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As with each of the issues identified by the End Inequality Leadership Team, it is not 
difficult to find examples of inequality in the world of education, and many potential 
focus areas became apparent as we began the study process. Access to higher 
education, inequitable funding based on property taxes, uneven quality of teachers, 
unequal opportunities during the early childhood years, “pay to play” policies, 
charter schools, and the impact of poverty on learning were among the topics 
considered.  
 

OUR FOCUS 
Children who have reached school age become connected to systems designed to 
identify and address their needs, while younger children may develop in relative 
isolation. As five-year-olds enter kindergarten, teachers observe an extremely wide 
range of readiness skills in both social and cognitive development. Many children 
begin with a significant disadvantage as a result of limited exposure to appropriate 
developmental supports prior to kindergarten. Ample evidence exists to show that 
early prevention activities targeted toward disadvantaged children have much 
higher rates of economic returns and academic success than remediation efforts 
later in childhood or adult life. For these reasons, we decided to focus on issues 
relating to school readiness and the needs of children from birth to age five. 
 

THE PROBLEM 
The following profile of children in our state, prepared by Ready Nation Maine in 
2016, helps to show the extent of the problem: 
 

Children in Maine
i
 

 258,977 children (under the age of 18) live in the state;  

 48,000 children (19%) live in poverty (about $24,088 or less for a family of four);  

 23,000 children (9%) live in extreme poverty (about $12,004 or less for a family of four);  

 35 percent of children live in a household with only one parent.  
 

Child Care
ii
 

 When Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Child Care Development Fund 

(CCDF) and Additional Support for People in Retraining and Employment (ASPIRE) 

funds are combined, there are only about 7,800 child care vouchers available, serving just 

15 percent of the nearly 52,000 eligible children in Maine. 

 Many children receiving child care vouchers attend unlicensed and unregulated 

programs: 19 percent of those in both TANF- or ASPIRE-funded care. 

 Maine has a voluntary 4-step Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS) to help ensure 

child care quality. But only 25 percent of child care settings participate in the QRIS. 

 Of those who do participate, quality levels are not high: more than half (57 percent) are at 

Step 1, 17 percent are at Step 2, 10 percent are at Step 3 and only 1 percent are at Step 4. 
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Early Childhood Education
iii

 
 In Maine, approximately 4,433 children (28% of those eligible) participated in the 

federally-funded Head Start program in 2012.  

 As of October 1, 2015: 5,400 Maine 4-year-olds (41.4%) were enrolled in public pre-k 

programs.  

 When state-funded pre-kindergarten, Head Start or a special education preschool program 

are combined, only 12 percent of 3-year-olds and 52 percent of 4-year-olds were enrolled 

in some public early education program in the state. 

 New pre-k rules that meet all 10 of the National Institute for Early Education Research’s 

(NIEER) quality standards benchmarks were adopted in Maine in December 2014. 

Programs have until the end of 2017 to come into compliance with all of the benchmarks. 

 69 percent of Maine children under the age of 6 have both or their only parent in the 

workforce.  
 

School Readiness
iv

 
 Math:  

o 59 percent of fourth graders in Maine are below grade level in math;  

o 65 percent of eighth graders in Maine are below grade level in math.  

 Reading:  

o 64 percent of fourth graders in Maine are reading below grade level;  

o 64 percent of eighth graders in Maine are reading below grade level.  
 

Graduation Rates
v
 

 13.5 percent of high school students in Maine do not graduate on time with a high school 

diploma.  

 In May 2014, almost 13,000 Maine juniors took the SAT. Fewer than five in ten of those 

Maine students who took the test scored at proficient levels in math, reading and writing. 

Almost 49 percent of the students scored proficient in math, nearly 48 percent scored 

proficient in reading and only 45 percent were proficient in writing.  
 
There is agreement among stakeholders from a surprisingly varied spectrum of 
interests on the critical importance of early childhood education in addressing the 
problems outlined above. Ready Nation Maine is part of a nation-wide organization 
of leaders in business, law enforcement, and the military who have called attention 
to the fact that too many individuals are ill-prepared to enter the work force, 
become law-abiding, contributing citizens, and enlist in military service. They also 
recognize the fact that early childhood is the most effective time in a child’s life to 
address the problem, and they advocate for increased commitment to help our state 
expand access to high-quality early childhood education.  
 

EXISTING SUPPORTS 
Our process of identifying existing organizations devoted to supporting early 
education and care proved to be somewhat challenging inititally. There are often 
inconsistencies in terms of catchment areas. For example, Brunswick , because it sits 
on a county line, sometimes fits with Cumberland county, and other times is 
specifically earmarked to be served by Sagadahoc county. Fortunately, there is one 
organization that effectively connects a number of service providers from a wide 
area. United Way of Mid Coast Maine, with offices in Bath, provides funding for the 
following agencies: 
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 Success By 6: Early Childhood | Total Distribution:  $254,750 

for 2015-2016 
 Bath Area Family YMCA – The Enrichment Preschool Program 

Provides quality enrichment preschool for 3 to 5 year olds, as part of their quality child care and 

before and after school programs. 

 Central Lincoln County YMCA – Child Care Preschool & After School Programs 

Provides quality full day care and preschool for infants (6 weeks) through 5 years of age, and after 

school programming for children in kindergarten through 5th grade. 

 Coastal Kids Preschool – Inclusive Preschool and Afterschool Program 

Offers an inclusive preschool program in Lincoln County providing a developmentally appropriate 

education for all children without regard to ability and family income. 

 Family Focus - Children's Services 

Provides quality child care for children ages 6 weeks to five years, and Before and After School 

Age Care in Brunswick, Topsham and Harpswell. Provides developmentally appropriate 

programming in safe, nurturing environments. 

 Healthy Kids 

Prevents child abuse and neglect in Lincoln County and encourages, supports, and promotes 

healthy family environments through home visits, workshops, and activities for families. 

 Midcoast Maine Community Action – Early Head Start 

Provides pregnant women and children up to the age of three with support through intensive 

weekly home visits. Delivers child education, nutrition education, health and family services to 

families at or below the poverty level. 

 Midcoast Maine Community Action - Families CAN! 

Provides information on child abuse and neglect, and provides child abuse and neglect prevention 

training and support to families and professionals. 

 Teen and Young Parent Program – Maine Families – Lincoln & Sagadahoc County 

Promotes child and family well-being by providing voluntary parent education and support through 

home visits for families, prenatal through age three.    

 Tri-County Literacy - "Read With Me" Family Literacy Program 

Supports children to develop early literacy skills by offering interactive, educational programming, 

and by providing free books, literacy information, and opportunities for sharing. 

 Best Start Initiative:  United Way of Mid Coast Maine’s collaborative initiative with key partners 

Mid Coast Medical Group, Mid Coast Hospital, and home visiting programs.  United Way funds are 

joined with foundation grants to connect more families, preferably during prenatal period, with 

quality programs providing child development and parenting information. 

 
The United Way Board of Directors went through a process similar to the Education 
Study Group in deciding to focus on early childhood. In addition to supporting 
organizations financially, United Way of Mid Coast Maine is committed to 
approaching their goals in ways other than funding. They are concerned with 
legislation, local government, coordination of services, utilization of volunteers, and 
identifying gaps in services. They decided to focus on early childhood because so 
many things point to starting early as a key to success in education, financial 
stability, and health—their three priority areas in working toward improved lives in 
our community.  
 
 

http://bathymca.org/
http://www.clcymca.org/
http://www.coastalkidsme.org/
http://www.familyfocusme.org/
http://www.healthykidsmaine.com/
http://midcoastmainecommunityaction.org/
http://midcoastmainecommunityaction.org/
http://umaine.edu/parenting/parents-as-teachers/teen-parent-program/
http://tricountyliteracy.org/
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Best Start 
One of the challenges in efforts to support families with young children is the need 
to connect parents with the services available. The Best Start Initiative is an 
innovative approach to do just that: 
 

Our United Way of Mid Coast Maine convened disparate systems of care for 
families and brought them together to establish one collective goal and 
recommendations to reach the goal. Key partners are Mid Coast—Parkview 
Health Services, Mid Coast Hospital, Mid Coast Medical Group’s Women’s 
Health Care, CHANS Home Health Care, Martin’s Point Health Care, State of 
Maine Public Health Nursing, Maine Families—Sagadahoc and Lincoln 
Counties (Teen & Young Parent Program), Maine Families—Cumberland 
County (The Opportunity Alliance), and Early Head Start at Midcoast Maine 
Community Action. Our collective goal is “For Home Visiting/Parent 
Education to become the ‘norm,’ so most families benefit and more 
adverse childhood experiences are prevented or reduced.” By working 
with families, we aim to strengthen both children’s and families’ resilience so 
they can thrive together.  
 

Our study group identified early on the fact that home visitation is one of the most 
promising ways to provide support for child development, and it was heartening to 
discover that the Best Start Initiative is underway. The three-year Regional Plan has 
four key components: 
 

1. Making system changes to increase referrals from medical providers 
resulting in significantly more community-based home visits with 
families. This includes creating the new Best Start Specialist position so 
that all pre-natal patients learn about parent support and information, 
and are connected to most appropriate home visiting services. We aim to 
create a “warm hand-off” by having a trusted medical staff member 
introduce the family to a home visitor in person at the medical practice. 

2. Increasing the capacity of community-based services to serve more 
families, by funding additional home visitor positions as needed. 

3. Evaluating the initiative and outcomes for children. 
4. Developing ongoing, long-term support for the initiative. 

 
Now in the second year of the project, results are positive, and prospects for 
continuation beyond the initial three-year period are promising. 
 
The Diaper Project 
An adequate supply of diapers is essential to a baby’s mental and physical health, 
and it can be very difficult for parents with limited financial means to meet the need. 
This challenge has been recognized on a national level, and in March of 2016, the 
White House highlighted a new initiative by private and non-profit entities to 
address the problem and make diapers more affordable for all. Fortunately, a 
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project to make diapers available is already in place in our area. The United Way of 
Mid Coast Maine has organized a Diaper Project through which individuals can 
donate either diapers or funds for the purchase of diapers. The following points are 
highlighted in their promotional materials: 
 

 Diapers can cost up to $1,000 per year per child. For a parent earning 
$15,600 (working full-time at Maine’s minimum wage of $7.50/hour) that’s 
over 6% of their income. 

 The purchase of diapers is not covered by the SNAP (formerly Food Stamps) 
or the Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program.  

 For sanitary reasons, Laundromats often don’t allow customers to wash cloth 
diapers. 

 Most childcare centers require parents to provide a day’s supply of 
disposable diapers. No diapers means no childcare. No childcare means you 
miss work or school.   

 
Mobile App 
Recognizing that smart phones are widely available and used extensively by parents 
of all income levels, the Bezos Foundation in Seattle Washington developed a free 
mobile app called Daily VroOM, an innovative approach to the challenge of 
connecting supports with families. It is designed to provide “bite sized activities” 
that fit into parents’ daily routines. “So whether it’s meal time, bath time, or any 
time in between, you can turn everyday moments into brain building moments.” 
Leaders in neuroscience, psychology, behavioral economics, parenting, and early 
childhood development collaborated in developing the materials accessed by the 
app. The Vroom website is also an excellent source of information for parents.  
 Locally, a Team of volunteers meets several times a year to discuss options 
for resources that are free, research-based, and available through multiple media 
options. The Team is promoting VROOM, which meets these criteria well. Volunteers 
may join the planning team, and individuals/groups can help to promote VROOM to 
new parents in their community. 
 
CA$H Coalition 
United Way of Mid Coast Maine partners with Goodwill Industries of Northern New 
England, New Ventures Maine, Bath Savings Institution, Bowdoin College, Bath 
Housing, CEI, First Federal Savings, Key Bank, Midcoast Maine Community Action, 
University College at Bath/Brunswick, and the Internal Revenue Service to provide 
free tax preparation by IRS-certified volunteers to individuals or families with 
annual incomes up to $54,000. Volunteers (training provided) may serve as tax 
preparers or greeters during the months of January through March. Part of the effort 
is to help ensure that people who are eligible for the Earned Income Tax Credit 
and/or the Child Tax Credit apply for them.  
 

Home to Home 
Home To Home was developed to ensure that children of divorced/separated 
parents have a safe, friendly environment in which to transition from one parent to 
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another before and after periods of visitation. The program was created to protect 
both children and parents from the extreme expressions of anger and possible 
violence that sometimes occur during exchanges. The goal is to improve the well 
being of both the children and their families. 

The Bath Brunswick Branch of the American Association of University 
Women, in conjunction with Judge Joseph Field of the Maine Sixth District Court, 
initiated Home To Home. Representatives from over 35 social service agencies and 
professionals from the Mid-Coast area met for eleven months to develop plans and 
procedures for the Home to Home Program. Parents who are unable to exchange 
their children peacefully are ordered by the Court to participate in Home to Home. 
Home to Home is appointed guardian ad Litem by the Court to carry out the 
exchange of the minor child/ren for purposes of visitation. 

The Home to Home exchange center is located in Mid Coast Hospital on 
Medical Center Drive. All exchanges of children at Home to Home are scheduled in 
advance. Parents are assigned a 15-minute period in which the exchange will take 
place. Trained volunteers supervise the transition from one parent to another.  
 

EDUCATION LEGISLATION 
While not specific to early childhood, a number of recent and pending legislative 
efforts are designed to improve educational outcomes, both nationally and in the 
state of Maine. In addition, the initiative to raise the minimum wage in Maine should 
benefit children of low wage earners. 
 
National 
Every Student Succeeds Act 
The most recent version of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act: the 
Every Student Succeeds Act was signed by President Obama in December of 2015. 
The origins of the act were to compensate for poverty, and the slogan “Leave No 
Child Behind” came from Marian Wright Edelman and the Children’s Defense Fund. 
A provision for increasing access to high quality pre-school is included in the new 
law.  
 
Social Impact Partnership Act 
The Social Impact Partnership Act, introduced in both houses of congress, is 
described as follows: “This legislation…aims to expand and improve meaningful 
social and public health interventions, while driving taxpayer savings. It does so by 
first requiring the federal government to clearly define desired outcomes for a 
target population...It then allows private sector and philanthropic investors to fund 
the expansion of scientifically-proven interventions aimed at achieving those 
outcomes. If rigorous independent evaluation confirms that predetermined 
outcomes are met, the federal government would repay investors with a modest 
return out of savings realized from a decreased reliance on government programs. If 
the outcomes are not met, no taxpayer money is spent.” As of 5/10/16, the house 
bill had 42 cosponsors (21 Republicans and 21 Democrats). 
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Maine 
Public Education Surcharge Initiative 
This initiated bill establishes the Fund to Advance Public Kindergarten to Grade 12 
Education for the purpose of improving the ability of the State to reach the annual 
target of 55%, as specified in statute, for the state share of the total cost of funding 
public education from kindergarten to grade 12, and for increasing direct support 
for student learning rather than administrative costs. Revenue for the fund is 
generated by a 3% surcharge on Maine taxable income over $200,000, beginning 
with tax years beginning on or after January 1, 2017. 
 
Minimum Salary for Public School Teachers 
L.D. 1370: Each school administrative unit shall establish a minimum salary of 
$40,000 for certified teachers for the school year starting after June 30, 2016 and in 
each subsequent school year. Each school administrative unit shall provide to the 
department on or before October 1st the number of teachers eligible for incremental 
salary increases as defined in section 15689, subsection 7-A, paragraph A. 
 
Statewide Minimum Wage 
This initiated bill raises the minimum wage to $9.00 per hour in 2017 and by $1.00 
per hour each year after that until it is $12.00 per hour in 2020. The minimum wage 
then increases at the same rate as the cost of living. The minimum wage for workers 
who receive tips increases to $5.00 per hour in 2017 and then by $1.00 per hour 
each year until it matches the minimum wage for all other workers, which occurs no 
sooner than 2024. 
 
 

WHAT WE CAN DO AS INDIVIDUALS 
 If you are in business, law enforcement, or the military, consider becoming a 

member of Ready Nation to support advocacy on behalf of young children; 
 Donate to the United Way of Mid Coast Maine Diaper Project; 
 Volunteer for the Community Read Aloud; 
 Donate to United Way (targeted to Best Start); 
 Volunteer for the CA$H Coalition project; 
 Join the Vroom planning team; 
 Volunteer for Home to Home; 
 Other 

 
 

WHAT UUCB MIGHT CONSIDER AS A CHURCH-WIDE EFFORT 
 Contact United Way to get information for getting started on a Diaper Drive; 
 Support the initiative to raise the minimum wage; 
 Support legislation to raise the minimum wage for public school teachers; 
 Support the education surcharge initiative 
 Other 
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