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How one metro Phoenix preschool
founder grew her AZ business
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How founder of metro Phoenix
preschool grew her busi and
remained open through the
pandemic

Georgann Yara
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Caitlyn Cunningham (left) reads to preschool students in the Caterpillar Room at Whiz Kidz Preschoolin

Scottsdale on July 6, 2021. MARK HENLE /THE REPUBLIC

Preschool founder’s business
growing during the pandemic

Georgann Yara

Her son was 4 months old and she couldn't afford
childeare on a new teacher's salary.

So Martha Pieciao improvised. She transformed
the front roomof her Glendale home into a classroom
that would accommodate her infant while allowing
her to put her education and experience to use for
other children.

A handful of toddlers were the first students at
Piccian's Whiz Kidz Preschool, which she started in
2007 and serves infants to children up to age 5. She
launched with an educational component, making
academics part of the core model from Day One.

It was the first realization of a dream she didn't
think would become reality.

“I always knew I wanted a childcare center, but
didn't have the means to start a large scale business
like that,” Piceiao said.

With now having locations in Scottsdale, Phoenix
and Mesa that serve nearly 400 students, with a
fourth upcoming location in Ahwatukee Foothills,
her business is arguably in the larger scale category.

Deemed essential, Whiz Kidz remained open amid
pandemic closures. Although Picciaolost nearly 60%
of her enrollment during this time, she was able to
provide care to children of first responders, medical
personnel and others who had no choice but to leave
their houses for work.

“Financially, it wastough to operate the schoolsat
less than half the occupancy. But it was also a privi-
lege to serve the responders so they could do their
jobs as a result of us remaining open.” she said.

Now that conditions have opened up, enrollment
has returned to normal. Some campuses have wait
lists, she said. Because her school is regulated by the
health department, Picciao said she must adhere to
standards stricter than public elementary schools.
Spending $20,000 on sanitizing equipment and
making sure students were constantly washing their
hands were part of how she was able to accomplish

is.

“We felt it was best practice tokeep everything as
clean as possible,” she said.

Whiz Kidz is part of a U.S. childcare market that
generated $54.3 billion in 2019, according to Grand
View Research. It’s also a market that's in demand.
According to the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics, in 2019, 61% of 3- to 5-vear-olds were enrolled
in school. In Arizona, that number was 53%.

Whiz Kidz's model works on a whole child-cen-
tered approach that combines not only academics
and constructive physical activity and play, but also
incorporates a sense of community that brings to-
gether teachers and parents into the experience.
This, Piceiao said, differentiates Whiz Kidz from the
sea of competitors and was key to its growth.

Leah Deeney's 4-vear-old son has gone to Whiz
Kidz since he was 6 months old. Shealsoentrusts the
care of the 5-month-old baby she is fostering to the
school.

Years ago, Deeney toured several dayeares before
selecting Whiz Kidz for her son. She made the deci-

A portrait of Martha Picciao at Whiz Kidz Preschool
in Scottsdale on July 6, 2021. MARK HENLE /THE REPUBLIC

What: Whiz Kidz Preschool

‘Where: Scottsdale, Phoenix, Mesa
Employees: 60

Factoid: In 2019, the 5. childcare market was

valued at $54.3 billion, accerding to Grand View
Research.

Details: whizkidzpreschool.com

sion not long after stepping onthe campus.

“When Iwalked in, [ instantly felt like it washome.
It felt right. It seemed like we belonged,” said Deeney,
who lives in Scottsdale.

The large outdoor play areas, active produce gar-
den that older children tend to and a welcoming staff
created an ideal atmosphere, she said. Deeney said
everyone was accommodating and attentive to their
needs, including preparing to be foster parents and
how Whiz Kidz would fit into those plans.

Her son is writing the alphabet and numbers, do-
ing sight reading and loves all the activities from P.E.
to science experiments.

“I'm amazed at all the things he's learned at this
stage just being 4-years-old,” she said.

How dream became reality

Picciao achieved her dream of minning a thriving
childcare center. But getting here wasn't easy.

After starting the school in her home, Picciao went
through adivorce and sold her house, forcing its clo-
sure. By thistime, she hada childin kindergarten and
a preschooler. She vearned to return to teaching.

She was unable to find a long term position and

See BUSINESS, Page 2BG
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substitute teaching while enrolling her
younger child in preschool wasn't a fea-
sible option. She was also living in a
small apartment.

Several months later, Picciao had an
opportunity to run a failing childcare
center, which was her first out-of-home
location in Phoenix. She scrambled but
got the money together with her now-
husband and they took it over. They
went in and with their own hands re-
modeled the space for a year and got it
into shape.

“I remember crying (and saying),
‘What did I do?"” she recalled.

Shehad the name, thelogo and all the
materials from her at-home years. She
incorporated those into this new wver-
sion, came up with the curriculum and

July 22, 2021 2:11 am (GMT -7:00)

cooked the meals.

After three years, and working 12-
hour days seven days a week, Picciao
got the hang of running a business and
growing it. The focus on delivering high-
quality curriculum that gets kids amply
ready for kindergarten and beyond is a
constant.

“What is most rewarding is when I
see children come in as little bitties and
they grow and you see them develop
over the years and reach milestones,”
she said. “Children are my passion and
I'm glad 1 did what I did. I can make a
small difference in my city and for thou-
sands of families over the years.”

Preschool students in the Caterpillar
Room, July 6, 2021, at Whiz Kidz
Preschool, 7214 E Jenan Dr.,
Scottsdale. MARK HENLE/THE REPUBLIC
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