July, 2006

Dear Mark, members of the NAEYC Governing Board, and senior NAEYC staff:

Greetings from the Western States!  This year’s Western States Leadership Network (WSLN) was held June 21-25 in Tucson, Arizona. The states of Washington, Oregon, Montana, Alaska, California, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, and Arizona were represented. The following letter expresses the issues and ideas discussed during the 5 day event.  As has been the tradition, we would like to share these ideas with the NAEYC Governing Board, the Affiliate Council and the NAEYC senior staff.

The support, expertise, and inspiration offered by Josué and Mark’s attendance was deeply appreciated.  Naomi Karp’s steady leadership and guidance is an asset to the national board as well as AzAEYC. Thank you for supporting their attendance.

The new accreditation system was a subject of great discussion.  Our biggest concern is the impact of the total cost of being accredited and maintaining accreditation.  Does NAEYC have a plan to not only help with the cost of accreditation, but also help with the “true total cost of high quality child care”, i.e. teacher education, commensurate salaries, and staffing for the hours of documentation?  The new system is a great improvement with impact in many areas.  We hope it will increase funding and not drive high quality programs away from NAEYC accreditation.  

The new accreditation system is slowly gaining understanding; however many affiliates request an increase in the number of training opportunities.  Attending the regional trainings can be a financial hardship.  We would encourage NAEYC to support small group meetings in many locations, which increase members’ ability to navigate the new accreditation system.  University/lab schools and other centers which have a mandate to serve a specific population often are marked down for consistency.  Can a group of Lab School Directors be convened to talk about their specific issues?  We appreciate the raising of the standards for accreditation; please help us with tools to meet them.

We request that you consider some additional ideas regarding affiliate structure.  The western states have major cities and extraordinary rural areas.  If the population of Wyoming were evenly distributed across the state, each person would not be able to see the other; in Alaska they would not have cell phone contact. The requirement that an active affiliate consist of a minimum of 50 members is unrealistic for many populations in the West. We believe the number needs to be more flexible, so that rural communities are not limiting active members due to the distance and difficulty of traveling in sparsely populated or mountainous areas.   Requiring distant communities to combine under one affiliate presents a number of challenges, including how to fund attendance at board meetings.  We love Josué’s theme of “ordinary people doing extraordinary things.”  NAEYC needs to support the ordinary people, not just the ones in urban areas.  Might we suggest that individual affiliates be permitted to set their own minimum number of members as part of their goal setting strategy?  We would also suggest establishing sub-affiliates for areas of low population?  We would welcome further discussion in this area and be happy to work on additional solutions as well.  

We applaud the work currently happening with the membership categories.  We recognize that NAEYC is a professional organization representing those working within the field; however, we recommend consideration for a parent membership component to the organization in order to enlist additional allies to work on behalf of children.  We also feel that this opportunity would further recognize the contributions that families make to the field and strengthen the supportive relationship that exist with the families we serve. 
We appreciate the high quality literature which clarifies the value of play and how developmentally appropriate practices are essential to high quality Early Childhood Education programs.   However, we need the NAEYC literature to keep pace with the current climate.  We need tools to assist providers with demonstrating how practices called for in accreditation meet state early learning standards.  Parents and public schools are pressuring many providers to use academic curriculum which would not satisfy accreditation standards. We understand the accreditation curriculum standards; please help us communicate these standards and their value to the public with the creation of a new Position Statement that focuses on the alignment of accreditation standards and early learning standards.  Might we also suggest more articles in Young Children focused on the how providers can meet both sets of standards and use them collaboratively.
In an effort to increase public awareness of the value of high quality ECE and the policy issues associated with its delivery, we are pleased to share with you the work from two of our states, California and Oregon.  California created an ad campaign, hosted by Rob Reiner, which generated a high level of interest and increased awareness. Oregon has created a series of Public Service Announcements, which have been picked up by television stations and will be aired in the fall.  The media outlets have the will and desire to communicate our message, they need the tools.  Members have noticed the articles and quotes in Sunset and Parents magazine.  This exposure validates our cause and brings support to our work with children.  The quotes in the New York Times by Ellen Galinsky on the value of high quality early childhood education inspire us. We applaud these efforts and encourage their expansion.  
Gender equity continues to be a concern.  Noting the article in Newsweek, ‘Boys in Crisis’, the need for increased male representation in the field is paramount.  Let’s establish goals and criteria for achieving gender equity in the early childhood education field so that qualified men are more proportionately represented at all levels.  Can we encourage a research initiative on strategies and a position paper on improving and achieving gender equity in the field?  We must demonstrate to policy makers and funding sources that Early Childhood Education is not a women’s issue, it is a human requirement.  The future depends on it.

While attending WSLN there are many opportunities to formally hear the state of each state and informal opportunities to learn of cutting edge practices occurring throughout the West.  One of the many assets the WSLN gathering offers is the opportunity to learn of each other’s successes, for example: securing funding, establishing a project, or orienting your board.  We experienced the inspiring ‘Hopes and Dreams’ presentation by the Tucson Children’s Project. These extraordinary ideas need to be shared in a format beyond conferences and live presentations.  We strongly encourage the establishment of an addition to the NAEYC web site in the form of a section highlighting ‘cutting edge’ practices.  Although nothing can duplicate person to person contact, these great ideas need to be broadly shared.  Perhaps states can be invited to share their innovative practices through an area designated in Young Children or in a special area of the web site.  
Thank you for the expanded use of electronic communication.   E-news is well received, and builds our sense of membership. These monthly clips of information and policy keep us in touch with our parent organization and are a great compliment to the inspiration offered in Young Children.  In order to build concrete connections between the two ‘publications’ please consider an information box in YC with bullet points regarding information to be found on-line, and notes on accessing this information.  Connecting these media outlets also helps all generations communicate.  We would also recommend an area on the NAEYC web site that would provide in-depth training and assistance on how to move through the different areas of the site as well as technical assistance to affiliates on how to navigate through areas as well.  A Frequently Asked Questions area could help to streamline the most common questions and inquiries.
Discussions with Mark Ginsberg on the subject of corporate sponsorship were insightful. We’d like your support to secure sponsorship packages from corporations such as Target, Dayton-Hudson, Mervyns, the Gates Foundation, and others.  Although most of this sponsorship would go towards the work that NAEYC is doing, we would request that policy and procedures be created for affiliates who are interested in recruiting and obtaining sponsorships as well.  
The WSLN conference applauds the E-News Alerts, the access to the NAEYC Research Department, NAEYC work on public policy, and the new “draft” of membership categories/structure.  The great improvements in customer service are noted by everyone.  Inquiries are answered in 24 hours.  The information regarding Generational Synergy has increased our communication capacity.  From affiliates, to centers, to staff relations we have a better understanding of our differences which enables us to build commonality. Mark’s discussion regarding a Global Alliance was particularly exciting.  This work acknowledges the interconnectedness of all children’s hopes and dreams, and builds our ability to access information from the core of a culture.  The partnership with Mexico AEYC has yielded valuable information.  Future partnerships will build our capacity with other cultures represented in our population.

We appreciate your continued support of this network of like-minded people and for the support and leadership of NAEYC that unifies our thinking and our work. The WSLN gathering provides leaders of the 13 western states an opportunity for networking, rejuvenation, and learning.  The retreat provides its leaders with inspiration and strengthens their leadership development.  Montana is host next year.  Will you join us?

Sincerely,

The Western States Leadership Network
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