Preschool Panic

By Kelli Wheeler

I still remember the day my motherhood innocence was ripped from me like a “Binky” from a baby.  There I was at the park following my first born child around the playground, making sure he was safely navigating his still wobbly little self.  That’s when my friend Liz dropped the bomb.  “I’m going to go visit some preschools today!” she announced with unrestrained enthusiasm.

Spitting out my hot chocolate I think might have been my reply.  I believe her son might have started walking the day before. “Don’t you think it’s a little early to be worrying about preschool?” I said trying to regain my composure.

“Oh no,” replied Liz, “I’ve had Eric on two waiting lists since he was born!”
I was getting ready to break the news to Liz that her Type A personality might have reached new heights, when my other girlfriend Michelle wandered up carrying her little crawler. “I just picked up a flyer for Carmichael Presbyterian the other day.  I’m thinking of putting Ashlinn on the waiting list.”
Suddenly the ladies at the park were in full talking over each other steam about what preschools in the area they heard were good and how long the waiting lists were.  I felt my head spinning as I looked at my little guy who just added the word “juice” (actually jooz) to his short vocabulary.  I was sure one day my obviously brilliant child would end up at Harvard or Stanford, but I didn’t realize I needed to get the ball rolling yet. “Do you think I’m too late getting Logan on a waiting list Liz?” I found myself panicking.

Wanting the best for our children has come down to putting our children on preschool waiting lists at birth. On the big imaginary check-off list (and for my friend Liz, a REAL check-off list) of all we want to provide for our children to give them the best shot at not ending up on Dr. Phil, a good education is near the top.  Before it meant saving for a good college.  Soon it trickled down to making sure the kids went to a good prep school.  Then, why wait, you can’t count out those formative primary years, maybe a private school is best.  And here we are today, trying to beat that mom who just pulled into the parking lot on preschool sign-up day.

Now for those of you whom I just ripped the proverbial Binky from because your baby or toddler is not on a preschool waiting list, don’t dive for the keys just yet.  Although, it is true, in the Arden area preschool pre-registration has climbed to new hysterical heights, a spot for your child in a good preschool can be found without putting them on a waiting list in utero.  

The good news is there are quite a few preschools both parochial and secular run in the area.  More good news is there are many great preschools in the area.  The bad news is, every one of them does have a waiting list.  But wait, there’s more good news.  It’s JUST preschool.

The funny news is that the reason many of these waiting lists are so long is everyone is hedging their bets and putting their child on every school’s list.  My one friend for example had her child on waiting lists for Country Oaks Preschool, St. Marks, St. Michaels, Saint someone else, Carmichael Presbyterian, Carmichael Preschool, and the preschool through Mission Oaks Recreation and Park District.  For her she found each had their pro’s and cons that included required parent participation or none, longstanding reputation in the community or new teacher, continued education through 8th grade or just preschool, small classes and oversized classes, flexibility in attendance and price. She couldn’t decide so she did the waiting list lottery.

So that is why these waiting lists, although intimidating and anxiety producing for that long range goal of Harvard, actually accommodate many more preschoolers than it actually appears.  There are many mothers out their like my friend, and it is amazing how come fall when it’s time for school to begin, holes start appearing like Swiss cheese as parents pick a school and finally remove their child’s name from all these lists.  

A good rule of thumb for choosing and enrolling your child in a preschool is to do a little homework.  But it can wait until about a year before you’d like to have your child start school.  Word of mouth is always a good start.  Every mother I’ve run into in the Arden area has some thoughts or opinions about the local preschools.  In fact, one of the first things I’m asked when people find out my son is preschool age is where he’s going to school.

Next, go visit the schools that seem to fit you and your child’s needs.  If it seems like a good fit, then put their name on the waiting list.  Two schools are usually more than adequate.  It provides a first choice and a second choice.  If your child doesn’t get into your first choice, another gentle reminder, it’s ONLY preschool.

As a teacher on hiatus, and seeing children perform at all levels in many different grades, I can assure you this: I have not met a child that can’t write their name, doesn’t know the alphabet and their sounds, can’t count to 100, is unable to correctly hold a pencil or scissors, or follow simple directions to make a craft and play in some way shape or form at recess by 1st grade.  Meaning, your child will be fine with or without preschool even if it didn’t meet your five star criteria.  Children are wonderful little sponges and the education playing field for the most part levels out and students learn what they should, when they should.  

It’s not a race to start your child’s education.  I know of two moms who decided against preschool altogether in favor of savoring their child’s youth.  A healthy start doesn’t necessarily mean preschool; a loving, attentive environment where children have an opportunity to grow and learn with confidence and validation is just as rewarding.  With occasional trips to the zoo, fairs, parks and museums you’re already adding more to your child’s growth than a formal preschool does.  Kids have a good portion of their lives to be in school, these early years will and do fly by.

And by the way, of the dozen or so preschool age children in my mommy group, all that chose to attend preschool got into one last fall regardless of when they got on a waiting list.  Almost every preschool in the area is represented in our group along with kids that are right on pace without it.  

Now if I could just get Liz to back off the SAT preparation classes. 

