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8 State Road, P.O. Box 425

508-645-2562 x214

Chilmark, MA 02535



Tim Carroll

Executive Secretary

Town of Chilmark                                                               January 17, 2009

Dear Tim,

I’m writing, as you requested, to report on the current status of the Chilmark Preschool. But first, a little history (after all, this is Chilmark!).  In March 2004, a task force was formed to examine the Chilmark School, specifically its enrollment and finances.  They came up with the notion of housing a preschool within the public school, and the Chilmark Preschool was born.  To quote from the Chilmark Preschool’s Statement of Purpose, written by the founding Board: “The goal of the Chilmark Preschool is to offer a high quality, reasonably priced private preschool within the existing Chilmark School building in order to provide a resource for Chilmark and other up-island families and to encourage a higher enrollment for the Chilmark School.  The Preschool seeks to complement the developmentally based, community oriented curriculum and philosophy of the Chilmark School [and] to promote inclusiveness, as consistent with the goals of the Up-Island Regional School District.” 

John and I were spending the winter in VT around this time and I didn’t really hear much about the plans until we returned in the spring. Although I wasn’t actually looking for a job, it seemed impossible to ignore the  “appropriateness of fit”, as it were. I had the training, credentials, and decades of experience working with preschoolers, their families and teachers; as well, before defecting to West Tisbury,  John and I had lived in Chilmark for 25 years. The fact that my children had grown up in this town and gone through the school (and my oldest grandson too) left me with a debt of gratitude that convinced me to apply for the position of Teacher/Director.  

This year (08-09)will be the Preschool’s fourth year of operation, and I’m happy to say that things are going remarkably well. We’ve seen a slow, steady rise in enrollment each year, from ten children and two teachers the first year to our current fifteen children and three full time teachers. Eight students are from Chilmark, five from West Tisbury,  one from Aquinnah, and one from Edgartown. Under our current license our maximum number is sixteen. We have been lucky so far to maintain a very high teacher-to-child ratio as it mitigates some of the challenges inherent in our physical set-up, like the lack of a large fenced outdoor play area.  Our own little fenced yard is fine for use as an outdoor extension of our classroom, but is too small for all the kids to be out at once.   Another tricky situation is the lack of a bathroom in our classroom.  Our kids are 2.9 to 5 years old and can’t walk down the hall to the bathroom without a teacher.  Even though we don’t take kids who aren’t toilet trained, this is a pretty recent accomplishment for some of them.  That means if one child has to use the bathroom the other teacher(s) are left with fourteen. ( Remember, these are very young kids and some of them would just as soon hit somebody with a block as look at them, especially at the beginning of the year.)  Walking the preschoolers through the school to the bathroom, however, which at first I thought would simply be burdensome, has turned out to have a silver lining: it has given us a visible presence in the “Big School”, as we call it.  We are seen and known, and an accepted part of things on a (very) ongoing basis.

So. . . . has the Chilmark Preschool experiment been a success?  We have a thriving, busy, humming classroom; our program is unapologetically based on the idea that play and exploration of a rich environment is the best means for preschoolers to build the foundations for later more abstract learning.  The classroom is arranged in “learning centers”, we have so-called enrichment activities (violin; music together, etc), and have an excellent teaching team- Laurisa Rich (who’s been in the classroom with me since day one) and Talia Luening. (I’m very lucky to have such a competent team, as the combination of administrative duties plus daily classroom routines can get overwhelming, and they are more than ready to pick up the slack!) The Preschool has an active Board of Directors - some original founding members and some new - and Parent Advisory Committee. We are self-contained and fully self-supporting (we use our own entrance, we park at the Community Center in order not to inconvenience Chilmark School staff and parents, and my teachers and I are responsible for most of the cleaning of our room, so Lisa Nichols isn’t spending more time there than she would if it were still the underutilized “extra” room). 

While we try to minimize negative impact, at the same time we try to be active participants where appropriate.  The K-1 class is our close neighbor; we try to visit their room on a regular basis, particularly towards the end of the year to help with the transition into kindergarten.  We plan projects with them, too, and have had a custom of  a pair of K-1 “readers” coming in once a week to read  Big Books to the preschoolers. 

Not only have I felt whole-hearted inclusion from the Chilmark School staff & parents, but from the larger community as well.  I’m sure many of you have seen us on a “walking field trip” with all our kids holding onto our rope (cute enough??)  to local hot spots such as the police station, the banks, the Post Office, the Chilmark Store, weekly attendance at Kristin’s library story time, numerous trips to Beetlebung farm, and the first year a trip to Chilmark Chocolates that taught me never to underestimate a preschooler’s power of impulse control.(“We’ll  be making chocolate lollipops, but remember you can’t eat anything or put your fingers in your mouth,” Mary  Beth told us!)

I believe that housing the preschool in that space which had been deemed underutilized was a great idea; I believe we bring our own brand of life and vitality into the school building. My biggest indicator of how things were going came  early on, about halfway through the first year.  One of the Chilmark  staff   came up to me and announced “ You  know, the preschool came up at our staff meeting the other day and everybody said  ‘this is funny, but it seems like they’ve always been there.’ ”  I hope we can continue to do our part to support and help sustain the Chilmark School which is, after all, the symbol of the future of this town.  

Christine  Abrams

Director
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