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SPARK Group Meetings
WHAT ARE PARENTS SAYING?

“I like the group activities and the opportunity to meet other parents in the program… I like 
having my child interacting with other children since she is not in preschool.” 

SPARK has expanded 
its program to include 
group meetings for 
three-and four-year-old 
SPARK participants. 
The group meetings 
are designed to provide 
engaging high quality 
lessons and activities 
for children and their 
parents, while creating 
an environment for 
parents to meet and 
build relationships with other parents of  preschool-aged children. 

Several SPARK families attended the 3-year-old or 4-year-old group meetings 
offered in Alliance, Canton, and Minerva. Parents were able to choose a group 
meeting that best fit their family’s schedule. During each group meeting, parent 
partners or the local librarian read a story to the group followed by a variety of  
learning activities designed to prepare children and their parents for kindergar-
ten. At the end of  each group meeting, every child received a book along with 
activities and art supplies to enjoy at home. Since neighborhood-schools and 
the local libraries graciously gave us access to their facilities for group meetings, 
children and families were able to have rich learning experiences in a school or 
community-based setting.

When parents were asked what they liked about the SPARK group meetings, 
many of  the responses included, meeting other parents, their child being with 
other children, and the different activities. Meaningful experiences were gained 
for those families that did attend and their responses confirmed that we are 
heading in the right direction!  

Parent partners will continue to conduct home visits and provide books and 
other learning activities and materials for SPARK families; however, we want to 
make sure that parents are given the opportunity to connect with other parents, 

provided support and opened their doors to 

us. The families that have participated in our 

group meetings are thrilled.

Check out the chart on page five of this 

newsletter. Our SPARK parents not only love 

the program but they are becoming strong 

learning advocates for their children. They 

participate more in kindergarten orientation 

programs, screening programs, and early 

registration and help their children make a 

smooth transition to kindergarten. The teach-

ers love it too!

Thank you to all of our supporters and most of 

all to our SPARK families. We are grateful for 

the opportunity to work with your wonderful 

children and so appreciate your confidence in 

our parent partners and your involvement in 

every aspect of our program. We will continue 

to work hard to make SPARK the very best 

program possible.  

Sincerely,

Joni T. Close

SPARK Program Director

Dear Parents,

We are so fortunate to be able to continue 

to offer the SPARK program in Canton, 

Minerva, and Alliance. If your child is part 

of this wonderful program, congratulations! 

If you haven’t signed up - don’t miss this 

opportunity. 

The Canton and Minerva SPARK program 

is now in its fifth year and the Alliance 

expansion is in its first year. Fortunately, 

our funding from the W.K. Kellogg Founda-

tion, the Sisters of Charity Foundation, 

the Greater Alliance Foundation, United 

Way of Greater Stark County, and oth-

ers has been sufficient to ensure that we 

can continue to offer this program for the 

foreseeable future. In addition, the GAR 

Foundation in Summit County has funded a 

SPARK program there which is in its initial 

planning stages. Several other communi-

ties around Ohio are also interested in 

replicating SPARK and are working to make 

this happen. SPARK is truly a growing 

phenomenon!

This newsletter features information 

about our group meetings for three- and 

four-year-old children and their families. 

This new opportunity is a great addition 

to SPARK and not to be missed! We are 

grateful to our SPARK schools, local librar-

ies, and community partners who have 
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SPARK CONTACT INFORMATION
RECRUITERS: 
Canton City Schools:	
Contact: Chanté Weir
Phone: (330) 493-5679
Email: PielOro3@sbcglobal.net

Minerva Local: 
Contact: Beth Holderbaum
Phone: (330) 868-5988
Email: bholderbaum@ymcastark.org

Alliance Local: 
Contact: Joe French
Phone: (330) 829-1234 ext: 2952
Email: Joeray333@sbcglobal.net

PARENT PARTNER QUESTIONS:
Contact: Shana Worley (Program Coordinator)
Phone: (330) 454-5800
Email: sworley@scfcanton.org

SPARK MAIN OFFICE:
Contact: Joni Close (Program Director)
Phone: (330) 454-5800
Fax: (330) 454-5909
Email: closejt@aol.com
Beverly Gallagher (Administrative Assistant)
Phone: (330) 454-5800
Email: bgallagher@scfcanton.org

www.sparkohio.org

PARENT NEWSLETTER
SPRING 2008

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6

CANTON CITY COMMUNITY
The Harlem Renaissance: Black History Celebration
	 Sponsered by Stark County Library 
	 Saturday, February 23..........................................NOON - 2:00 PM
	 Edward ‘”Peel” Coleman Community Center
	 1400 Sherrick Rd. S.E. Canton, Ohio
Family Health Fair
	 Stark County Main Library, 715 Market Ave. N
	 Saturday, May 3........................................... 10:00 AM - 12:30 PM
FACES
	 “Celebrating the Family” Fair
	 Date-Time-Place TBA
SWING
	 August - Annual “Back to School” Party
	 Date-Time-Place TBA
Book Bags of Blessings
	 August - Arlington Ave. Church of God
	 Date-Time TBA
Family Impact 2008
	 Date-Time TBA

CANTON CITY AND MINERVA SCHOOLS
Gibbs Parent-Teacher Conferences
	 Feb. 20, 2008 3:00 - 6:30 PM
	 Feb. 26, 2008 3:00 - 6:30 PM
McGregor
	 Family Literacy Night “Night at the Museum”
	 January 31, ..................................................... 5:30 PM - 7:00 PM

Minerva
	 Family Literacy Night at M.I. Day School Cafeteria
	 January 30.......................................................................6:00 PM
	 M.I.Day School- Preschool Beach Party
	 February 23.......................................................10:00 AM - NOON
	 West Open House
	 March 13......................................................... 5:00 PM - 8:00 PM 

See the SPARK website
w w w . s p a r k o h i o . o r g

for additional events.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6

share their learning experiences, and 
offer support to one another. Since it 
is equally as important that we create 
a learning environment that develops 
children’s social skills, especially if  
they do not regularly attend a pre-
school program, we will continue to 
provide opportunities for SPARK 
families to attend group meetings. 

The SPARK team is committed to 
providing opportunities and resources 
to prepare children and families for 
school by helping parents become 
learning advocates for their children 
and by establishing support networks 
for families with preschool-aged 
children. 

Through a combination of  home 
visits and group meetings, we be-
lieve SPARK children and families 
will be well on their way to becom-
ing prepared for their journey into 
kindergarten!    
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Dear Dr. Cece,
I really am glad that I enrolled my child in SPARK. We both enjoy 
the home visits from our parent partner. My son has really learned a 
lot of  things that he will need to get a good start in kindergarten.  The 
books and the activities are fun. And the information we get from the 
Ages and Stages Questionnaires lets me know that my son is growing 
on target.

I have learned a lot about how to help my child before he goes to school. 
I want to keep on learning. I want to be able to really help my son do 

well when he goes to school. I want to be a really good learning advocate for him now and in 
the school years to come. I am wondering if  this is the way other SPARK parents feel? And I am 
wondering what other SPARK parents do to make this happen?

Growing As Learning Advocate

Dear GALA,

Your letter just shows how well SPARK is working in helping kids and families 
get ready for school.  The screenings, the parent partner visits, the books and 
activities – all have been so effective in promoting Ready Kids and Families – which 
is what SPARK is all about. SPARK parents are known by kindergarten teachers 
for being comfortable in the school and involved in their child’s education. And 
SPARK children have outperformed their non-SPARK peers year after year on 
tests of  readiness for kindergarten.

You, like other parents, want to continue the learning. You, like other parents, 
really want to be there and be involved when your son does go to kindergarten. 
And you want to do this the best way possible. 

I encourage you to take advantage of  our SPARK group meetings. This is a great 
way for you to get to talk with other parents. It’s a great way for you to learn how 
other parents are feeling, and what other parents are doing to be good learning 
advocates for their children. The lessons are fun and will help your son to learn 
even more skills he needs to be successful in kindergarten.  You will be able to 
connect with other parents like yourself  who are working to be the best learning 
advocate they can be.

Ask your parent partner for more information about group meetings and our 
other successful SPARK programs – Let’s Talk coming in February and March, 
and Get Ready for School offered in Summer. 

Come to our next group meeting in March and experience the many rewards of  
SPARK.

Dr. Cece

If you would like to submit your questions to Dr. Cece, please contact your parent 
partner or mail to: SPARK Ohio/Dr. Cece Column, 400 Market Avenue North,
Suite 300, Canton, OH 44702

“It is children who are God’s presence, promise and hope for mankind.”  
Miriam Wright Edelman 

Results of  SPARK Surveys with Parents
Parents and their children aged 3 to 5 are the main focus of  the SPARK pro-
gram, thus SPARK is very interested in parents’ opinions about both the pro-
gram and their parent partner. Each summer SPARK parents are surveyed for 
this information. The survey results from summer 2007 indicate very positive 
opinions by SPARK parents of  both the program and the parent partners. The 
vast majority of  SPARK parents indicate the thing they like most about the 
SPARK program is the developmental preparation and assessments their child 
receives. In regard to their parent partners, SPARK parents overwhelmingly 
report that their parent partner truly understands what their child needs in 
order to be ready for school. Parents also report receiving high levels of  trust, 
understanding, and respect from their parent partners. The data show that they 
value their relationship with their parent partner very highly.

Going to kindergarten can be a big challenge for all children because it is the 
start of  a new experience in a new environment. Therefore, every fall the 
SPARK program seeks kindergarten parents’ opinions about their child’s ex-
periences prior to and at the beginning of  entering school, a process called the 
transition into kindergarten. Good transition practices seek to make the move 
to kindergarten as easy as possible for both the parent and child. The transition 
surveys conducted by SPARK with all kindergarten parents measure the child 
and parent participation levels in various transition activities provided by the 
schools and preschools. The surveys also identify those activities that parents 
feel are important and useful for their child’s experience in the move from pre-
school, day care, home, or other preschool experience into kindergarten. The 
survey also allows parents to offer suggestions for improving transition practices 
in following years.

Some typical transition activities include the parent and child visiting a kin-
dergarten class, touring the school building, riding a school bus, meeting or 
communicating with the kindergarten teacher, attending kindergarten registra-

SPARK Alliance Update
SPARK Alliance, now in the six-month of 
operation held their four-year-old group 
meetings in December at the Rodman 
Library. The meetings are part of the four-
year-old SPARK program. Each month a 
parent partner meets with a family either in 
a home or group setting. 

Joe French, the Executive Director of the 
Early Childhood Education Alliance said 
the main purpose of the group meetings is 
to enable every family who participates in 
SPARK to network with other families and 
children. We want all SPARK families to be 
active participants in their child’s educa-
tional experience. 

During the group meeting, the children and 
their families participated in three activities 
focusing on “Families”. At one station, the 
children were asked to draw their family 
while at another station the children were 
asked to graph their family members. At 
the final station, the children were asked 
to make a collage of the things they like to 
do as a family. Parents were encouraged to 
participate at the stations with their children. 
All of the activities are based on the Ohio 
Early Learning Content Standards. 

At the end of the session, Santa Claus 
greeted the children. The children received 
a book, learning materials and a resource 
card with additional learning activities. The 
children and families also had their picture 
taken with Santa Claus.

Sheila Billheimer, Principal of the Early 
Learning School stated, “What a difference 
SPARK has made for the children in Alli-
ance. The children are receiving wonderful 
resources and materials to aid in their learn-
ing. We are fortunate to have such a caring 
group of people working collaboratively to 
serve our children.”

The SPARK program started in Alliance in 
August and serves 75 children (51 four-
year-olds and 24 three-year-olds). The 
Greater Alliance Foundation, the Sisters 
of Charity Foundation of Canton, the W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation and the United Way of 
Greater Stark County fund the program.

tion, or receiving a letter from the 
school or teacher all before the start 
of  school. For Alliance, Canton City, 
and Minerva children entering kin-
dergarten in 2007, the graph below 
presents evidence that kindergarten 
parents of  SPARK children have 
higher rates of  participation in these 
various transition activities than 
non-SPARK kindergarten par-
ents. For example, SPARK parents 
exceed non-SPARK parents in 
attendance in kindergarten registra-
tion by 14.2%. We feel that SPARK 
parents’ higher participation rates 
can be attributed to their parent 
partner’s active involvement in keep-
ing them informed about upcoming 
activities or services available for 
their child. More importantly, we 
believe that SPARK parents have 
welcomed and embraced the parent 
partner’s role in helping the parents 
become their child’s true learning 
advocate. 




