Appalachian Early Child Development Center Fills Void in Eastern Kentucky Community
For working parents in isolated rural communities, quality child care is a lifeline that allows them an opportunity for employment so they can provide for their families. 

So when USDA Rural Development was approached by a child development center in Eastern Kentucky that was in need of expansion so it could serve parents on a waiting list, the agency provided a $75,000 Community Facilities grant to make it happen. 

The grant will make life easier for parents whose independence is contingent upon their ability to find quality child care services in their community. It was especially impactful in an economically depressed region where low-income families face economic hardships on a number of fronts.

Appalachian Early Child Development Center hosted an open house on May 21 to celebrate the new addition, inviting local, state and federal officials that had a hand in making it happen.

Rural Development State Director Tom Fern participated in the program and expressed his congratulations and support for such an important and worthwhile project.

Fern said this project highlights the Obama Administration’s focus on programs for improving education and child care, emphasizing the center’s role in the community as not only a daycare facility, but as a quality learning center.

The center opened as a non-profit center in 2003 in Letcher County, which is one of Kentucky’s 43 persistent poverty counties. A new daycare center was desperately needed, as there are only a handful of state-licensed childcare facilities to serve a population of more than 23,000. 

Administrator Bonita Adams and Director Faye Martin were the driving force behind the center and went above and beyond the call of duty to bring their idea to fruition. Each woman contributed equal parts of the start-up money necessary to get it off the ground.

 “When we started, we would go around to schools and adult learning centers looking for furniture (like bookshelves and tables) and supplies to get it open,” said Adams. “We even made and sold dinners to raise money for the center. We did what we had to do to make it happen.”

Although keeping the center open is a struggle – state childcare subsidies have not increased in several years, although operating costs have – the women believe the challenges they face pale in comparison to the benefit to the community. They are acutely aware of the need for dependable, affordable child care and the important service their center provides.

“We do it for the children. It’s such a nice place, and even when it’s hard, we know we have to keep it going for the kids and the families we serve,” said Adams. 

They have received financial assistance from Rural Development in the past, as well as continuing support from the Mountain Association for Community Economic Development.
The women approached Rural Development for assistance because the center had only one-fourth of the money needed for a $100,000 project to build a new 600 square-foot classroom and install a handicapped accessible bathroom. The classroom addition has allowed the center to increase enrollment by 16 children.

“With the new classroom, we went from an enrollment of 22 to 38 and took in three new children last week,” said Adams. “We want parents and grandparents to know there are still spaces available.”

Appalachian currently has a level 2 STARS rating from the state of Kentucky, and the staff is hopeful the center will move up to a level 3 after its most recent inspection.

STARS for KIDS NOW, is Kentucky's voluntary quality rating system for licensed Type I and Type II child care centers and certified family child care homes that surpass the minimum licensing requirements. The system uses a scale of 1to 4 STARS to identify levels of quality. Programs are assessed in the following areas: staff/child ratios, group size, curriculum, parental involvement, training/education of staff, regulatory compliance and personnel practices. 

“The grant from Rural Development gave us an opportunity to serve more children, and maintain a quality center.” said Adams. “It gave us equipment we’ve never had like a copier and new phones – we had been using ones we brought from home – and a computer. It also allowed us to upgrade our outdoor play equipment.

“We can’t say enough about Greg Pridemore and Vernon Brown and their assistance in the grant-writing process. We’re so thankful to them for their help … and so thankful to Rural Development.”
