathan is progressing so well: “My
husband is very glad, because he has been
noticing the progress of Jonathan since he
is taking the sessions,” said Mirna Gon-
zalez. “Carmen is an excellent teacher
— patient ... she explains everything to
my son with simple words that he can
understand. Jonathan loves her a lot, and
she has done a really perfect job.”

This year, the Parent Child Home
Program served about 750 families in
King County. The program has been
based in the New York area since the
1960s and has steadily spread across
the country. In 2004, a business
group brought the program to Seattle,
looking for an intervention to prepare
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the future workforce.

United Way of King County is
spearheading a $25 million fundraising
campaign for the program expected to
wrap up in 2014.

“In King County, we work with a
greater diverse group of families than
other parts of the country,” said Howell-
Clark. “The home visitor is from the
language and culture of the family. They
can build the relationships because they
share common culture and language.”

Home visitor Vianny Daniels, a
native-born Spanish speaker who works
with Spanish-speaking families, said
it’s about respect: “It is important to
speak the language and understand
the culture, because people are very
proud of where they come from, and I
respect that. To honor their cultures is
a positive thing, and it gets me closer to
the families.”

One of the biggest obstacles is
attitudes. Many people just don’t know
that simply talking to your baby —
exposing it to as much language as you
possibly can — will give it a head start.
Some parents, more often immigrant
or refugee families, come from cultures
where it isn’t “normal” to get down on
the floor and play with, talk to and read
to very young children.

“There are attitudes that kids will
learn when they get to school. There is a
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MORE PLEASE
Here are a few early
learning tools that
might be useful:
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@ Born Learning bornlearning.org

@ Zero to Three zerotothree.org

SELF-HELP

SCHOOL-RELATED

gap in understanding the importance of
these learning years: the brain devel-
oping, the importance of vocabulary
developing, the positive social interac-
tions that happen,” said Howell-Clark.
“Your 2-year-old is learning all sorts of
things, and they will learn more if you
are talking to them and explaining what
you’re working on and playing blocks
with them. The return on investment is
so enormous in the early years.” &

@ “Messages from Home: The Parent-Child Home
Program for Overcoming Educational Disadvantage,” a
book by the Parent Child Home Program founder, Phyllis

Levenstein. temple.edu/tempress/titles/1924_reg.htm/

CHECKLIST SOURCE: BELLEVUE SCHOOL DISTRICT
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