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Wee Learn initiative

About Wee Learn: Only half of Shasta County’s 5-year-olds show up ready to
learn on the first day of kindergarten. That can put those kids behind for the
rest of their time in school — and in life. Wee Learn is an initiative to share
ideas on how to be sure every child is ready to learn when they enter school,
to showcase the programs and individuals working hard to help kids and
families succeed, and to dig deep and seek solutions to the core issues
affecting kids and their families.

Join the effort

Join our Facebook group Wee Learn Shasta. There, members can share ideas
and tips on engaging with children to foster learning, as well as learn about
resources available to help.
Follow the issue on Twitter with hashtag #WeeLearnShasta.

Nominate a Shining Star

The Shining Stars program salutes each month a person who makes a
difference in young childhood literacy and learning. Shining Stars are people
making a positive impact to grow early literacy skills with children ages 0 to 5.
Candidates for the Shining Star Award show creativity, consistency and
success in helping children learn language, math, social and environmental
skills to help them prepare for kindergarten. Those selected to be a Shining
Star will receive a cash grant to help with their efforts and will be featured in
the Record Searchlight, on KRCR and on Q97. Go to
http://www.redding.com/shiningstar/ to submit a nomination. Questions? Call
Record Searchlight Marketing Manager Michelle Martin-Streeby at 225-8239.

Shasta County children aren’t ready to learn.

Informal studies by local educators indicate that about half of children arrive on the
first day of kindergarten without the basic literacy and social skills they need to
succeed in their first year of school and beyond. Educators fighting to close the
achievement gap among young children in Shasta County are up against many



challenges preventing them from succeeding: families living in poverty, prenatal drug
use, abuse and neglect in the home and parents who struggle with reading and
learning themselves.

But officials say many of the problems come down to parents who aren’t interacting
with their children enough, whether it’s reading a book or pointing out the colors of
vegetables at the grocery store.

“We’ve got kids that are coming that have never read a book with their parents, have
never held a pencil, that don’t know their letters, don’t have impulse control, do not
speak clearly,” said Joy Garcia, executive director of First 5 Shasta, which promotes
early childhood education. “All the way up to a kid that’s probably ready for first
grade.”

Though educators do look for children to have certain literacy and mathematical skills
by the time they reach kindergarten, they say parents and child care providers need
to take a comprehensive approach to early childhood learning, focusing on children’s
physical and emotional health in addition to reading skills.

To help those parents, a variety of organizations — library events, the Shasta Family
YMCA, First 5 and Shasta Head Start, for instance — have stepped forward with
programs helping children directly and with parents of young children to help them
learn how to work with their kids.

Amanda Wilson of Redding is one of those parents. Four years ago, her son was in
the hospital, attached to tubes keeping him alive.

Adrian came too early. At only 24 weeks, doctors told Wilson that if her baby
survived, it was likely he’d never walk, talk or eat on his own. The family spent five
months in the hospital. A normal life seemed far out of reach for the then-20-year-old
mother, working full time and attending Shasta College.

This spring, Adrian is finishing another year of Head Start. Though Adrian is
developmentally delayed, Wilson said after therapy, one-on-one work with his
teachers and special attention at home, he is a happy boy on the right track for
kindergarten.

Wilson’s 1-year-old daughter, Kaylee, is now in Early Head Start and Wilson is the
chair of Shasta Head Start’s policy council, with plans to attend Simpson University to
study nursing in the fall.

“I just think that between the support system that they’ve given us, the amazing
childcare, the development in our children, I just think it’s all been so amazing,”
Wilson said. “I love the program. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t
found Head Start.

Literacy

The Little Free Library on her front lawn has been a source of joy for Kathy



Thompson, assistant superintendent of Early Childhood Services. Neighborhood
children pick out a free book from the colorful box and leave one behind, occasionally
staying to flip through the pages of their new story.

More than 30 Little Free Libraries are dotted across the county at schools,
government offices and local businesses. Along with programs such as the Raising a
Reader book bags and First 5’s Read ’N’ Play events, they help encourage early
childhood literacy for area families.

Preparing children for future years of reading begins at birth, Thompson said.
Children who read with their parents from 0 to 5 years old are more prepared for
kindergarten and are more likely to succeed in later years.

The National READY! for Kindergarten Program, a Kennewick, Wash.-based
organization that Early Childhood Services bases some of its standards on,
recommends that children 4 to 5 know about 5,000 words, can identify some letters
and numbers, and can answer questions about familiar stories.

The California Department of Education also sets a series of standards for literacy in
its “Preschool Learning Foundations,” which includes children being able to recognize
their own name and other common written words, being able to write letters or letter-
like shapes to represent words or ideas and to begin to demonstrate a desire to read.

Though Thompson said reading a book to a child for 20 minutes a day is the gold
standard for early childhood literacy, parents can do far more to prepare their
children to learn.

Stanford University researchers found in 2013 that by age 3, children from more
affluent families had heard about 30 million more words than their poorer
counterparts. The study, which tested how quickly students recognized an object
when asked to identify it, also indicated that conversation directed at children made a
greater impact than other sources of language.

“(It’s) not something they heard because mom was on the phone or talking to
another adult or the TV,” Thompson said.

For parents who don’t have the time to read with their children, or perhaps don’t
enjoy reading themselves, that can be as simple as describing food at the grocery
store, explaining a task like preparing a meal, or singing familiar songs or nursery
rhymes.

“It’s just as much language as the kids can hear,” Thompson said. “It can be
anything.”

Stephanie Alexander, a kindergarten teacher at Juniper Elementary School with 25
years of experience in early childhood education, said every year about half of her
students aren’t ready to learn, and several have no experience with basic concepts
like their own name or coloring. If children are developmentally at age 3 instead of 5
when they arrive at school, it is impossible to overcome that and be ready for first



grade in one year, she said.

“You can only grow so many years in one year,” Alexander said.

The most successful children come from homes where their parents interact with
them, Alexander said. A child whose parent engages her or him in conversation and
spends quality time is much more likely to excel in school.

Alexander said 20 minutes a day of any interaction can promote learning and brain
activity. That can be breaking out the crayons, doing a puzzle together and playing
games.

“It’s that purposeful interaction and it only takes 20 minutes a day,” Alexander said.

Emotional well being

When families can’t feed themselves or find a roof, or when drugs or crime are in the
home, it can be hard for people to care for themselves, let alone their children.

Programs such as Head Start and the state preschools organized by the Early
Childhood Services office provide free or low-cost child care for struggling families.

Wilson said Head Start was the only program she found that would fit her family’s life.

“It was really hard to find a child care that would take a child with such extensive
needs, and obviously we wanted something that we felt comfortable with,” Wilson
said.

However, by working with Head Start, Wilson was able to establish healthy practices
at home and in the classroom to encourage her son’s emotional growth. She now
says she notices a difference between her son’s social skills and those of kids who
have never been to preschool.

“He’s walking, he’s talking, he’s playing with the other kids,” Wilson said. “We all
consult with each other to see what works.”

In addition to childcare, Shasta Head Start provides free home visits, helps facilitate
visits to the doctor or dentist and does early intervention for children struggling
physically or emotionally to get them back on track. In the 2012-13 school year, 31
percent of low-income children ages 0 to 5 in Shasta, Trinity and Siskiyou Counties
were enrolled in Head Start. Of the 1,173 children served, 175 were homeless.

Many Head Start parents are dealing with the worst problems families in the region
face, Executive Director Carla Clark said. Enrollment in the program helps parents
overcome many of the struggles of being low-income and provides a safe and
healthy learning environment for children.

“I think our economic development drives a lot of problems,” Clark said. “There’s
quite a bit of hard things for children. It’s just such a struggle to get traction in life.”



And Head Start programs are working. Children in Head Start programs showed
tremendous developmental improvement in several key areas after participating in
Head Start preschools for one year, according to Shasta Head Start’s 2012-13
annual report. From fall 2012 to spring 2013, children in the program saw their
language and literacy skills grow by 72 percent, cognitive development by 74 percent
and mathematical development by 68 percent, according to the report.

Children in Shasta County are also disproportionately likely to have “adverse
childhood experiences,” such as abuse, neglect or dysfunction in the home. Adverse
childhood experiences can impact a child’s ability to learn and succeed in school, as
well as create negative health impacts later in life, Strengthening Families
Collaborative coordinator Ruth Atkins said. Children raised in safe, loving homes are
more likely be stress-free and to succeed in school, she said.

“That really does prepare you to be free to learn,” Atkins said.

According to a 2012 study by Strengthening Families in partnership with the Centers
for Disease Control, however, 84 percent of adults surveyed in Shasta County
experienced an adverse childhood experience compared to the national average of
60.4 percent. Of those, 29 percent had more than five such experiences, a rate that’s
more than three times the national average of 9 percent. Shasta County residents
who experienced adverse childhood experiences were also exposed to more of each
type. An estimated 58 percent experienced substance abuse in their household when
they were children compared to the national average of 29 percent, and 44 percent
experienced some mental illness in their home compared to the national average of
19 percent.

Though the study may not be reflective of current children as Strengthening Families
polled adults on their childhoods rather than current children, the organization uses it
as a snapshot of problems affecting the community.

Strengthening Families coordinates 30 organizations to help promote “protective
factors” in homes, such as building trusting relationships in families, setting
appropriate expectations for children and providing a network of support in times of
need. Atkins said childhood success depends on happy, healthy relationships with
their families and everyone else around them.

“It’s obviously more than just the ABC’s,” Atkins said.

Health

Child brain development does begin well before birth, and a healthy pregnancy can
lead to a healthy student.

In addition to promoting early childhood education, First 5 Shasta also focuses on
early, well-timed births. First 5 distributes free kits of information and educational
materials to expecting mothers in the area.

According to the Shasta County Health and Human Services Agency, an average of



25 percent of women in Shasta County did not receive adequate prenatal care
between 2008 and 2012.

“I don’t think very many people think school readiness, healthy birth,” Garcia said.
“The reality is this is a big issue for us.”

Garcia also said drug and alcohol use during pregnancy is a prevalent problem in
Shasta County.

According to Mercy Medical Center, however, 16 to 17 percent of their pregnant
patients test positive for illicit drugs or alcohol sometime during their pregnancy. Most
test positive for marijuana.

“When you, as a person, are stewing in toxic soup, it affects the child,” Garcia said.

A child’s health continues to be important after birth, as well, and early intervention in
health problems can lead to improved learning, Garcia said. Children who are hungry
or tired, or who do not have adequate medical attention, are less likely to thrive in
school.

According to the Shasta Head Start annual report, all families with children enrolled in
Head Start received access to health education, and 97 percent completed medical
exams during their time in the program. About 89 percent completed dental exams.
Access to such resources prompted a 74 percent improvement in health and a 71
percent improvement in physical development, according to the report.

Early intervention can be key to keeping children healthy and their brains fully
developed, Garcia said, recalling a friend whose son was having trouble keeping one
of his eyes open. Though it seemed a small thing, the boy’s parents took him to the
doctor, where they discovered that the boy’s brain could not process his entire field of
vision because he wasn’t using it enough.

“Let’s say they fixed it down the line,” Garcia said. “That part of his brain would have
already developed and you miss that window of being able to see the rest of that field
of vision.”

Changing culture, changing families

On Friday, a group of 4-year-olds at Shasta College Head Start’s program chanted
and danced their way through the alphabet, calling out letters, words they stood for
and making hand motions to mimic their words.

“S is for Sammy Snake, sss, sss,” the children cried. “T is for Timothy Tiger, tuh, tuh.”

Another year of preschool is over, and families celebrated with their children, flipping
through portfolios and photos of their accomplishments from the year.

Wilson looked at photos of Adrian while her boyfriend, Luis Flores, kicked a ball back
and forth with their cheering son.



At the beginning of this year, Adrian couldn’t walk or speak in complete sentences, let
alone run and kick a ball. Wilson points to a photo of Adrian in the middle of a
somersault and laughs.

“They strive to reach his goals as much as I do,” Wilson said. “Walking has been
huge. He runs, jumps, hops, talks in sentences.”

But for every family like Wilson’s, there another family in Shasta County that doesn’t
have access to the resources they need to help their children grow.

The reality for Shasta County is that the parents who need help the most often use it
the least, Garcia said, which has local educators grappling with the problem of how to
serve everyone who needs it.

For single parents working two part-time jobs, fitting time in to take children to low-
income preschools may not always happen. For middle-class families who don’t
qualify for free child care, the next best thing might be too expensive.

“We have this really broad scope of beliefs and culture about children and having
children and parenting, about education,” Garcia said. “Large, large gaps in
socioeconomic levels, large gaps in education levels, it’s such a complex thing.”

Though early childhood educators often work together and partner to provide
resources for everyone who need them, some may just not want it.

“When you’re looking at making a difference for families, what might be supportive for
one family is not culturally competent across the board for every family,” she said. “A
lot of families that need the help are not interested in accessing it all the time.”

Alexander, who is frustrated by the problems her students face, is applying for a
grant through the READY! program, hoping to promote awareness programs for
underrepresented families. Sometimes it’s overwhelming to find those families living
in hotels, in tents or in the middle of nowhere, but she’s networking with larger
organizations to try to locate and speak to those families. She doesn’t know what it
will take, but has some ideas, and is hopeful that Shasta County is capable of
improving.

“How do you find the people that show up the first day of kindergarten and their kid
has never done anything?” Alexander said. “We have to start somewhere.”
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