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MARY CRANE CENTERS ARE OPEN AND WELCOMING NEW AND RETURNING FAMILIES!

A YEAR OF CHANGE
In March of 2020, along with all Illinois schools and early childhood programs, Mary Crane made the
difficult decision to shift away from in-person services and temporarily focus on providing care remotely.
This allowed us to take a step back and evaluate the most important needs of families and staff during a
time of extreme uncertainty. As we moved to remote services to stay engaged with our children and their
families, we continued to reach out to new families even during the crisis. The MCC leadership team
established a reopening plan that centered around the health and safety of our community and placed the
wellbeing of children first. Even though our buildings were closed, we were able to provide quality,
uninterrupted learning for the children in our care by moving online. Our team distributed iPads and
laptops to every family, free of charge. Additionally, we used this opportunity to upgrade our educators’
tech and installed Hatch TeachSmart electronic teaching boards in our 3-5-year-old classrooms.
We welcomed children back July 6, 2020, with new safety protocols and heightened cleanliness standards.
At Mary Crane, we strongly believe that children thrive when they have opportunities to learn and
play alongside their peers, so being able to provide safe in-person care was our priority. With
consideration for the diverse needs of our families and staff, we continued to offer remote learning until
August, 2021, which allowed individual families to decide what worked best for them and gave teachers the
flexibility to work from home when needed.
As we reflect on this time and look toward the future, we at Mary Crane are very proud of how our
community has come together to support each other. Across our four classroom sites and partner centers,
our home-based program, and through home visits, we’ve served 340 young children (infants to 5
years) and their families in the Austin, Uptown/Rogers Park, West Lakeview, West Garfield Park, and West
Lawn neighborhoods. Eighty-one percent of our students showed improvement this year and are ready
for kindergarten. We upgraded outdoor spaces at three of our four sites, allowing greater opportunities
for learning outdoors and breathing fresh air. A new partnership at our Molade (Austin) site engaged
students in hands-on learning and brought smiles to their faces. In December, we hosted a Wellness
Retreat to support staff mental health and provide resources for coping with the increased stress and
trauma of living and working through the pandemic. Perhaps most importantly, we witnessed countless
moments of joy at every one of our locations when joy wasn’t always easy to come by.

Thank you for standing by us.
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IN BLOOM AT MOLADE
In a year of change, Mary Crane embraced new opportunities,
including an exciting partnership with Bethel New Life (the
organization’s campus where Molade Center is located) and a
project Bethel initiated with the Chicago Botanic Gardens. Mary
Barron, Director of Molade Center (Austin), was instrumental in
establishing this relationship. Along with Ms. Barron, Derbert
Plaza, Director of Education 0-5, has ensured support for these
weekly garden educator visits and classroom activities. The
curriculum at Mary Crane embraces opportunities for
children to learn in and with nature, an environment in which
we know children flourish.
From April to October, educators from the Chicago Botanic
Garden visited Molade (Austin) once a week and facilitated
garden activities with teachers, children, and the senior
residents of Bethel New Life. Each visit had a theme that allowed
children to learn about the life cycle of a plant, starting from a
seed. These hands-on activities taught children how plants
benefit insects and other animals, allowed them to grow
their own food which they then got to eat, and gave them the
experience of “putting the gardens to bed” for the winter.
The proximity of the garden beds to their outdoor play space
provided opportunities for the children to water and care for the
gardens throughout the growing season, which they enjoyed.
Both children and their teachers acquired new skills,
deepened their knowledge, and developed new
relationships through this partnership.

If you’d like to learn more about
this partnership, you can read
about it (and Like us!) on the Mary
Crane Center Facebook page.

While looking back, Molade teacher, Paige Santa Maria, said,
"We knew the children would enjoy spending time in
the garden, but what we didn’t expect was how
excited the children would get seeing how many
animals get involved in the process. They loved
searching for different animals such as ants with Ms.
Julia and they even thought it was funny when the
squirrels would take the food for a snack!”
Molade Center looks forward to continuing this partnership in
the future.
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REIMAGINING OUR PLAY SPACES
Another major accomplishment at Mary Crane this year was
the addition of new and improved outdoor play spaces for
children six weeks and up. Two of our centers
(Molade/Austin and Lake & Pulaski) welcomed infants (6
weeks +) for the first time in 2021, which inspired this
reimagination of our outdoor spaces, allowing both infants and
toddlers to get outside more frequently and more intentionally.
These spaces were designed purposefully, following
observations of how children used the space and listening
sessions with our planning team that included Site Directors,
Directors of Education (representing both teachers’ and
children’s interests and needs), and Program Director and
Operations staff. All with the utmost attention to safety and
DCFS licensing requirements.
Mary Crane understands the vital importance of children
connecting with nature, which is why spending time in and
with nature is embedded in the curriculum for children of all
ages. Our enhanced outdoor play spaces, individualized for
each center’s needs, include a range of exciting additions,
including: a new climbing structure, trike path, and
playhouse at Lake & Pulaski; high fencing for privacy and an
attractive new look; natural loose parts donated by the Forest
Preserves of Cook County; beautiful updated landscaping; a
playhouse at Molade (Austin) and mud kitchens at all four
centers. Teachers and students alike embraced these spaces,
with children enthusiastically referring to their outdoor time as
“visits to the park.”
We know that often the best learning takes place when
children are playing, discovering, imagining, and being
creative. They don’t realize they are learning, which is
something we see often in these “outdoor classrooms.” These
enriching experiences will also be available to families
enrolled in our Home Based Program, with socializations
beginning to take place regularly. Children and teachers have
been buoyed by new opportunities for more creative and
imaginative play, sensory experiences, and healthy learning and
development alongside elements of nature. These outdoor
play spaces hold so much potential, and we look forward
to sharing their continued impact on our community.
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