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For Immediate Release 

STRONG START PROGRAM LAUNCHES FIRST PROGRAMS 

TELLURIDE, CO, (November 14, 2018) – According to Nobel Prize winning economist James 

Heckman, investing in early childhood education is the best bet a community can make: for every $1 

invested in high quality early childhood education, a community can expect to see a $13 return. This is 

good news for San Miguel County: in 2017 taxpayers approved a .75 mill levy supporting quality early 

childhood education. After months of process and program development, the Strong Start Program—as 

the mill levy funded initiative has been christened—is ready to use funds to strategically invest in and 

bolster high quality early childhood education in San Miguel County. Strong Start funds will augment 

existing private and public funds in an effort to strengthen early childhood systems in the county.  

The Strong Start Program is overseen by the ballot mandated Early Childhood Advisory Panel, consisting 

of a representative from the Telluride School District (superintendent Mike Gass), Norwood School 

District (superintendent Dave Crews), Board of County Commissioners (Joan May), Early Childhood 

Council (Kathleen Merritt), and a community member at-large (Cheryl Miller).  

Programs are currently under development to address four core areas: (1) capacity building (increasing 

the number of children that childcare providers can serve at one time); (2) recruitment, training and 

retention of early childhood professionals; (3) support for improving the quality of early childhood care 

and education programs and facilities; (4) and financial assistance to families so all children can receive 

early childhood care and education.  

While many Strong Start initiatives are still in the planning phase, one has opened. The LIFT-EC (Lifting 

Incomes For Teachers in Early Childhood) initiative was launched on November 2, 2018. LIFT-EC is a 

program designed to bolster the early childhood education workforce by providing teachers with 

increased recognition, financial stability, and incentives to stay in the early childhood education field 

through the bi-annual distribution of salary supplements. Research shows that quality early childhood 

education is directly related to well-trained, consistent teachers; unfortunately, due to low pay, many of 

the best qualified early childhood teachers cannot work in the field, resulting in a turnover rate of 16-40% 

annually.  

Bright Futures for Early Childhood & Families (Bright Futures) has been contracted by San Miguel 

County to assist in the day-to-day coordination and implementation of Strong Start. In July 2018, Mara 

MacDonell was hired as the Strong Start coordinator. MacDonell is responsible for the research, 

development, and implementation of all Strong Start programming, as well as outreach and 

communications.  

Strong Start is actively seeking input regarding families’ needs in San Miguel County – from input on 

early childhood parenting workshops to infant care needs to early care and education in general. 

MacDonell will be hosting community meetings in the near future, to seek this input. In the meantime, 

feel free to email MacDonell at coordinator@strongstartstrongcommunity.org or call her at 970-728-

5613. To learn more about the Strong Start Program and stay up-to-date on events and initiatives, visit 

www.strongstartstrongcommunity.org.  
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