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MORGANTOWN ​ Rapid growth in the Morgantown area is outstripping its child care options. Now an April 30 forum, The Quiet Crisis, will seek solutions.
“Monongalia County is growing very quickly,” said forum co-organizer Lynn Sobolov, who also coordinates the Kaleidoscope after-school and summer program for Monongalia County Schools. 
“We’re very focused on infrastructure and road building, and certainly those are important,” Sobolov said, “but we would also like some attention to be focused on the aspect of families and child care in our community.”
Cost, location and availability of care in the right age group are some of the challenges Monongalia County parents face, she said. 
As a teacher with the job-search course Strategic Planning for Occupational Knowledge and Skills (SPOKES), Debbie Felton sees it continually.
“We’re fortunate in Monongalia County because there are so very many jobs,” Felton said. 
“I have people to put to work but no place to put their children,” she said. “It keeps them from taking jobs, keeps them on the welfare rolls, keeps them unemployed.”
Many SPOKES clients are single-parent recipients of federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, she said, and by definition they have children. 
“Seventy percent of the people who walk in my door, we have a problem with child care,” she estimated. 
“They have to have relatives watch their kids ​ which lasts for a short time and then the relative will say, ‘This is too much of a burden,’” she said. “If they’ve gotten a job, they end up quitting.”
She said she hears about it from employers, too. 
“I went to the job fair at the (West Virginia University) Coliseum this week,” she said. “We talked to Lowe’s, Target, Wal-Mart ​ they say people take jobs, but then their day care falls through.”
Families aren’t the only ones affected, Sobolov pointed out: It’s a problem for the community as a whole.
“Growth and economic development are impacted by child care and after-school program availability,” she said. 
As a recruiter of faculty physicians for the West Virginia University School of Medicine and WVU Hospital, Laura Blake sees the problem from an employer’s standpoint.
It’s common for young couples who are both physicians to seek positions in the same facility, Blake said, and one of their biggest concerns is day care. 
“WVU Hospital has a wonderful child care center, but the waiting list is fairly long,” she said. 
Families getting into that facility now have been on the waiting list for about a year and a half, according to WVU Hospital Child Development Center Director Sandra Panrell. That’s not a viable option for couples that are both planning to work.
And it’s that way all over, Blake said. 
“All things being equal … child care can become a deciding factor,” she said. “It’s a real shame because we can lose a lot of young, intelligent people in this growing community.”
She called on other large employers in the area to look at needs in their own companies and to step up and be part of the solution.
“If 25, 30, 50 percent of your employees have small children and struggle with this issue, it becomes an issue for everyone in the company,” she said. 
Forum organizers are compiling data from focus groups and a child care survey that they will share at the April 30 forum, Sobolov said.
As an example, she said, of all married Monongalia County parents with children under five, 44.4 percent live below the poverty level; of single mothers with children younger than 5, 72 percent live in poverty.
And the lowest cost day care found in the county was $80 per week.
“That’s high,” Sobolov said, pointing out that many families have more than one young child.
“This forum is really designed to look at where we are and what our needs are and to provide additional input from community members and leaders,” she said. “It is a huge issue, but it’s something I think as a community we could come together and address.”
