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United Way launches major initiative to improve early learning in metro Atlanta

ATLANTA (March 27, 2009) – United Way of Metropolitan Atlanta has formed a commission of prominent residents with a goal of improving the availability and quality of early childhood education in metro Atlanta.  The Commission will develop a broad directional agenda and concrete action recommendations to help ensure children are ready for their K-12 school years.
The Early Education Commission (EEC) is co-chaired by Dennis Lockhart, president and CEO of the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta; and Dr. Beverly Tatum, president of Spelman College. It consists of 23 leaders from metro Atlanta’s business, foundation, government, criminal justice, education, media, entertainment and faith communities.  

Research demonstrates that the foundations for language development, cognitive skills and social competence, which are all important for success in school, are established between birth and 5 years of age –

prior to kindergarten.  Economists perceive early education as relevant to human capital development, labor productivity and reduction of crime.  

Georgia has relatively high participation rates in pre-K programs, but their quality is highly variable.  The state is not alone: in 46 percent of classrooms across the nation, at least one of five children was inadequately prepared for kindergarten when starting school last year, according to the U.S. Department of Education.   

“There is a clear need for assertive leadership to bring together disparate public and private early education providers under a recognized high standard that everyone desires for our children,” Lockhart said.  “From an economic perspective, excellence in early childhood education yields a stream of benefits from a better-skilled and diverse workforce, higher incomes and a reduced need for taxpayer-funded social programs.” 

 “Every child should be in a position to succeed when entering kindergarten,” added Beverly Tatum.  “Our ultimate goal is to ensure that all children, and especially those who are at-risk, have access to high-quality early learning environments.”

In 2006, the first Early Learning Commission made strategic recommendations to improve early learning in metro Atlanta. Smart Start, a United Way division with a mission of improving the quality of early care and education for children ages birth through five, has implemented several of the recommendations, including a community-based partnerships initiative, a child developmental screening and assessment system and regional training, technical assistance and professional development. 
The EEC will continue United Way’s work in this area with a two-year assessment of the current state of early education in metro Atlanta, followed by identification of areas in which specific improvements can be made.  The United Way’s early learning priorities are determining how to: 1) best provide quality early education; 2) enhance the early literacy and pre-reading development of young children; 3) identify and promote best practices through training and technical assistance for child care providers; and 4) support parents as a child’s first and most important teachers.  
Access to quality child care is a socioeconomic issue as well.  The cost for quality child care per child in Georgia, depending upon age, is $8,000-$12,000 per year, a price that many parents cannot afford.  The Georgia Department of Human Resources provides child care financial assistance to low-income families, but demand exceeds supply.  As of August 2007, 14,000 families were on waiting lists for Georgia’s child care subsidies, according to the Georgia Department of Family and Children Services.   
“When families cannot afford quality child care, children are held back from reaching their potential before they even begin school,” said Tatum. “As more children are in single-parent homes and homes where both parents work, the need for access to quality care is becoming increasingly important.” 

Georgia ranks 41st in overall child well-being, 45th in teens not attending school and not working, and 47th in the percent of teen high-school drop-outs, according to the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s 2007 data.  

About United Way 

United Way of Metropolitan Atlanta continues to mobilize people in our community to help tackle the issues that are too big for anyone to solve alone, making a measurable impact on ending chronic homelessness, ensuring children start school ready to succeed, and other key regional issues. To find out more about the United Way Early Education Commission visit at www.unitedwayatlanta.org.
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