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. Overview

On June 13, 2019, Advocates for Children of New Jersey (ACNJ), in
partnership with the Burke Foundation and the Smith Family Foun-
dation of New Jersey, released Trenton Kids Count, a snapshot of the
well-being of children in New Jersey’s capital. This databook is the
first Trenton Kids Count report in nearly 20 years.

Prior to the report’s publication, various non-profits and city stake-
holders weighed in and provided input on the most relevant data
indicators to be included, forming the Trenton Kids Count Committee.
The report showed some bright spots—more infants and toddlers were
being tested for lead and fewer infants were born with low birth
weights. However, other areas still needed improvement. Child pov-
erty rates have increased since 2013, more mothers are receiving late
or no prenatal care, and Trenton’s high school graduation rate fell
below the state average at 68 percent.

Demonstrating the community’s desire for current data, the report’s
release drew roughly 150 attendees interested in learning more about
where Trenton’s children stand. A robust panel moderated by Eleanor
V. Horne of the Princeton Area Community Foundation Board of Trust-
ees consisted of Superintendent of Trenton Public Schools Dr. Fredrick
M. McDowell, Assemblywoman Verlina Reynolds-Jackson, Councilman
Santiago Rodriguez and Kiki Jamieson, President of the Fund for
New Jersey. Together, they discussed the need for career and education
paths for the youth of Trenton, the upcoming 2020 Census and more.

Trenton Kids Count Committee

Since 2018, ACNJ and funders engaged a group of service pro-
viders and organizations active in the Trenton area, all dedicated
to bettering the city for both children and their families. These in-
dividuals met monthly to discuss the Trenton Kids Count databook
and plan the report. Committee members helped to identify note-
worthy interventions already at work in order to highlight areas of
progress, while also targeting issue areas. Following the release,
committee members helped facilitate community conversations to
put the information into action. The Trenton Kids Count Commit-
tee will continue to meet quarterly with a goal of releasing a second
report. To join, contact Tara Butler of the Smith Family Foundation

of New Jersey at TButler@sffnj.org.




Motivated by the event and the report, stakeholders invited com-
munity members to help improve the well-being of the city’s children.
From July to August 2019, ACNJ presented at six forums throughout
Mercer County, known as Community Conversations. Each forum
focused on different issue areas found throughout the book, such as
education, health, family economic well-being and the availability of
child care resources. Attendees were briefed on the material and

then divided into small groups in order to discuss critical issues

and propose solutions.

The sessions included:

B July 10: Higher Education as the Normal Next Step, held at
Martin Luther King, Jr. Elementary School

B July 24: A Conversation with Colleges and Universities in
Mercer County, held at The College of New Jersey

B August 8: The Culture of the City, held at the Trenton Housing
Authority, Woodrow Wilson Homes

B Month of August: Conversations with Early Childhood
Parents and Providers, including staff at Children’s Home
Society of New Jersey

Community Conversations at a Glance

The Community Conversations were focused discussions aimed
at addressing issues within Trenton and brainstorming ways to
improve outcomes for children. The first three Community
Conversations were public sessions, while the final three were
closed discussions involving early childhood service providers
serving the Trenton community. In total, about 100 stakeholders
attended the public conversations, and more than 30 individuals
attended the private sessions. Attendees included parents,
members of Trenton’s City Council, non-profit organizations,
foundations, Trenton Public Schools and multiple universities
such as Princeton University, Thomas Edison State University,
Rider University, The College of New Jersey and Mercer County
Community College.
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. Key Themes

Though each Community Conversation was unique, ACNJ noted
common themes arose in all six forums, regardless of the data being
discussed. Consistently, the community voiced concerns over mater-
nal/infant health, preschool enrollment, chronic absenteeism,
career/college readiness, limited transportation availability and the
prevalence of poverty, citing these as issues they felt needed to be
addressed for a better future for Trenton.

Disparities in Maternal and Infant Health

Maternal health and infant health have been an area of concern for
the state, where 16 percent of the total child population are under 3
years old.! Beginning in 2018, First Lady Tammy Murphy kicked off
two campaigns—Healthy Women, Healthy Families and Nurture NJ—
committed to addressing maternal health disparities of women of all
races and ethnicities.22 Targeted efforts are underway within the city
of Trenton at various organizations, including Central Jersey Family
Health Consortium, Henry J. Austin Health Center, Children’s Home
Society of New Jersey and Children’s Futures. Through these organi-
zations, doulas and community health
workers are working to provide guid-
N Wil a8 ance and support to mothers and

you don’t get the same parents directly.

response if you go in While these programs are critically
and say | am having needed, the Trenton Kids Count data
point to concerning trends in prenatal
” care access, as well as infant and mater-
and you are sent home. . .
o nal mortality, especially around women
(on receiving maternal and infants of color. Attendees reacted
health services) to the figures, citing the lack of a birth-
ing hospital within the city combined
with inadequate transportation. Others
explored institutional racism as being a factor. All did agree that the
data show an alarming trend and voiced the need for more affordable
transportation options and more pediatric and OB/GYN offices within
the heart of Trenton.

problems. It’s dismissed
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Preschool Enrollment

A number of questions were raised regarding preschool, ranging from
the availability of before- and after-care to whether the district was
adequately advertising enrollment opportunities. Attendance issues
were also raised. Several voiced concerns regarding kindergarten

“l felt it was difficult.

I didn’t feel like | was
being helped. It was like,

‘This is what it is, you

ry

take it or you leave it
(a parent discussing
moving from another
area and enrolling in
Trenton schools)

readiness and whether all eligible 3- and
4-year-olds were enrolled and taking
advantage of the universal preschool
program being offered. It is important
to note that a handful of participants
were unaware that community pro-
viders offer free public preschool in
partnership with the Trenton Public
Schools. Though preschool enrollment
is high and has even been increasing
over the past five years, participants
questioned whether all eligible families
were taking advantage of the program.
They also focused on the quality of the

curriculum, though they were informed that preschool programs are
required to meet certain criteria by the State.#

Chronic Absenteeism

Participants at the first two gatherings commented that in order to
have the opportunity to obtain a higher education, students first must
be present at school to learn the basics. Stakeholders discussed the
need for more research on the daily challenges families face when
getting their children to school. They also indicated a need for more

“The school is supposed
to be safe. We do have
an issue with [bullying].

”

(provider discussing the
potential correlation
between bullying and
absenteeism rates).
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absenteeism-related data on different
demographic groups (race, gender,
disability status, etc.) in order to create
targeted interventions to address the
needs of those specific populations.

Data reveal that student attendance
tends to decline between the eighth
and ninth grade, and the group agreed
that this age range required additional
attention. Other suggestions included
better or more transportation options,
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citing that as a potential reason for absences, and greater engagement
of parents in order to encourage attendance. One group also raised
the problem of bullying in schools, citing that as a potential cause

for high absenteeism.

Skills to be “Career and College Ready”

Ensuring that Trenton students mastered the skills necessary to thrive
in either a career or college setting was a primary concern of many
participants. When reviewing the data, several noted a disconnect—
graduation rates seemed high relative to the percentage of students
meeting or exceeding expectations on the Partnership for Assessment
of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) exams. Participants
felt that low PARCC scores were an indication that too many students
were ill-prepared for life post-high school. They also noted low
participation in Advanced Placement courses and SAT scores below
the state average.

To combat this concern, attendees discussed a myriad of solutions,
such as greater parent engagement, more apprenticeship and voca-
tional options and more mentoring opportunities. Many attendees
expressed a desire to prepare students for life beyond high school as
early as possible. Some attendees noted the need to promote early
literacy skills to ensure that students had a strong foundation to
succeed in the later grades.

At the July 24th discussion with Mercer County colleges and
universities, each of the college representatives present explained
their efforts to actively seek and enroll students from Trenton, as
well as the supports they offer to help them thrive, including
counseling for parents of first-generation college students.

Additionally, participants brainstormed ways to better prepare and
support students once they enter higher education, acknowledging
that many students struggle with the transition to college both
academically and personally.
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Transportation

Transportation was a topic of conversation at nearly every discussion.
For the first two public sessions focused on education, participants
remarked that transportation was a significant barrier in getting
students to school each day. Transportation was especially an issue
for parents with children attending
different schools who juggle different
school start times and risk the possibil-
UCUELEY CITLRENR UL ity of one child being marked absent
It's how to afford the due to a late arrival.

money to be able to go to Beyond the impact on school atten-
where ShopRite is... dance, child care providers remarked
and then you have to that parents of young children
bring your three children enrolled in their centers struggle
with you.” (on the with arranging transportation
around their work schedules.

“It’s not always that

prohibitive costs of
public transportation for Transportation was also indirectly refer-
enced when discussing barriers to receiv-
ing prenatal care. Attendees mentioned
the lack of a hospital with a birthing or
maternal unit within the city limits. One attendee pointed to transpor-
tation as a factor that might be responsible for the rise in late or no
prenatal care that was detailed in the Trenton Kids Count report.

a low-income family)

Though Trenton has a transportation infrastructure (train station,
busses, etc.), the city’s transportation shortfalls stem from both lim-
ited availability and affordability for many families. One participant
noted that a routine trip to the grocery store might be a financial
burden to those purchasing multiple fares for parents and children.

Impact of Poverty

While many concerns were raised throughout these discussions, all
of the conversations came back to the issue of pervasive poverty.
One group described it as “all-encompassing” due to its effect on a
number of areas, from housing to healthcare. Participants men-
tioned the impact of poverty on parents in particular. Many parents
endure mental and physical fatigue as a result of working multiple
jobs and the stress experienced by those who struggled to afford the
needs of their family.

6 | acnj.org Giving Every Child A Chance®



“Those who are employed
but have two or three
jobs to get the hours
they need... We have

more and more people
falling in that [group],
out of the public subsidy

program into the private
subsidy program, at
least for a little while.”
(on parents who earn
just above child care
subsidy requirements)

Because of this fatigue and stress,
participants suggested that parents
were often too tired or overwhelmed

to attend enrichment opportunities
such as courses for first-time parents

or after-school workshops. Child care
providers shared stories about parents
who received child care subsidies but
could not afford the child care differen-
tial payment (the difference between the
amount the subsidy covers and the price
the center charges) or those who fell
behind on their copayments. These
parents were caught in a difficult cycle
because they struggled to afford the
child care services necessary to ensure
they could work on a daily basis. In
some cases, these parents were not

allowed to return to the child care center or to use their child care
subsidy until they were current on their payments.

Changing Demographics and Language Barriers

Many participants noted the growth in the Hispanic/Latino pop-

ulation. Child care providers described large demographic shifts over
the last decade and cited language barriers as one of the most signifi-
cant challenges to families within their centers. Many participants in

“A feeling of safety is
number one... If you
don't feel safe enough to
seek these services, it
doesn’t matter how many

services we have, you
won'’t get access to it.”
(on what families need
and Trenton'’s
immigrant community)
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the public conversation also cited
concern over the services available
to English Language Learners.

Forty percent of children in Trenton
are born to foreign-born mothers,
raising the concern that parents from
other countries may have different
educational backgrounds and thus,
may be unfamiliar with the city’s
educational landscape.

Beyond language skills, participants
spoke about the climate of fear existing
within the immigrant community as
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a whole. Participants noted a reluctance amongst the immigrant
community to engage in services or programs for fear of being identi-
fied by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and having
family members detained, or being detained themselves.

The Invisibility of Trenton

A troubling common theme emerged throughout the conversations:
a feeling that Trenton is overlooked, passed over by officials and the
general population. While only one participant directly mentioned
it, other discussions referenced it. Per one participant, the city is a
“capital city in name only.” They described a city in the shadow of
State offices that lacked essential resources in comparison to other
large cities in New Jersey. The concept of limited resources came
up frequently amongst participants, and others alluded to a sharp
distinction between “the State” and the city.

. Recommendations

From the conversations, ACNJ staff noted proposed strategies to
address some of these recurring themes and concerns of partici-
pants. Recommendations included:

B more support to empower parents,

B Dbetter communication of services and initiatives within
the community,

B more vocational and apprenticeship programs at the
high school level, and

B an examination of the gaps existing in services.

Note, the Trenton Kids Count report highlights some organizations
already performing such services. However, gaps still exist. The Trenton
Kids Count Committee developed their own recommendations based
on the data presented and feedback from the conversations.
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Focus on Health — Birth and Beyond

Trenton Kids Count Committee members emphasized the need to
expand doulas and community health worker services to more
families. The state can offer incentives for healthcare practitioners to
practice in Trenton, especially those with a focus on prenatal care.
Inspired by the community school model, committee members also
recommended increased funding for clinics to offer in-school immu-
nization and health checkups for students as well as their families.

Promote Education

Committee members acknowledged that educating and empowering
parents was an important factor in helping children succeed. Pro-
posed solutions included financial literacy courses for both parents
as well as young children, which could lead to parents being able to
support their child’s educational needs in the future. Higher educa-
tional institutes may play a role in these programs, showing children
that their savings can lead to a degree or career.

Education and the desire to have children be college- and career-
ready was a main focus of the forum attendees and of the Committee.
Middle schools can establish mentorships and offer it to all students,
encouraging them in their education. Committee members also
discussed having college tours earlier in a child’s educational
journey, exposing them to the higher education environment.

Committee members suggest a structured transitional program to
address decreased attendance between eighth and ninth grade, help-
ing students build a support system.

Securing before- and after-school care can be a problem for many
working parents. The Committee recommended increasing funding
for programs that care for children outside of normal school hours,
allowing parents to continue working, while ensuring children are
in a safe environment.

Students are not alone in needing attention. Teachers are seen as being
overworked and requiring help. Suggested strategies to help combat
teacher burnout were: ensuring low student to teacher ratios, incorpo-
rating more one-on-one activities and easing school access for vol-
unteers. Additional funding can be used to hire more qualified teachers,
increase pay and offer more teacher development opportunities.
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Address the Lack of Transportation

Committee members proposed improving the overall transportation
system—a long-term objective requiring more conversations. In the
interim, legislators can reduce the mileage requirement for bussing,
allowing more students to get to school safely, and institute city-wide
walking school buses for those that fall outside of the bussing radius.5
Walking school buses consist of groups of students and one or more
adults, ensuring students have a safe, reliable way to get to and from
school each day.

Develop Partnerships, Advocacy and Funding

Effective collaboration is key to enact lasting change. Committee
members recommended partnering with both legislators and
businesses in the Trenton community to help guide the City towards
progress. This can be done through financial partnerships that target
specific issues, asking legislators to become involved, encouraging
both businesses and non-profits to play a role in the development

of Trenton, and asking those who participated in the Trenton Kids
Count discussions to adopt a specific issue they feel passionate about.

Forum attendees suggest that Trenton is a place often framed in a
negative light. In order to change this, Committee members rec-
ommended a marketing campaign showcasing Trenton as a place of
progress. The campaign can pull data presented in the Trenton Kids
Count databook to both advocate for solutions, as well as present the
City’s strengths. The marketing campaign can also bring visibility to
the various resources in Trenton, further helping residents.

Members agreed that involving legislators is a crucial step towards
progress. Involving government representatives would help address
transportation barriers, racial inequities and high incarceration
rates, among others.
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. Conclusion

Trenton is a vibrant city with residents and local leaders who are
active and engaged in helping its children reach their potential. At
every event, the sense of pride in their community was palpable.
Community members spoke of wanting Trenton to become a better
known name — not just the capital city of New Jersey. They spoke of
needing resources to reduce violence in the community and support
for improving educational outcomes and helping mothers and fathers
through every step of parenthood. In the face of sobering statistics,
community members remain optimistic for the future of their children
and the city. The Trenton Kids Count Committee is motivated to assist
and looks forward to seeing the changes that will take place as a result
of the databook.
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. Other Themes and Takeaways

Though not major themes, other issues were cited by
participants, including:

Mental Health

The presence of violence in the community

Mental health concerns as a result of violence and the effects
of poverty

Developing solutions regarding the high incarceration rate and
racial disparity present in the juvenile justice system

Education

The lack of support for special education students, as well as
high classification rates

High turnover rate of school officials at the administrative level,
causing disruption

Teacher absenteeism; stress/burnout levels of teachers

Student literacy from Pre-K through 12% grade, with an
emphasis on ensuring reading skills on track with grade level

Housing and Poverty

B Alack of stable housing and the high cost of rent

Juvenile Justice

Incarceration rates
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