Investing in Our Children

n Ms. Nebby’s classroom at the Human s
Resource Agency of New Britain’s Head Start |~
program, the smiles, laughter and learning are ‘.=
infectious. Children joyfully paint, play games %
and sing songs, while eagerly looking forward
to a nourishing lunch break. Just up ahead is the
afternoon reading circle, when stories are read and 5
dreams are born.

The children go home on the bus tired, but inspired
and ever-mindful of those most basic of life lessons: mind
your manners, share, clean up after yourself, be respectful of
others. It all seems so simple, so fundamental — so important.

The scene in this uplifting preschool class reminds one
of the unlimited promise of youth. It is a promise that must be
tended to, nurtured and thoughtfully developed so that these
tiny, human specimens, each a splendid work in progress,
grow to be happy, healthy, confident young adults who not
only have a bright future for themselves, but can contribute
to making our world a brighter place in which to live.

This promise, and its importance to our collective future,
is the fundamental tenet of the Community Foundation of
Greater New Britain’s First Years First initiative, 2 $1 million
commitment to prepare the children of Berlin, New Britain,
Plainville and Southington for success in school, and in life,
by enhancing their early childhood education experience.

The need in this critical area dovetails neatly with the
Foundation’s goal to be a more assertive agent for community
change. Research has shown that the first five years of life are
crucial in preparing children for success in school. The quality
and nature of a child’s early learning experience can be directly
correlated to high school dropout rates, dependence on welfare
and a life of desperation and lost hope.

Accordingly, First Years First has become the Foundation’s
signature initiative, a collaborative effort designed to engage the
community and provide a measurable impact on the region’s
overall quality of life.

“Our nearly 70 years as a community steward gives the
Foundation uncommon insight into our communities’ most
pressing issues. We would not be fulfilling our mission if we did
not act on that knowledge,” says Jim Williamson, president of
the Community Foundation. “First Years First is all about using
this unique position to make investments that achieve clear
human gains for the youngest and most vulnerable among us -
our children.”
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First Years First.

A Community Investment in Our Children

WHERE THE DOLLARS GO
The Community Foundation has a long history of
= support for early childhood education. Since 2002,
", the Foundation has invested more than $330,000,
: either in direct support to programs serving
| children in Berlin, New Britain, Plainville and
=4 Southington or in related investments designed
to advance the cause. Funding has supported a
"  wide range of projects, including research,
technical assistance and training, parent outreach, and
program expansion.

But it wasn’t until 2006 that the Foundation first contem-
plated a signature, umbrella initiative. The Foundation knew
that only by focusing upon a targeted area could it maximize its
limited investment and achieve desired outcomes. Accordingly,
a collaboration was established with Tunxis Community
College’s Early Childhood Education Program, whose research
helped the Foundation choose its targeted area of focus —
quality improvement.

Together, we created the Early Childhood Professional
Educators’ Consortium. The Consortium aims to give area
providers the heretofore nonexistent opportunity to network
and share ideas; develop curriculums to improve and standardize
the early childhood development experience at area centers;
and provide professional development so that Centers may
achieve accreditation by the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC).

“The response has been outstanding,” says Jackie Coyne,
Tunxis Early Childhood Education program coordinator.
“Centers and providers have never really had any opportunity to
network. What we have been able to do is bring them together,
establish a trusting relationship, and raise our common level of
commitment to improving early childhood education.”

DISCOVERING COMMON GROUND

As part of First Years First, the Community Foundation
also regularly helps to fund and serves as fiscal agent for two
major early childhood programming initiatives in New Britain
and Southington, the New Britain Discovery Collaborative and
the Early Childhood Collaborative of Southington. Though the
New Britain program has been active for more than five years
and the Southington program is in its relative infancy, both
are focused on common goals: To bring local school systems,
parents, early childhood education providers and day care
centers together to collaborate on ways to make high-quality
early childhood education a priority, improve programming
and increase enrollments.

Great strides are being made. In Southington, awareness
is being raised, collaborations are being built with the school
system and providers, and parent/provider workshops have
been held. In New Britain, currently engaged in 2 community-
wide planning effort to improve outcomes for young children
in the areas of early care and education, health, family support
and emergent literacy, some 75 percent of children entering
kindergarten today have attended preschool, up from less than
40 percent only a few short years ago.

“As our children go, so goes our future,” says Merrill Gay,
executive director of the New Britain Discovery Collaborative.
“The challenges facing New Britain are many, but at the top of
the list has to be the proper nurturing of the youngest among
us, those who the community is relying upon to sustain us in
the future, to help us grow, to help us thrive.”

Children from the Human Resource Agency of New Britain’s Head
Start program are benefitting from the kind of high-quality early
childhood education experience that the Community Foundation
of Greater New Britain’s First Years First initiative aims to foster
throughout its four-town service area.






