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GIVING KIDS – AND THEIR FAMILIES – A HEAD START 
Amy Davis

One day, Maria came home to her little duplex apartment to find an advertisement about Head Start tacked to her door.  She’d never given it much thought before, but she decided to call and see what it was all about.

She was 18 at the time, and her little boy, Justin, was 2.  His dad was out of the picture, so Maria had relied on her grandmother to watch Justin while she finished high school and worked second shift at a local grocery store.  Maria was able to get Justin into Head Start, and she started taking classes at Roane State Community College.

She eventually got a better job, but before she finished her degree, daughter Allison was born.  Maria was now 21, with two children under the age of 4.  The kids were on Tenn Care, but she never asked for child support from either of the children’s fathers.  Maria was able to enroll Baby Allison in Head Start when she was just two months old, so she could continue working. 

Fortunately, Head Start provides more than just child care. It is exactly what Maria needed -- a comprehensive support program for low-income families. Head Start's school-readiness curriculum enhances children's educational success and social development. Staff have also helped Justin and Allison get much-needed health, nutrition, and dental services. According to Joyce Farmer, Director of Knox County Head Start, parent involvement is a key component of the program. Maria has been a conscientious participant in monthly parent meetings and seminars, and even represented her center on the parent advisory committee. 

Justin, now 9, attends elementary school, and Allison, 4, still goes to Head Start half-day.  Maria would prefer that she attend all day. But when state funding for Head Start was cut last year, Allison was no longer eligible for a full-day program, because Maria’s wages disqualified her for the needed voucher.  So, once again, Maria’s grandmother picks Allison up from school and watches her and Justin until mom gets home from work.

Maria knows that hers is an atypical story, in that her extended family has provided her terrific encouragement and at least some child care at home. She acknowledges that if there had been no flyer on her door that day, she, like so many others, would likely be paying more than half her paycheck for childcare, struggling to make it from week to week. Instead, she has been able to build a more secure financial base for her family. Even more importantly, she knows that her son and daughter are getting a safe and supportive head start on life. 
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