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A very creative group of folk have
been sketching out a plan to raise
awareness and understanding of
the need and value of early care
and education for Meriden’s
children. Some Meriden
highlights:

- Producing a 6-8 minute DVD that
tells in pictures the need and value
of early care and learning. Will
feature Meriden scenes, parent
and community leaders. The plan
is to have it completed by late
August, with roll out to follow
through the Fall. We previewed a
‘rough cut’ and it's quite an
amazing piece. Producers Clem
Kasinskas and Eddie Siebert
have put in an enormous amount
of time and talent to make this
happen.

- Working with the Meriden
Chamber of Commerce on the
details, but we have confirmed that
on Thursday, October 28 in the
afternoon Mr. Art Rolnick of the
Minneapolis Federal Reserve will
be in Meriden to speak to the

economic benefits of early
learning. He’s a national expert
and will bring additional attention
to local efforts to expand early
learning opportunities. Thanks to
CT Voices for Children for helping
make this happen.

Become a ‘Friend’ to Children
The state-wide ‘Ready, Set, Grow’
campaign supports the goal of
readying kids for Kindergarten. To
find out more and to sign up to be

Sumrer 2004

a ‘Children’s Champion’, visit:
www.readysetgrowctkids.org

We've been working hard to sign
up Meriden ‘Friends’, and have
signed up 137 in just two
months! That puts us in a solid
second place of all CT towns and
cities. Let's keep finding Friends
so we can be #1 in the State.

Meriden’s Parent Leadership
Training Institute graduated an
awesome class of 19 this June.

Guest speakers included State Rep.

Chris Donovan, Elaine
Zimmerman (Commission on
Children) and Tom Faniel, Principal
of Benjamin Franklin Elementary
School. The graduates are:

Send articles, information & comments to
105 Miller Street Meriden, CT 06450

Children First is a community-wide collaborative of parent and community leaders with a shared
vision: All Meriden children will come to school ready to learn and will be successful.

Children First is supported by the Graustein Memorial Foundation, Napier Foundation, Cuno
Foundation, CDBG and other important partners.

(203) 630-3566 * Fax (203) 630-2423 « dwradcliffe@ijuno.com

Sheri Amechi

Luz Neris

Luz Sanchez
Yolanda Jordan
Sandra Fedora
Cheryl Canino
Kathy Little
Barbara Sokol
Martha Canas
Myrna Figueroa
Leonor Lopez
Heather Tirrell
Lydia Vasquez
Danielle Nowicky
Katherine Stewart
Darnell Moss
Sylvester Kwenton
Ester Silcott

PLTl is a free, 20 week courses that
teaches skills to become a more
effective advocate for your child and
community. For more information on
the January 2005 class of PLTI contact
Children First today.
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Early Learning Center

A consortium of Meriden non-profit
groups and parent leaders has been
planning to create an early learning
and nature center for Meriden
children. You may know there is a
pressing need for affordable
preschool, not only to help children
prepare for school, but to support
our many working families. This
center is one response to the
estimated need for more than 400
additional preschool spaces in
Meriden.

We are still working on gaining control
of a site, which has proven quite a
challenging task. More news to
follow, hopefully soon ... A capital
campaign consultant will be brought in

to help with an action plan to raise
funds for land acquisition and the
building construction.

Behavioral/mental health issues

A group of more than 20 providers of
behavioral/mental health services
from Meriden and Wallingford have
been meeting. The Child Guidance
Clinic and Children First are
providing some modest support to the

group.

We have been discussing a draft
action plan on local behavioral health
needs of children, and have been
working away this Summer to identify
some specific next steps around
policy, budget and program. The
plan is to present this plan of action to

key legislators at a special meeting
on Thursday, October 8. If you'd
like a copy of this important report
give a call.

Community Leaders

In June, three community leaders
sponsored in part by Children First
completed the Chamber of
Commerce Leadership Challenge.
They are: Cathy Lewis, Karen
Rainville, and Donna Mordarski.
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For the third consecutive year, Children First provided leadership to
a community-wide effort encouraging local funding for schools.
Along the way a delegation of Meriden citizens joined a rally of 800
at the State Capitol urging state funding for towns and schools. In
April, more than 125 concerned parents, community leaders and
teachers attended a public hearing on the city budget at City Hall,
one of the largest such gatherings in recent memory.

The outcome: due in part to the efforts of concerned citizens, the
Meriden City Council increased school funding by $600,000 over
the City Manager’s recommended budget. This is decent given
the tough local and state economy, but was still somewhat less than
the Board of Education request. As a result, there has been a
reduction of 15 teaching positions and an erosion of some school

This coming October concerned parent and community leaders will
meet in a group called the Meriden Education Budget Committee to
think about funding priorities for the next school year. Date to be
determined, but do let us know if you're interested.

‘Snapshot’ Report Card on
the Well Being of Meriden
Children and Families

A group of 15 people have been
working since June 2003 to update
our 2001 baseline report on how
Meriden children and families are
doing. Data and analysis look at
family economics, health, safety,
education and child care.

Tara Werkheiser at the Health
Department did the bulk of the work
on the full 40 page report. This
report includes a new section on the
behavioral health needs of Meriden
children and young people. If you'd
like a copy let us know.

A very fine brochure summary
version has just been produced, and
a powerpoint presentation is on the
way. Visit the CFI website for a
copy, or stop by our office at the
library.

Over the next several weeks the
group will work to identify issues for
action and craft public materials and
messages in response.

Save the date:

Candidate Debate — Monday, October 25, 6:30 p.m. at

Washington Middle School!




Senior Buddy Readers, sponsored
by Children First, continues to
flourish. The effort links 50 senior
volunteers with more than 140 first
and second graders to improve
reading skills in several Meriden
elementary schools. In June, there
were special ceremonies at the three
Buddy Reader schools to recognize
the children and volunteers. Some
remarks from seniors included:

Matthew Dominello: “I enjoyed the
program reading to the children. It
reminded me of reading to my children
when they were younger, and reading to
my grandchildren today.”

Kathy Lombardi: “I learned what a joy it
was to be in touch with the young
children. After one of the sessions one of
them gave a little thank you speech to
me and it was so cute- Thanked me for
being a Buddy Reader and helping them
to read and being there for them.”

Mary Peczynski: “It helped me
understand the need for individual one-
on-one relationships in life.”

Dorothy Sturmer: “Having retired as a
3" grade teacher...it was very fulfilling to
use my experience to help my students
improve their reading skills.”

Shirley Tauriello: “It was a very
rewarding experience. Complicated to
express feelings about these wonderful
children who give so much and have so
little.”

Florence Wysocki: “I like working with
young people because | don't have any
grandchildren.”

Donna Macri: “Their smiles each week
made it a great way to start my day...”

Joseph DeMaio: “I found there’s
something in life besides getting old. |
found it rewarding and there’s a need for
a grandparent [role model].”

Florence Berry: “It helped me realize
how important reading is to children and
as | told them when you can read you
can do most anything- reading is very
important in all of our lives.”

Mary Plourde: “Children respond to
someone that cares about them and it
makes your effort worthwhile.”

Harold Quigley: “These kids are great!
They are polite, enthusiastic...l just had
fun and gained a better appreciation of
the quality of Meriden schools.”

Peter Burch: “lI enjoy helping these
students. | get as much as | give.”

Phyllis Highbridge: “It gave me a
chance to give back to the community
and to be with the younger children. It
was a pleasure to help the children
improve their reading and a joy to
interact with them.”

Genevieve Sperry: “Their energy and
young spirits were inspirational.”

Another great story: A boy in the
program loved his Senior Buddy. When
the Buddy said that he wouldn® have
him as a buddy next year, since he will
be going to 3rd grade, the boy's
response was, "Then I1® just stay back!"

And this testimony from Romero
Cherry, State Coordinator of
RSVP and Americorp service
programs:

“Thank you, again, for your
sharing information on the

Seni or Buddy Readers
program | thought that you
m ght |like to know that your

program was one of two
encour agi ng prograns that |
hi ghlighted in ny
presentation to the 200+

attendees at the

Strengt heni ng Anerica's
Children and Fanilies

Conf erence on Tuesday, May
25" It might delight you
to know that when | cited
the fact that the Senior
Buddi es did not read to the
children, but that the
children read to the Senior
Buddi es, | got an unexpected
acknow edgenment fromthe
audi ence — many voiced their
approval, as well as gave
nods of approval.”

To find out more about Buddy
Readers and to volunteer, contact
Children First.
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IMPACT parent group
meeting (Meriden Parents and
Community Together).

The group, led by Cathy Lewis
and Donna Mordarski, hosted
a summer planning meeting
with eight parents. The next
meeting is Monday,
September 20, 6:30 p.m. at
the Meriden Public Library.

Donate your old cell phones and
used ink cartridges to Children
First. Proceeds benefit the Senior
Buddy Reader Program. Call 630-
3566 for pick-up or drop them off
at Children First inside the
Meriden Public Library.




Optional Reading:
Dave s Observationson
Childhood

David Radcliffe has been the
Facilitator of Children First for
five years.

The notes that follow feature his
wife Chauce and sons, eleven-year
old Gage, and identical twin
preschoolers Ben and Noah.

Last Fall we cameinto 3 hamsters
and after amonth we were down to
one. If there’'s anything good
about the death of apetit’sto
show that all things have their
time. Flowers. Trees. People.

My van. So when the 3 and final
hamster left us this summer, we
thought the kids would be sad.

Meriden Children First
105 Miller Street
Meriden, CT 06450

But for Ben, he saw opportunity and
on hearing the news of Kenyon’'s
passing he overcame his grief in a
flash and said: ‘Can we get adog’ ?

One of our trips this Summer took us
to the birthplace of Thomas Edison
in Milan, Ohio. After, we asked the
kids how Edison invented the
lightbulb. Noah: ‘First he listened
to his parents and ate hisfood'.

In late Spring, mature dandelions are
fun for blowing. | said you can
make a Dandelion Wish, if you like,
by blowing the white seeds. So Ben
poofs the flower away and makes a
quiet wish. One second later he
asks, ‘' So where' s thefire truck’ ?

Y ou know that the parents arein
kindergarten mode when your
preschooler says ‘How long do | stay
in the bath? and you hear *When
will you teach me math?

AVAILABLE: 2004
Meriden Community
Resource Directory!

One page, easy-on-the-eyes in
Spanish and English. Stop by
the library for your copy or print
off your own from
www.meridenchildrenfirst.org

Save the date

Children First
Annual Meeting

Wednesday

October 13
6:30 p.m.

at John Barry Elementary

6:15 registration, children
welcome!

RSVP to 630-3566




