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First Things First’s vision is that all Arizona’s
children are ready to succeed in school and in
life. Important components to ensuring that
success are the availability of quality early care
and education opportunities for children;
accessible, affordable and quality children’s
health care; and support for families to provide
nurturing, healthy and resource-rich
environments for their children. Coordinating
policies, services and infrastructure across the
early childhood system can help assure these
elements are in place.

In order to identify the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and priorities for improving the
early childhood system in La Paz and Mohave
counties, the First Things First La Paz/Mohave
Regional Partnership Council looked to key
informants in both counties for their
perspectives. The information collected was
structured around a framework developed by
the national BUILD Initiative to evaluate early
childhood systems initiatives (Coffman, 2007).
The framework identifies five connected early
childhood system levers:

1. Context: The political environment that
surrounds the system and affects its success

2. Components: The quality and performance
of programs and services

3. Connections: The strength and
effectiveness of linkages across the system

4. Infrastructure: The foundational supports
the system needs to function effectively

5. Scope and Scale: The comprehensiveness of
the system for all children.

To gather this information, the La Paz/Mohave
Regional Partnership Council identified
community members who were knowledgeable
about the region and could help in identifying
early childhood system-building strategies.
These key informants included health care
professionals, public and non-profit agency
personnel, elementary school educators and
administrators, and preschool and child care
providers. These stakeholders were invited to
participate in a telephone interview between
December 2013 and March 2014.

Altogether, 101 individuals participated in an
interview, which was structured around the
BUILD Initiative framework cited above.
Information within this framework was
gathered across three content areas; 1) early
care and education, 2) children’s health care
and 3) family support programs.

This brief addresses findings on early care and
education from the perspective of these
stakeholders.

La Paz/Mohave Region

Early Care and Education
Brief

Interviews with key informants started with the
guestion, “What do you think are the most
important factors that make a child adequately
prepared to enter kindergarten?” The need for
quality early learning opportunities to provide
the educational, social, and emotional
experience for children to succeed was one of
the most common responses. The extent to
which these opportunities are available across
the region, barriers preventing their availability
or accessibility, and recommendations for
realizing, expanding and supporting these
programs and services will form the content of
this brief.

An Overview of Early Care and
Education in the La Paz/Mohave Region
In the spring of 2014, there were 52 licensed
child care centers in the La Paz/Mohave Region,
including nine Head Start Centers and one
tribally-regulated child care center. In addition,
there were eight family care group homes
certified by ADHS, six family care homes
certified by AZ DES and one nanny certified by
DES'. The number of licensed child care

! Department of Economic Security. (2014). [CCR&R data set].
Unpublished raw data received from the First Things First State
Agency Data Request.
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providers in the region has dropped
substantially since December 2011, when there
were 58 licensed child care centers, 14 family
care group homes and 13 family care homes.
The licensed capacity for these providers has
also dropped in those three years, from a total
licensed capacity of 3,817 in 2011, to 3,277 in
2014.

While population projections predict a decrease
in the population of children aged birth through
5in La Paz (-2%) and Mohave Counties (-9%) as
well as the state (-2%) by 2015, these
populations are projected to rebound by 2020
(+9%, +6%, +12%), and rise sharply by 2025
(+17%, +21%, +23%)°.

The majority of licensed child care options in
the region are in the three larger communities
in Mohave County: Bullhead City, Kingman, and
Lake Havasu City. Inadequate transportation
may affect access to these services, particularly
for those living in outlying areas.

The cost of child care is also a contributing
factor for many families. In La Paz County and
Mohave County, the cost of full-time care in a
child care center is roughly 13 percent and 11
percent of median family income for children
aged 3 to 5. For infants, this care costs 16
percent and 14 percent of median family
income. And these estimates are for one child
in child care. For families with multiple children,
these costs increase.

The estimated percent of children ages 3 and 4
years enrolled in nursery school, preschool or
kindergarten in the region is 33 percent, similar
to the state rate of 34 percent. Interestingly,
approximately 41 percent of 3 and 4 year olds
in La Paz County are enrolled in one of these
programs, while Mohave County matches the
state (34%)°.

2 Arizona Department of Administration, Office of Employment
and Population Statistics (December 2012): “2012-2050 State and
county population projections”

} American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, 2008-2012,
Table B14003

While not all families will choose licensed child
care, or care outside of the home for their
young children, having insufficient capacity to
meet the needs of families, particularly for
working families, may be a concern.

The Context of the Early Care and

Education System in the Region
Stakeholders discussed a number of strengths
and challenges related to the political and
regional environment that may impact early the
care and education system in the region.

Strengths

* During the last decade, there has been
increasing knowledge in the early childhood
and other communities in the region about
the extensive developmental changes that
occur in the early years.

* There has also been an increased focus on
early childhood education and increased
understanding as to its importance.

* Supportive communities and school boards
have been key to some schools’ ability to
offer, maintain and expand early childhood
programs in times of limited funding.

Challenges

* Political beliefs and a strong culture of self-
reliance affect availability of and access to
early care and education programs
provided by government agencies.

¢ Early childhood education is not perceived
as being a priority issue among some in the
region evidenced by common sentiments
such as; “I did fine without preschool,” and
“learning begins in kindergarten.”

* Educating older community members on
the importance of early education is
needed to impact funding and program
support in a region with large retirement-
aged populations. This can counteract the
common question, “When | was a kid we
didn’t have this, so why do we need it
now?”

* Thereis a need to incorporate preschool
into the “school” vernacular to increase
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acceptance, and impress upon parents and
leaders the impact that a quality preschool
program can have on kindergarten
readiness.

The lack of a state mandate for preschool
and kindergarten impacts parental support;
“If it was important, the state would
mandate that my child go to preschool.”
The lack of state requirements for child care
provider training and certification also
impacts the quality of and perceptions
about early care and learning programs in
the region.

Limited funding creates the need to
prioritize limited preschool slots based on a
number of factors, which by default
excludes some children from these
opportunities.

While universal, full-day pre-K is seen as
highly valuable, the region is unprepared to
implement this. Reasons include: the lack of
physical space for classrooms, the lack of
qualified teachers, and the lack of funding
for materials, resources, transportation and
pay, as well as some discomfort with the
inclusion of a mandate.

The transient nature of many families in the
region creates the need for continual and
ongoing education on the importance of
early childhood and early education and
marketing of the options for early care and
education programs.

The issue of substance abuse, and the chaos
and dysfunction within families that often
causes, interferes with parental interest in
or knowledge to enroll children in early
learning programs.

Both city-level community development
efforts and organization- and district-level
recruitment and retention incentives are
needed to increase the number of educated
early care and education professionals who
move into and stay in the region.

The Components of the Early Care and

Education System in the Region

Stakeholder perceptions of the available early
care and education programs and services in
the region, and factors impacting their quality,
are summarized in the following section.

Strengths

*  First Things First programs supporting the
professional development of child care and
early learning staff have been important to
improving the quality of early care and
education options in the region.

* School-based child care programs that
function as high school learning
laboratories, providing experience, credits
and sometimes pay to high school students
can impact the number of child care
workers in the region.

* Early care and learning programs can be
valuable settings to educate parents on a
variety of topics such as routine and
recommended health care and
developmental milestones, and also provide
resources and referrals on these topics.

¢ Head Start’s comprehensive child and
family services are extremely helpful in
supporting enrolled families in identifying
resources and accessing needed services.
Components of Head Start such as Mental
Health Consultants, or Family Development
Consultants, may be useful as models for
incorporation into other early learning
settings.

* Two district preschool programs in La Paz
County share a preschool teacher. This
addresses the obstacle of finding additional
qualified teachers, and also allows the two
schools to keep costs down. Because both
are half-day programs, this collaboration
works well.

* Providing meals and snacks during early
care and learning programs can be a large
benefit to children enrolled in these
programs, as a means of supplementing
their nutritional needs.
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Challenges

Low levels of education and lack of
knowledge regarding child development of
some child care staff impacts the quality of
some early care options.

The lack of early education degree
programs and higher education
opportunities in the region was also cited as
a barrier to improving the quality of early
care and education programs.

Private child care centers often struggle to
find a balance between staff salaries and
fees to maintain profitability, which can
affect their ability to recruit educated or
certified child care providers, impact staff
turnover, and influence their decision to
support professional development for their
staff.

Turnover of staff in early care and
education settings is seen as a large issue
impacting quality, as well as a multi-faceted
one: “We have high turnover in early
childhood programs because of low pay,
which affects the consistency of staff and
the ability to find quality providers, and this
pay is in part dependent on state funding
which is stagnant.”

Not having bilingual child care and early
learning staff can affect some families’
utilization of these services, although
finding well-qualified staff who are also
bilingual can be difficult.

Transportation is a large barrier because
many communities in Mohave and La Paz
counties are far removed from child care
and early learning options, and few of those
services provide transportation.

Expanded hours and days of care for a
variety of child care and early learning
programs are needed to increase working
parents’ options for accessing these
programs and services.

The Connections across the Early Care

and Education System in the Region
Stakeholders discussed strengths, challenges
and effectiveness of linkages across the early
childhood system in the region, and also made
recommendations to improve connections.

Strengths

First Things First, WACOG Head Start, the
Arizona Early Intervention Program (AzEIP),
and local school districts collaborate to co-
host Child Find events in Mohave, La Paz
and Yuma counties (the three counties that
WACOG serves) to help link children in need
of early intervention with appropriate
services to meet their needs.

School districts and Head Start programs in
the region often invite providers from
private child care programs to participate in
their staff professional development and
training opportunities.

Challenges

Lack of knowledge of available programs
and services (early care and education,
health care and family support) among child
care providers themselves is a barrier to
referral and coordination: “Good
information on services and programs is
hard to find.”

There continue to be “turf issues” between
private child care centers and school-based
early learning programs often due to a
perceived competition to fill slots.

Recommendations

Partner to seek funding for additional early
care and education services. Include First
Things First, Head Start, school districts and
private preschools and child care centers, as
well as the business and medical
community in these collaborations.
Increase networking and opportunities for
cross-system collaboration to engage and
share information between early care and
school settings and provider agencies. This
will improve coordination with and referral
to available health and family support
services, as well as providing information to
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families at these agencies on available early

care and education options.

* Explore options for partnering to provide
transportation between half-day district
and Head Start programs and child care

centers. The lack of transportation between

these settings is a large barrier to utilizing
these services for working families.

* Provide health care services and
educational resources through child care

and early learning centers, e.g. flu shots and

dental screenings.

* Increase web access to meetings among
system partners to address time and
transportation issues.

* Hold more meetings among system
partners in La Paz County to improve
attendance and provider buy-in.

® Ensure that owners and directors of early
care and education settings have
information on regional resources to be
able to disseminate this information.

® Utilize an online resource for both parents
and providers to find information on
available programs and services (early care
and education, health care and family
support), and for providers to make
referrals to other organizations.

* Leverage the large influx of winter visitors
who often come to the region with much
time, resources and caring to give to local
early childhood efforts.

* Increase the use of local media in public
awareness campaigns.

* Increase the use of social media to relay
information on available early care and
education programs.

The Infrastructure in the Early Care

and Education System in the Region
Stakeholders made recommendations to
address factors that impede how well the early
childhood system functions.

* For new early education programs, allow
more time in funding cycles for planning
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and start-up, ideally one year, before
students are first enrolled.

* Explore additional grant funding for non-
school-based early care and education
options. Limits to space, time and resources
in school settings may make other settings
to create or expand child care more
appropriate.

¢ Offer additional training and cross-training
on topics such as the basics of early
childhood development, recognizing
developmental issues, and how to address
behavioral issues, so that those in early
education settings and child care centers
are more aware of when referrals might be
advised. Also provide basic training on early
learning topics such as early literacy,
vocabulary training, and problem solving to
early care and education providers.

* Address organizations’ barriers to
supporting their staff’s attendance at
training events (e.g. requiring staff to use
personal time off to attend trainings during
work hours).

¢ Offer additional degree and certification
programs in the region to prepare the
future local early care and education
workforce.

The Scope and Scale of the Early Care

and Education System in the Region
Stakeholders discussed the comprehensiveness
of the early care and education system in the
region and the factors that affect it.

Strengths

* A greater variety of early care and learning
options (Head Start, district preschools,
private child care and preschool centers,
and home-based providers) are available in
the three large cities in Mohave County:
Bullhead City, Kingman and Lake Havasu
City, and in Parker in La Paz County.

* The addition of First Things First-funded
preschools and scholarship slots for
children at district preschools, and



scholarships through Quality First in private
child care programs have been assets in
increasing participation in early learning
programs by addressing the barrier of
affordability.

* Programs and resources offered through
libraries, churches and community
organizations help supplement the available
early learning opportunities in the region.

Challenges

* Those early care and education programs
deemed to be quality programs, and free of
charge, with available subsidies, or with a
sliding fee scale, often have significant
waiting lists.

* In Mohave County outside of the larger
cities, and in most of La Paz County, district
preschools are often the only early care and
education option.

* Inlarger communities, the age of care most
needed is infant care, and for smaller
communities care for children aged 3 and
younger is the most lacking.

* Modifications to Head Start, from full-day
to half-day programs in some communities
and no longer providing transportation at
some sites due to federal funding cuts, has
affected enroliment and attendance at
these sites.

* In addition to a limit to the number of
available early care and education slots, the
inability to afford child care or early
education programs is a large barrier to
accessing these programs in the region.

* Inthe larger cities, a number of private
child care centers and home-based
providers have closed in the last year,
decreasing the number of early care slots
available in the region.

¢  With the economic downturn and lack of
available DES subsidies, many families
previously in center-based care turn to the
more affordable option of home-based
child care, which can be both regulated and
unregulated care, and can vary greatly in
terms of quality.

* Duein large part to the lack of affordable
early care and learning options, many
parents who would prefer licensed center-
or home-based care are turning to
unregulated child care arrangements.

* Alack of parent awareness, both about the
importance of early childhood education
and the availability of programs, impedes
families taking advantage of the
opportunities that are available.

* Families’ decisions about where to enroll a
child may have more to do with the
location, duration and cost of care than the
quality or the content of the care.

The Gap Group

*  Working families who don’t qualify for
income-based child care subsidies or
scholarships struggle to afford quality early
care and education for their children.

* Working parents are often unable to
participate in half-day early education
programs, and are more likely to need after
hours or weekend care, which is extremely
limited in the region.

* Those programs viewed as the highest
quality, such as Head Start, school district
preschools, and curriculum-focused child
care centers, are largely inaccessible to this
gap group.

Conclusions: Priorities for Building the
Early Care and Education System in the
Region

The goal of the key informant interviews was to
gather stakeholder input on system gaps,
opportunities and priorities for coordination
and collaboration to build the early care and
education system in the region. Utilizing their
responses, summarized in the previous
sections, as well as secondary data available on
the state of the early care and education system
in the region, the following are identified as
priorities for the La Paz/Mohave Region:
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Address the dearth of licensed, certified
and quality early care and education
options in the region.

Examine the allocation of First Things First
scholarship funds to see if offering these
scholarships on a sliding fee scale instead of
a full scholarship might provide more
opportunities to more families.

Place additional focus on the quality of kith
and kin care environments because they are
so common in the region.

Explore the possibility of expansion of Head
Start and Early Head Start in the region.
Improve parents’ knowledge about the
importance of early childhood and early
education, as well as the options for early
care and education programs, and the
financial assistance available for programs.
Provide educational resources to parents on
why quality in an early care or learning
setting is important and how to tell if a care
option is a quality option.

Improve collaboration between health
departments and local communities to
provide immunization clinics, and health,
dental, hearing and vision screenings at
schools and child care centers.

Ensure that information on early care and
education options in the region is available
at local health care and family support
agencies for dissemination. Also ensure that
early care and education settings have
information available to refer the families
they serve to local health care and family
support resources.

Support a one-stop resource for early
childhood information, be it an individual, a
location, a publication or a website, with
local, city or town-level information within
communities.

Promote more outreach among agencies
and to families about what early care and
learning options are available, through
community fairs, local resource guides,
referral networks, radio and print media,
and social networks. Also increase outreach
with this information to churches,

businesses, and service organizations, who
may also be able to share this information.

* Partner to provide transportation options to
and between different early care and
learning settings.

¢ Continue and expand educational
opportunities for child care providers and
educators on mental health and special
needs topics.

®* Promote additional degree and certification
programs in the region to prepare the
future local early care and education
workforce.

* Expand the concept of the high school
learning laboratory to more schools to
impact the future, homegrown, early care
and education workforce.

Next Steps in Systems Building
First Things First (FTF) is one of the critical
partners in creating a family-centered,
comprehensive, collaborative and high-quality
early childhood system that supports the
development, health and early education of all
Arizona's children birth through age 5.

From an organizational perspective, the FTF La
Paz/Mohave Regional Partnership Council will
take the input provided by survey respondents
—as well as recommendations made by the
authors of this report — as it considers which
early childhood strategies to fund in fiscal years
2016-2018.

From a systems perspective, the regional
council will use the information contained in
this report to stimulate dialogue about further
advancing the region’s early childhood system
in areas such as: increasing collaboration or
cooperation among system partners to enhance
the effectiveness of or reduce duplication in
early childhood programs; opportunities to
leverage or maximize existing early childhood
funds; and, addressing the needs of young
children that are beyond the scope of FTF.
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