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WAITING FOR HELP

This is the second of two articles on child care for working families. 

By Angie Newsome 

STAFF WRITER 

ASHEVILLE -- The young boy rested his head in his hands as he leaned against his mom, Meta Kimble, who completed sets of forms on a recent morning. 

Buncombe County Child Care Services Social Worker LaJuana Montgomery swiveled from her keyboard to Kimble. It was 9:15 a.m. and Montgomery guided 26-year-old Kimble through a trail of paperwork. A single mother to three children, including 3-year-old Diontae Whitson, she needed help paying for day care. 

"Mama, can I sit with you?" he said, nudging her. Not breaking her rhythm, she scooped him to her lap. Fifteen minutes later, Kimble and Diontae left with a plan and some hope. 

But the program helping her -- the N.C. Subsidized Child Care Program, or the voucher program -- is straining to help needy families and the child-care providers they depend on. 

Gov. Mike Easley's proposed state budget offers little relief for the growing financial demands on the program, which offers financial assistance to low-income, working families who need child care, said Peggy Ball, N.C. Division of Child Development director. 

The $8-million subsidy program in Buncombe County serves an average of 2,300 children each month. Three hundred children wait for help right now. About 19,000 children were waiting in May for help across the state. 

With state repayment levels set using 1997 prices, Buncombe providers are getting less than those in other North Carolina counties. 

"It's an accumulation of many problems," said Rep. Wilma Sherrill, a Buncombe Republican, "none that money probably wouldn't fix." 

'Day care was more important than rent' 

For Kimble, it took getting sick to get help. 

She worked last year as a certified nursing assistant at a Black Mountain nursing home, she said, trying to work and raise her three children. Then, she said, she spent a month in the hospital, suffering from a nervous breakdown. She lost her job and her vouchers. 

"It just got so bad where I didn't have nobody to help me," she said. A family like Kimble's can owe an average of $960 a month for care. 

Because of her medical conditions, she's getting help. The program works like this: 

Families meet a list of requirements. They are low-income. For example, a family of four must make less than $3,507 in gross pay a month, or $42,000 a year. Most parents work at least 30 hours a week. 

When a family gets a child-care voucher, they take it to a provider. Parents pay part of the cost, and the state repays the provider for a portion. 

Now, an estimated 360,000 North Carolina children meet those requirements. The division serves less than one-third of those families. Most families earn less than $25,000 a year. 

"These are very poor, working families," Ball said. 

Child-care problems force families to choose whether to work and whether to sacrifice quality care. 

Justine Jimenez, 30, found herself making that choice. A back injury cost her a job and her vouchers. When she tried to work again, she arranged for a babysitter to care for her two small children. 

But when she found adults drinking alcohol in front of her children, who regularly came home crying from hunger, she fired the babysitter. 

"I can't afford the child care that I feel my children deserve," she said. 

For Renita Chastain, 25, the financial help meant breathing room. 

Chastain, a receptionist at a local medical office, used half her pay and nearly all her savings to pay for child care as she waited eight months for help. 

"Day care was more important than rent or anything," she said. 

Now, she and her son, Jackson, 5, can enjoy a weekend movie and a party at Chuck E. Cheese's. 

"It's a great program, but it's extra, extra hard to get in," agreed Tiffany Boone, 23. With vouchers and a retail job, she has plans to go to school. 

"It is certainly worth it," she said, "because for some of us, if we didn't have the vouchers, we would have no hope." 

'That would be a good day' 

The state reimburses providers for a part of child-care costs, based on rates set county-by-county using 1997 data. A few providers for certain care got a 1 percent or 2 percent increase in 2003, Ball said. 

Using these rates, Buncombe providers get less than centers in Durham, Forsyth, Mecklenburg, Orange or Watauga counties. The cost of living in Asheville is above any other North Carolina metro area. 

Buncombe County Child Care Services Director Fran Thigpen said that costs providers money. 

"They don't cover what a day care charges," agreed Joni Pressley of Asheville's Joni's Gingerbread Day Care. "I do OK." 

Without more federal funds, said Steven Barnett, director of the National Institute for Early Education Research at Rutgers, state leaders have to choose whether to leave the repayment amount flat, increase parents' co-payments or increase payments and decrease the number of people they can help. That squeezes access, he said. 

But Emory University political scientist Michael Rich said state and local leaders could also shift more state funding to the program. 

"What I need is to have enough money to not put people on a waiting list," Thigpen said. "Because that would be a good day." 

For Meta Kimble, it was, indeed, a good day: "I was so happy. I didn't know what to do because I was down to my last rope." 

And with child-care vouchers in hand, she and Diontae left the agency with a plan: get day care and start a job-retraining program. 

"Which I'm really looking forward to," she said, "because I want to work." 

Contact Newsome at 232-5856 or anewsome@CITIZEN-TIMES.com. 

NEED HELP FINDING CARE? 

Buncombe Child Care Services Resource & Referral can help. 

Call 250-6700, or go to the office, at 59 Woodfin Place in Asheville. 

WAITING FOR HELP 

About 19,000 children in May were on wait lists for the N.C. Subsidized Child Care Program. One of every 100 of those children lived in Buncombe County. 

PAYING FOR CARE 

The average per child monthly cost of child care in Buncombe: n Infant: $478 

n Toddler: $466 

n Age 2: $386 

n Age 3: $324 

n Age 4 and 5: $362 

n After school (ages 6 to 12): $217 

SOURCE: Buncombe County Child Care Services 

CHILD-CARE PROVIDERS WITH NONTRADITIONAL HOURS 

Buncombe child-care providers offering nontraditional-hour care: 

n Building Blocks 

212 Baldwin Road 

684-5328 

Four-star family home 

n Donna's Tiny Tots 

749 Brevard Road 

665-0450 

One-star family home 

n Grandma's Cabbage Patch 

720 Cane Creek 

687-2500 

One-star family home 

n Joni's Gingerbread Day Care 

675 Brevard Road 

665-0600 

One-star family home 

n Nix's Child Care 

129 Jonestown Road 

253-5698 

One-star family home 

n Sandcastles Daycare & Preschool 

65 Greeley St. 

252-7041 

One-star family home 

n Teresa's Day Care Home 

33 1/2 Burnsville Hill Road 

254-7404 

Three-star family home 

Tips for choosing quality child care: 

n The caregiver: Look for one that enjoys children, reacts kindly to needs and tries to increase knowledge and skills. 

n The environment: Do the children seem happy? Is the home or center licensed? How many children does one adult care for? Is the atmosphere comfortable, bright and pleasant? Are there enough toys, games and books? 

n Discipline: Does the discipline policy suit you and your child's needs? 

n Licensed child care facilities are rated from one to five stars. Check out your facility at http://ncchildcare.dhhs.state.nc.us/general/home.asp. 

n Schedule a time with the director to get your questions answered. Be sure parents are allowed to visit anytime, without notice. Drop by unannounced at least once to see how the facility operates. 

n Once you chose a provider, stop in from time to time. 

SOURCE: Buncombe County Child Care Services. 

WHAT IS THE SUBSIDY PROGRAM? 

The N.C. Subsidized Child Care Program -- or the voucher program -- helps parents with the cost of child care. 

There are several requirements to qualify for the program, which serves children up to age 12. The first is income: families cannot make above 75 percent of the state median income. For example, a family of three must make less than $2,946 in gross pay a month. 

In most families, each adult must work a minimum of 30 hours a week. Others are in school or job-training programs. 

Eligible parents are issued a child-care voucher. Families receiving financial assistance may choose the child-care program that best meets their needs. 

Some parents pay a fee directly to the child-care program based on income and family size. The program pays the provider directly for the remainder of the cost of child care. 

ON THE NET: For more, visit http://nc childcare.dhhs.state.nc.us/general/ home.asp. 
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