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What it Takes: Preparing Hamilton County Kids for Early Grade Success
On June 20, 2009, the Ochs Center for Metropolitan Studies along with the School Readiness Advisory Board hosted a policy forum on early grade success.  Over 250 people responded to the invitation and over 150 people were in attendance.  The audience consisted of leaders in the political, business, education and philanthropic communities.  Elected officials in attendance were Tennessee State Senators Andy Berke and Bo Watson, Tennessee State Representatives Tommie Brown and Richard Floyd, Hamilton County Commissioner John Allen Brooks, Chattanooga City Council members Carol Berz and Andraé McGary and Hamilton County School Board Member Linda Mosley.  The forum was also attended by Cory Curl of the Governor’s Office and Dr. Jim Scales, Superintendent of the Hamilton County Department of Education.

The forum began with a keynote address by author and journalist, Paul Tough. Mr. Tough gave the audience an overview of Geoffrey Canada’s Harlem Children’s Zone.  The Harlem Children’s Zone is a one-hundred-block project in Harlem that aims to establish a safety net of social services woven so tightly that no child slips through it.  The Zone programming begins before the child is born and continues to provide support through college.   President Obama is using the Harlem Children’s Zone model for the federally-funded programs Promise Neighborhoods and Choice Neighborhoods.  

Following the keynote address, the Ochs Center presented the highlights of the 2008 policy brief developed in concert with the nineteen member School Readiness Advisory Board.

The first panel consisted of political and business leaders to discuss the impact of inadequate early childhood education on the community.   The panel included  Peter Cooper, President, Community Foundation of Greater  Chattanooga, Inc.;  Carol Berz, Chattanooga City Council Member and Finance Committee Chair; Travis McDonough, Partner, Miller & Martin and member, Hamilton County Department of Education Advisory Panel; Linda Mosley, Hamilton County School Board; Dr. Jim Scales, Hamilton County Superintendent of Schools.   They discussed how the lack of school readiness translates to other issues facing the community, such as crime, unemployment and poverty, as well as the impact of geographic concentrations of risk factors in Hamilton County. 
The second panel consisted of Cory Curl, Governor’s Office of State Planning and Policy; Phil Acord, Executive Director of The Children’s Home-Chambliss; Emily Baker, Principal, East Side Elementary, Hamilton County Department of Education; Brenda Benford, Director, Pre-Kindergarten, Hamilton County Department of Education; Judi Byrd, Director, Hamilton County Department of Social Services; Linda McReynolds, United Way of Greater Chattanooga, Senior Vice President of Organizational Development.  The panel discussed existing programs in Hamilton County and opportunities for increased collaboration and integration.   They also spoke to the Harlem Children’s Zone model in Hamilton County and how the “conveyer belt” strategy could work here. 
Next Steps
With funding from the Community Foundation, the School Readiness Advisory Board and the Ochs Center will continue their work through the end of the year culminating in the development of a consensus work plan that builds on the recommendations of the policy brief.  In addition, the Ochs Center is now completing work on the first-ever survey of parents registering students for kindergarten in Hamilton County public schools.

As a result of the What It Takes forum, the County Mayor’s office has begun to convene a series of meetings on how Chattanooga can compete for federal funding under the Promise Neighborhood initiative: the Ochs Center is facilitating and providing data and research support for the initiative.

For your information, I am attaching several press clippings that discuss the Ochs Center’s work under the school readiness and early grade success initiative and the forum.  Links to Times Free Press video coverage of the forum and local television coverage can be found at:

www.timesfreepress.com/news/2009/jun/21/video-ochs-center-forum-boosts-early-grades-succes/ 

www.wdef.com/video/educators_discuss_how_to_better_prepare_children_for_school/06/2009
Ochs center forum boosts early grades success

Sunday, June 21, 2009 

By:  Laura Galbraith 

Chattanooga Times Free Press

Harlem, N.Y., and Chattanooga are very different cities thousands of miles apart, but community members learned on Saturday there are striking similarities.

The Ochs Center for Metropolitan Studies at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga's University Center held a public policy forum regarding children's education in Hamilton County. The event's featured guest speaker was journalist Paul Tough, author of "Whatever It Takes: Geoffrey Canada's Quest to Change Harlem and America."





The forum focused on what government, nonprofits, parents and county leaders can do to ensure success for Hamilton County schoolchildren.

About six years ago, Mr. Tough learned about the success of the Harlem Children's Zone, a 97-block laboratory in central New York City where poor kids were being prepared to compete with their middle-class peers.

Intrigued by this pioneering social experiment, Mr. Tough decided to meet with Geoffrey Canada, a passionate advocate for education reform and the President and Chief Executive Officer for the Harlem Children's Zone.

"The reason that I felt like it was an important program to study was that it felt like a laboratory for a lot of the research that's going on and the debates that going on around poverty and education," Mr. Tough said.

Last year, an Ochs Center study found that one in four children born in Hamilton County were at risk of not being ready when they enter kindergarten.

"It feels like the research that the Ochs Center has done in the report that they put out last year is really pointing toward a situation that's very much like what exists in lots of cities -- but definitely in Harlem -- where there are a few certain geographical neighborhoods in the city where poverty tends to concentrate, social problems tend to concentrate, and poor school performance concentrates there as well," Mr. Tough said.

While at the UTC, Mr. Tough talked about what he learned and signed copies of his book.

He said the biggest misconception people can have about education in troubled communities is that nothing can be done to improve the situation.

"I understand why that misconception is there because in lots of these communities there have been plenty of attempts to change things, to improve education and to improve schools," he said. "I think they often don't work because there are so many problems, that simply trying to tackle one part of the problem isn't enough."

Monique Berke, vice president for external affairs for the Ochs Center for Metropolitan Studies, said she has been amazed at the interest in the topic.

"We had a goal of getting 200 people registered, and we have registered officially, I think, 252 individuals," she said about Saturday's session. "The best part is there are lots of different groups interested, from parents to principals to teachers to elected officials and school board members."

BY THE NUMBERS

THE STATUS OF HAMILTON COUNTY KIDS

* On average, about 4,000 children are born in Hamilton County every year.

* 30 percent of children born between 2004 and 2006 had mothers with household incomes below $10,000.

* 25 percent of children born between 2001 and 2006 had mothers who lacked a high school diploma.

* 14 percent of all children born between 2001 and 2006 had mothers who were still teenagers.

* 10 percent of children born between 2001 and 2006 had low birth weight and were at risk for developmental delays.
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Report Says A Quarter of Hamilton County Kids May Not Be Ready to Enter Kindergarten 
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A new report says one in four Hamilton County children is at risk of not being ready to enter kindergarten.

Using 2006 data...the report by the Community Research Council says of the 20,000 children under five in Hamilton County twenty percent live in poverty.

And that 37% of mothers report an annual household income under $15,000.

The report also finds 29 percent of those children live in single parent homes and 25% are born to mothers with less than a high school education.

There are several services available to help these at risk kids.

District 10 Tennessee Sen. Andy Berke says, "This study identifies the different problems that we have out there. So the next step is trying to figure out what do we do from here. How do we make sure that we get the services from these great people to the kids who need them." 

Each year $30 Million is spent on early intervention programs to help at risk kids in Hamilton Country.

Hamilton County: One in four kindergartners not ready for school, report says

Chattanooga Times Free Press, Tuesday, August 5, 2008 

By:
Kelli Gauthier (Contact) 

School starts next week, but one in four Hamilton County kindergartners likely won’t be ready, a new report says.

Compiling national data and local numbers, researchers at the Chattanooga-based Community Research Council and a 19-member advisory board took an in-depth look at what makes a student ready to start school, how many local children are prepared for kindergarten and how to help those who aren’t. Their findings are in a report released today.

“This educates the community about the importance of early childhood education. I don’t think everyone knows what’s at stake. It’s not just about the children, it’s about the entire community,” said Dr. Eileen Robertson-Rehberg, senior policy analyst for the council and one of the primary authors of “School Readiness and Early Grade Success in Hamilton County.”

Most children grow up with some exposure to books in their home and have parents who engage with them before they are school-aged, the report says. But there remains a population in Hamilton County — roughly 1,000 children each year — who enter school without this advantage, and they are most likely to fail in the early grades, according to the report.

These children often have parents who are very poor or have little education themselves, the researchers say. Many also are victims of abuse or neglect, have only one parent in the household, have limited English language proficiency or are born to teenage mothers, the report finds. In addition, some of these children also may have a disability of some kind, the report states.

Children with the highest percentages of these risk factors — those who most need early childhood programs such as prekindergarten or Head Start, according to the researchers — are concentrated in the inner city areas of Chattanooga.

Although 87 percent of at-risk children in Hamilton County receive some kind of early childhood intervention, 13 percent are not served by any type of subsidized child-care program, the report states.

Phil Acord, president and CEO of Children’s Home and a member of the report’s advisory board, said he expected the number of children not served by some kind of intervention to be higher. Still, the more than 600 at-risk students receiving no aid in Hamilton County must be helped, Mr. Acord said.

“The message to the community is, ‘How can we produce the services necessary to make sure all children have access to early childhood education and have the tools necessary to start school?’” he said. “I hope that’s the battle cry, the obvious objective.”

Mr. Acord said he was hopeful that Tennessee Gov. Phil Bredesen’s efforts to grow the statewide prekindergarten program would eventually prove successful and serve more students than it has in the past.

“Hopefully, people who have the opportunity to expand public services read this (report),” he said. “I know these people are all on tight budgets, but at some point you have to prioritize and say, ‘How can I get the best return for my dollar?’”

Although the goal is to enroll as many at-risk children as possible in some kind of intervention program, there currently is no way to measure whether those efforts prove worthwhile, said David Eichenthal, president of the Community Research Council.

The report recommends partnering the early intervention programs with the Hamilton County school system — where most of the at-risk students are enrolled — to keep tabs on whether local efforts are successful in raising the students’ academic achievement.  “There really isn’t a good way to track kids who get these programs and see how they do once they enter the public school system,” he said. “We are trying to figure out which programs work best for most kids.”
