
City of Philadelphia 

 

Commission on Universal Pre-Kindergarten 

Public Hearing – Meeting Minutes 
February 22, 2016 – 3-7pm, Room 400 City Hall 

 

Co-chairs in attendance: Sharon Easterling, Loretta Jemmott.  

Commissioners in attendance: Councilmember Jannie Blackwell, Diane Castelbuono, Donna 

Cooper, Marita Crawford, Catherine Blunt, Jennifer Duffy, Anne Gemmell, Kate Hagedorn 

(representing Rob Wonderling) Sherilynn Kimble, Councilmember Blondell Reynolds-Brown 

 

1. Welcome 
Co-chair Sharon Easterling opened the public hearing by explaining that the Commission 

was established through a ballot initiative in spring 2015 outlining key features of the plan 

including the fact that the plan will build upon the best aspects of the existing pre-k system, 

will be available to all children, and will heavily focus on workforce development. She 

thanked Mayor Kenney and City Council and recognized Council members Blackwell, 

Reynolds Brown, Parker and Quiñones-Sánchez. (She later recognized Councilman Domb.)   

 

Co-Chair Loretta Jemmott explained the purpose of the current hearing on pre-k is to receive 

feedback from the public on the draft report, released February 4, 2016. All testimony 

received in writing by will be posted on the Commission‟s website, and can be sent to 

prekCommission@phila.gov. 

 

2. Public Testimony 
 

Panel 1  

Kate Shaw; Executive Director, Research for Action 

 Encourages Commission to read this letter signed by more than 60 researchers, 

supporting the evidence that high quality early education is effective 

 High quality pre-k closes half of the achievement gap and increases social skills 

 She encourages the Commission to make decisions from a full body of evidence 

 Goal: increase access, attendance, dosage (full day/year), and quality 

 Follow D.C and NJ examples for enrollment and attendance  

 

Leslie Spina; Executive Director, Kinder Academy 

 We need to make sure funds go to their intended program and outcome 

 Reporting practices for UPK should build upon existing structures 

 Instead of duplicating reporting processes, should streamline 

o Could use PELICAN, ChildCare Works, ChildWare 

 Dollars should be strictly for improving outcomes for students 

mailto:prekCommission@phila.gov
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Jerry Jordan; President of Philadelphia Federation of Teachers 

 Testified September 30, 2015 for adequate sustainable funding 

 Funding from pre-k can‟t take from k-12 funding 

 Philadelphia Federation of Teachers (PFT) is thrilled about more public hearings 

 PFT will participate with the Commission, parents, and teachers 

 

Allison Acevedo; Director of Education, United Way of Greater Philadelphia  

 Quality pre-k is not cheap, and it takes time 

 Success by 6, which helps programs move from STAR 2 to 3. costs $30,000 for one 

center to run for eighteen months  

 They want quality early learning outcomes for children in challenging situations- less 

than ½ of 3
rd

 graders are proficient in reading in Pennsylvania System of School 

Assessment (PSSA) 

 The true cost of quality is sustainability; quality is an investment 

 

Panel 2 

Terry Hayes; Director, Southeast Regional Key (SERK) 

 Existing high quality providers at STARS 3 and 4 need support 

 Need better definition for STAR 2 and 3 „ready‟ facilities 

o The complexity of the standards make it difficult for facilities to determine if they 

qualify for readiness or not 

 Kindergarten through 3
rd

 grade needs support to sustain the investment made in pre-k 

 Learning through play until 3
rd

 grade can continue pre-k investment 

 An unintended consequence of the plan may be reduced slots for infants and toddlers  

 

Jerry McDonald; Senior Vice President, Caring People Alliance 

 They have summer programming and high quality learning at STAR 3 and 4 facilities 

 Current report doesn‟t include child care funds available through TANF  

o This could triple funding without using more public funding 

 Report implies biggest obstacle is lack of administrative sophistication but in reality most 

families don‟t qualify for multiple funding streams 

 

Malcolm McGraw; Owner, MEM Associates 

 By using STARS for quality, businesses just starting out won‟t be able to participate 

o This can be solved with waivers 

 There aren‟t enough quality certified teachers for the anticipated increase in slots 

o Must find a way to increase wages 

 New service providers aren‟t used to the system  

o They will need technical assistance 

 

Panel 3 

Kathy Brown McHale; President and CEO, SPIN 

 SPIN has two STAR 4, and one STAR 3 program for approximately 500 3-5 year olds 

 Every $1 spent on early childhood education saves $9-13 in future 

 Children develop social, emotional, literacy, and leadership skills in pre-k 



 SPIN wants is renovating another building for ($391,000) but they are held back by their 

zoning application held in the queue at Licenses and Inspections (L+I) 

 Current funding doesn‟t support what they want to provide 

 Need streamlined systems to make acquiring/renovating new buildings easier 

 

Christianne Sevinc; Childware Manager, Public Health Management Organization (PHMC) 

 Streamline data and administrative functions 

 Streamline data management to handle multiple funding streams 

 Ideas to alleviate administration and data management issues: 

o Single payer model with a single point of report 

o Platform that integrates data management and city information 

o Technical assistance and training for braiding funding 

o Universal pre-k reporting aligned with funding and quality systems‟ reporting 

 

Shawn Towey; Child Care Policy Coordinator, Public Citizens for Children and Youth (PCCY) 

 Kindergarten is the new 1
st
 grade, but most students enter kindergarten unprepared 

 Kindergarten readiness is defined by Kindergarten Entry Inventory (KEI) which are 

observations for teachers, not tests 

o Social/emotional, language, math, approaches to learning, physical development 

o Most children lag on these indicators 

 Children learn through play, not through sitting quietly 

 Head teachers need at least a Bachelor‟s degree, preferably Master‟s in ECE 

 

Panel 4 

Fatima Rogers; Principal, Charles W. Henry Elementary School 

 Preschool increases scores and high school graduation rates, and decreases crime rates 

 Pre-k saves money over the years 

 Universal pre-k is the foundation for achievement in Philadelphia 

 Pre-k students have easier transitions to Kindergarten than students without pre-k  

 95% of her students attended pre-k and they can read and write 

 

Colleen Bowen; Principal, Clara Barton School  

 All children deserve quality early education prior to kindergarten 

 Pre-k teaches print, pre-reading, reading left to right, and reduces summer slump of skills 

 Parent involvement is mandatory; parents need to be positively involved 

 Pre-k exposed students to organized classes, routines, and learning environments 

 Creates academic foundation for kindergarten 

 Reduces adjustment times and anxiety which can produce lower grades and attendance  

 

Le-Quyen Vu; Executive Director, IndoChinese American Council 

 Adult education for immigrants and refugees is an important part of pre-k 

 Consider families who don‟t speak English and who come from other cultures 

 Universal pre-k should help preserve culture 

o There is a generation gap because children educated in America hold onto the 

American culture, while the parents hold onto the culture of the home country 



 Pre-k needs to strengthen the family relationship 

 Education helps realize the American dream 

 

Panel 5 

Sharon Marino; Principal, McClure Elementary School 

 There is a huge need for pre-k for high poverty areas and English language learners 

 Pre-k curriculum should be consistent and aligned with PA‟s early learning standards 

 Need consistency in pre-k and kindergarten standards and objectives 

 The range of student preparedness creates inconsistencies in classroom 

 

Stacy Dougherty; Kindergarten Teacher, Clara Barton Elementary School  

 Her students who didn‟t attend pre-k lag behind those who did 

 Pre-k students perform better in all areas, especially social development, language 

development, confidence, and cooperation 

 Often times, children‟s skills vary so greatly it becomes difficult to balance the classroom 

o Affects teachers‟ abilities to teach 

 Pre-k helps students to develop skills for success for the rest of their lives 

 Question: “How many students are in your classroom?” 

o Stacy: “28, and I am the only teacher.” 

 

Michael Lowe; Principal, Cook-Wissahickon Elementary School 

 Taught pre-k for 13 years 

 Pre-k is an extension of the school family because students need a seamless education 

transition 

 One of his previous students attended pre-k and pre-k allowed him to develop a plan for 

success and receive support in kindergarten for his speech delays 

o Pre-k reduces special education needs in future 

o Pre-k creates climate of respect and politeness 

 

Panel 6 

Eleanor Levie; Volunteer Activist at National Council of Jewish Women, Southeast 

Pennsylvania Early Childhood Coalition (SEPECC), Home Instruction for Parents and Preschool 

Youngters (HIPPY) 

 All individuals deserve respect and the options to develop their God-given potential 

 Pre-k develops lifelong love of learning 

 Education begins and is reinforced with families 

 SEPECC thanks commission for the science behind the program 

 HIPPY asks commission to recognize alternative programs as substitutes for classroom 

programs or as part of the mixed delivery system 

o Celebrate diversity in learning 

 

Denise Byrd; Kindergarten Teacher 

 Her students who went to pre-k are ready for school 

 They can leave their parents, understand the classroom environment, know letters, colors, 

shapes, and numbers 



 Academically, socially, and emotionally prepared for kindergarten 

 Pre-k makes the transition easier for the child, parent, and teacher 

 

Panel 7 

Lola Rooney; Director of Early Childhood Education YMCA 

 Was a teacher for 25 years 

 Students without early education struggled in Kindergarten 

 Ability to learn through play wasn‟t optimal and they didn‟t have a large vocabulary 

 Began teaching Kindergarten and worked up to 12
th

 grade 

o The same struggles in Kindergarten follow the students through all school years 

o Didn‟t matter by race or socioeconomic standing 

 

Terrell Davis; Program Director, Settlement Music School, Kaleidoscope  

 Kaleidoscope is a STAR 4 program that braids funding 

o Students of all learning types exceed in language development, and self-restraint 

 Commission should consider recommending an arts integration strategy 

o Incorporate art, music, and other types of learning  

 Teacher training should also integrate arts into classroom 

o Settlement can be the model for the training 

 

Joe Martin; Founder, Acclaim Academy 

 Right now our two early intervention systems, Childlink and Elwyn, are insufficient 

 Recommends widening training of childcare centers 

o Budget, inventory, payroll training because they lack these skills 

 Recommends parenting programs where parents work with schools 

 

 

Panel 8 

Dewayn Drummond; President, Mantua Civic Association 

 Head Start parent and a product of pre-k himself 

 Family and community engagement is necessary for success in pre-k 

 Pre-k must address the multiple cultures in Philadelphia 

 Dad‟s aren‟t sufficiently included in parent teacher conferences 

o Teachers speak to mothers first 

 

Tameka Holman; Parent, Head Start Policy Council 

 As a Head Start parent, has seen firsthand the benefits of pre-k 

 Older daughter (who is now in college) developed a love of learning through pre-k 

 Reminded the Commission that early education is for parents as well 

 

Panel 9 

Ahn Brown; Principal, Nebinger Elementary School 

 As a principal, knows immediately which children have had pre-k because they are better 

academically and socially prepared 

 As a parent, has seen the benefits of pre-k first hand 



o Child who went to two years of pre-k (not one) has been a life-long learner 

 

Kimberly Raley; CEO/Executive Director, Mariah Group 

 Has 25 years‟ experience as an early education teacher and is now an adjunct professor of 

special education 

 Special needs training for practitioners is far too limited 

 Children with IEPs are not receiving services in a timely manner 

o Most only receive services twice a week 

 Need to bring contractors into classrooms with a more “hands-on” strategy 

 

Sharmain Matlock-Turner; CEO, Urban Affairs Coalition and READ! By 4
th

 

 One of the most important strategies in READ! Is high quality early education for all 3 

and 4 year-olds 

 As a grandmother, has seen the benefit of pre-k and reading 

 Low income children start school over one year behind and they stay behind 

 Teachers need training for evaluation and identifying special needs 

 Increasing quality and spreading the message that quality matters is important 

 Urban Affairs Coalition is prepared to help to Commission 

 

Willis Lee Jones; Parent, Head Start Policy Council 

 Single father whose son went to pre-k 

 After the first 4 months of pre-k, son was reading proficiently 

 Now he is in first grade and he is thriving 

 Residents in underprivileged areas are interested in pre-k, but they need to be prioritized 

when offering resources 

 

Panel 10 

Tiffany Gilliam; Parent, Head Start Policy Council 

 Pre-k parent who now works with Kaleidoscope programs 

 Recommends that the Commission makes parental engagement a part of the program 

 

Latasha Vanish; Parent, Head Start Policy Council 

 Head Start parent who participates on the Policy Council and Parent Committee 

 This year is her daughter‟s first year is Head Start 

 Since joining in September, has been brought into the community 

o Has seen the benefits of community engagement and parent involvement 

 

Questions for Panel 10 

 Dr. Loretta Jemmott asked what parent and community engagement looks like? 

o Workshops (such as Save Our Sons) 

o Opportunities to join leadership such as the Policy Council 

 

Panel 11 

Christopher Routes; Assistant Teacher, Diversified Community Services 



 Works at a STAR 4 facility but recently had to stay at a shelter because his income was 

so low and his „safety net‟ disappeared 

o Makes less than $10 an hour 

 Coming to work at his Pre-K Counts classroom is the highlight of his day 

 His low income makes it hard to stay in an industry that he loves 

 There‟s a need to invest in the people helping to cultivate children 

 

Comments for Panel 11 

 Sharon Easterling noted that a main tenant of the draft report is the connection between 

quality care and adequate workforce compensation 

o The cost of care has been built on a sustainable salary structure  

 

3. Final Remarks 
 

Commission Co-Chairs thanked all for their participation. It was noted that all submitted written 

testimony will be posted online on www.phila.gov/universalprek and reminded all that 

comments and feedback are always welcome and can be submitted via email at 

prekcommission@phila.gov  
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