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Episode 44: Interview with Kristy Ritz  

Becky Lewis: Hello fellow educators and welcome to episode 44 of the West 

Virginia leaders of Literacy Podcast. I'm your host Becky Lewis and joining me in 

this conversation today are my two colleagues, Brandie Turner and Samantha 

Statler. We also have a special guest interview lined up for you today. Our 

conversation is going to continue focusing on our conversation from last time 

around, integrating early literacy and early numeracy. 

Welcome to the West Virginia leaders of Literacy Podcast, where we engage in 

educational conversations to strengthen early literacy in West Virginia. Are you 

ready to become a leader of literacy? 

Welcome listeners, we have a very exciting show put together for you. I want to 

talk a little bit about the structure of this episode before we dive in. So on this 

episode with me I have Brandie Turner and Samantha Statler and Brandie and I 

had the pleasure of sitting down to have a great interview last week and I thought 

it would be a great idea if Sam and Brandie and I all got together to discuss this 

episode a little more in depth and talk at the very end of this episode about how 

our work can help support community organizations and families when it comes 

to our topic today, which is supporting families with developing early literacy and 

early numeracy skills. 

Sam Statler: Just to recap for our listeners and just to make that connection for 

the work that we do, I want to just start off by mentioning that one of the four 

major components for the campaign for grade level reading in West Virginia is 

school readiness. In our last episode, we discussed the importance of early 

literacy and early numeracy, and we also began that conversation about how we 

can best support our families in developing these skills and their children at an 

early age. So today we want to continue that conversation with a special guest. 

Becky Lewis: So, like I mentioned last week, Brandie and I got to interview a 

professional in the field and I really do want us to listen to that episode together, 

Sam, so you can get a feel for what we talked about but before we do, Brandie, 

would you care to introduce who our special guest is for this episode? 



 

   
 

Brandie Turner: Yes, of course. Our guest today is Kristy Ritz and Kristy is the 

program director at Choices Child Care resource and referral. The agency is a 

program of River Valley child development services, and they serve eight counties 

in West Virginia, including Calhoun, Doddridge, Gilmer, Harrison, Pleasants, 

Ritchie, and Wood County, so it's super exciting to have a representative that 

covers so many counties in our state. She is the secretary for the West Virginia 

Association of Young Children and a member of the earlier the Better Steering 

team. 

Becky Lewis: Great Brandie, thanks for sharing that introduction for us. So, let's 

listen to the interview and see what Christie had to say. 

Thank you for joining us, Kristy. 

Kristy Ritz: Thank you both for having me. 

Becky Lewis: Before we get started talking about family support with early 

literacy and numeracy, Kristy, can you tell us a little bit about your organization. 

Kristy Ritz: Sure, Choices is a childcare resource and referral program covering the 

eight counties that Brandie mentioned within our state. We're one of six childcare 

resources only for all statewide. Our program is funded by the child Care and 

Development Block grant funds that we receive through the Department of 

Health and Human Resource. 

We supported a two generational approach to childcare by meeting the needs of 

young children and promoting healthy growth and development while also 

assisting the families so that they can participate in work and school activities. 

Brandie turner: So, Kristy, one of the pillars of the West Virginia campaign for 

grade level reading, is school readiness as Becky mentioned earlier, can you tell us 

what that term means to you as a program director for your organization? 

Kristy Ritz: Sure. We felt that school readiness is so much more than academic 

basics, such as letters and numbers. We believe that the focus should be on a 

child’s social/emotional development. Children need positive relationships, and 

you know, a feeling of security to be successful in a school setting and fostering 

these skills really starts at birth. We want to develop self-help skills, how to follow 

routines, how to get along with their peers and help them to appropriately 



 

   
 

express their feelings. Things that will allow them to be ready to learn when 

they're in that school setting, and our professional development team within the 

R&R helps those childcare providers with these types of school readiness activities 

and ensure that they are developmentally appropriate for the age of that child. 

Brandie Turner:  My goodness, we couldn't agree more on the importance of 

social emotional development like you said, for children to learn once they 

become part of a school system or even within their own family setting, they have 

to be solid in their emotional development, so I love that that is your passion as 

well. So how does your organization directly support families? Can you share a 

little bit about that? 

Kristy Ritz: Absolutely. We work directly with families who are working or 

attending school and in need of assistance with the cost of childcare. 

And we have an intake process that determines their eligibility and then we 

provide them with a childcare certificate that can be used at a childcare provider 

of their choice. So, they can use a childcare center or a childcare provider that is 

operating their business from their home. During these intakes with families, we 

also provide them a resource guide that has a lot of information about other 

community programs within their area, such as wick, birth to three, how to apply 

for SNAP benefits and things such as that. 

We also attend community events like Family Day at the local malls and 

community baby showers so that we're able to share resources with families that 

may not be familiar with our services. 

Brandie Turner: Great, you're kind of like a hub. 

Kristy Ritz: We try to be yes.  

Becky Lewis: Yeah, sounds like you are doing all kinds of things and making those 

connections which we know from our work in our counties making those 

connections for parents before a child starts school is really critical because often 

most parents don't know what's available in the community until after school is 

started, and that school readiness component, like you mentioned, is so 

important from birth until the early grades. 



 

   
 

So, thinking about all the things that your organization does, what kind of 

programs do you provide for families, when it comes specifically to helping them 

develop with their child or their early literacy and numeracy skills? 

Kristy Ritz: Well, while we don't provide programs directly to families, we do have 

our professional development team that works directly with childcare providers 

and so we have individual specialists on our team that work specifically with 

infant toddler teachers and specialists that work with just preschool and after 

school teachers and these specialists can provide training or technical assistance 

that that includes developmentally appropriate activities that promote those 

early literacy and numeracy skills. 

We have you know, different initiatives throughout the year. We recently 

distributed 40 sets of an anti-bias curriculum pack and it had lots of art materials, 

dramatic play items and some amazing books like anti-racist baby. 

We also have our behavior consultant that has started posting videos on our 

Facebook page with varying tips and tricks for providers and families, and she's 

always sure to include book recommendations for her topic. 

Another thing that we really love about our program is our trails van. Trails stands 

for traveling resource and information library service. Our trails van has an 

abundance of materials that promote early literacy and numeracy skills, and any 

childcare provider is eligible to check items off of our van. 

And then our team can be there to make recommendations. So, I feel like all of 

these programs can help to reassure families that when they send their children 

to childcare that the teacher can provide an environment that that supports those 

skills with literacy and numeracy skills. 

Brandie Turner: I love that trails van. It reminds me of you know the old school 

library bookmobiles, but for service providers, so that's cool. 

Kristy Ritz: Absolutely, it's very well used, and we make sure to keep it stocked 

with developmentally appropriate materials and sometimes providers will ask us 

for specific things that then we can purchase to have on the van for them. It's 

really a great program. 



 

   
 

Becky Lewis: Well, in where you host all of those different counties and you're 

there it makes sense to have a van to be able to take those resources around to 

those different communities in order to share that information with those 

childcare providers, so I think that's great Kristy. Do you have anything to add 

about how your organization supports all families including those in need? 

Kristy Ritz: I would like to point out that you know, although we most often work 

with families who need childcare assistance, we can provide information to 

families of any socioeconomic status, whether it's our childcare provider list or 

information on special needs services. Like our resource guide has a list of phone 

numbers, so really any type of resource in any of the counties that we serve, their 

phone number is likely to be on there. We try to update it twice a year so that we 

have the most up-to-date information for their families and our communities. 

Brandie turner: I'm sure that's super helpful and quite honestly, you know just 

you talking about your professional development team and your trails van while 

they are supporting the providers, the providers are certainly supporting all 

families within their classroom or their organization. So, in essence, you are 

supporting all families just by providing that tool and resource. 

So, Kristy, our team sees ourselves as one of the bridges similar to you, but mostly 

a bridge between public education and community stakeholders, so kind of like a 

hub between those two entities, and we are dedicated to supporting the 

communities across West Virginia and developing family engagement and 

educational, so thinking about your organization and organizations like yours 

across the state, what support can you see our team providing an organization 

like yours and the work that you do? 

Kristy Ritz: Child care resource and referrals are always appreciative of support 

from others in the community and the six programs that are within our state work 

really closely together, so I think that we could all benefit from, you know, a 

bigger audience and help getting the word out about our programs or specific 

initiatives that we're involved with and because you do have, you know such a 

platform, I think it would be very beneficial to partner. We here at choices feel 

that families are very important in the school writing this piece, so anything that 

that we can do to support those families because parents and grandparents are 

their child, first teacher and we all support that within our program. So, anything 



 

   
 

that we can do please contact us and we can connect you with whoever you need 

and if we don't have the answer, we will certainly find it. 

Sam Statler: That was such an informative interview from Kristy. I was personally 

not familiar with the Choices childcare resource and referral program, so I really 

enjoyed listening to all the different resources and supports that they offer, and I 

also think it's good for our listeners to be aware of those also. 

Becky Lewis: I completely agree, Sam. I think often that communities including us 

know that these organizations exist, but we might not know exactly what they do 

or how families can utilize their services so I'm so glad that we're able to make 

that connection with people. 

Brandie Turner: I couldn't agree with the two of you more. What I'd love to 

discuss now that we've heard from Kristy is the opportunities that we as a team 

can provide organizations like hers across the state to better support families in 

developing those early literacy and early numeracy skills. 

Becky Lewis: I think that's an excellent idea, Brandie. We try to build family 

engagement into the resources that we provide through our outreach in respect 

to the four components of the campaign for grade level reading, which are 

attendance, school readiness, extended learning, and high-quality instruction. So, 

this episode, of course focuses on school readiness, so I really want to talk about 

that component in regard to the supports that we can offer to outside 

organizations. 

Brandie, you work very closely with the school readiness component specifically 

when it comes to the Imagination library. Can you share with our listeners what 

family engagement tools are available to organizations specific to the Imagination 

library? 

Brandie Turner: Yes, of course. As I'm sure our listeners know, the program went 

statewide in July, so our focus really has been working on developing resources 

and tools to support families and organizations now that we know that we have 

the books in the hands of children. So, what we've done is we have started 

sending out a newsletter to support families every month with the books that 

they're receiving. In that newsletter we develop an activity guide to go along with 

that book with activities that they can do at home that are very user friendly and 



 

   
 

it doesn't take a lot of extra materials. We also provide awareness tools to make 

sure that families know that the program exists and know how to sign their 

children up. That is specific to imagination library of course, but there are other 

opportunities that our team has developed regarding school readiness, and I think 

it would be nice to also share that information as well. 

Sam Statler: Yes, that's right and we have some professional development 

trainings that are specific to how to engage families and just continue to build 

those trusting relationships with them. 

Brandie Turner: Our goal this next year in regard to family engagement is to really 

dive into connect and develop those partnerships with organizations like choices 

or birth to three, early head start there are so many to name, but what we want 

to do is make sure that they're not doing this work alone. We can provide support 

and developing specifically early literacy and early numeracy skills, but we can 

also provide support and developing appropriate educational opportunities for 

children both in and out of school time and we want to make sure that 

organizations know that we're here and know that we can support them. 

Becky Lewis: Right, so like Brandie mentioned, if you are an educator out there or 

a community member listening to our podcast today, we would really like it if you 

would just reach out to us. Of course, you can find us on our website which is 

wvde.us/leadersofliteracy because we would love to partner with you. We don't 

know all the organizations out there exist, but we don't want you to go it alone. 

We know that we can build a better community of support and resources for our 

family, so we really want to work with you to support you and to support the 

children in our West Virginia communities. 

So, ladies, I think that was an amazing interview and I just want to thank you both 

for being here and we're going to end our show on that note. 

For links to all the resources discussed in this episode and for additional 

information, please visit our website at wvde.us/leadersofliteracy. Click on 

podcasts and click on the show notes for episode 44. 

Want to learn more about being a leader of literacy? Be sure to like and subscribe 

to the podcast so you don't miss a single installment. In the next episode we are 

going to continue our conversation on developing early literacy and early 



 

   
 

numeracy skills with our youngest learners, you won't want to miss it. Thanks for 

listening. 
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