High-Quality Early Learning in New Mexico

Key Recommendations
• New Mexico should continue
expansion of New Mexico PreK,
and should continue to provide
support to programs that add or
expand PreK classrooms.
• Training programs for site
directors should encourage
a leadership style that makes
employees feel supported.

• Strong site-based leadership:

• Stability of Core Teaching Staff:

• E orts to retain and support
early childhood educators
should be continued and
strengthened.
• New Mexico should consider
implementing coaching
as a form of professional
development for early
childhood educators.

• Following Children’s Interests:

• The state’s FOCUS tiered quality
rating and improvement system
should be used as a policy lever
to create classrooms where:
• Early childhood educators
are empowered to follow
the interests and abilities of
the children they care for,
and are also equipped with
a structure of observations
and portfolios.
• Families are treated as
central to their children’s
early learning.
• Children who are still
learning English are in
environments where their
rst language is respected.

• Rich Classroom Environments:

• Intentional Family Involvement:

• Dual Language Instr uction:

• Classrooms are lled
with interesting items
that children can explore
independently or with
teacher direction.
• Teacher interactions with
children promote selfcon dence, emphasize both
social and cognitive skills,
and continue to support
children’s learning even after
they have met expectations
for kindergarten entry.

• Social-Emotional Lear ning:
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BestSelected
Practices: Salt
Lake City
Essential
Continued from page 2

Indicators for PreK

• Coordinates eye-hand
movements using beads,
laces, pegs, puzzles and other
manipulatives and small
objects, and when dressing and
undressing
• Listens with understanding to
directions and conversations
• Hears and discriminates the
sounds of language in words
to develop phonological
awareness
• Converses e ectively in his or
her home language, English,
or sign language for a variety
of purposes relating to real
experiences and di erent
audiences
• Demonstrates comprehension
of a story read aloud by asking
relevant questions or making
pertinent comments
• Recognizes, names, describes,
compares and creates familiar
shapes
• Sorts, classi es and groups
materials by one or more
characteristics
• Communicates ideas and/
or feelings through creative
activities (for example, making
up a song, acting out a story ,
creating a piece of artwork or a
set of movements)
• Makes predictions and forms
hypotheses
• Expresses cultural in uences
from home, neighborhood and
community
• Plays and interacts with various
children sharing experiences
and ideas with others
• Uses and accepts negotiation,
compromise, and discussion to
resolve con icts
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Best Practices in National Context: Salt Lake City
In the Granite School District, located in Salt Lake City, preschool students move between teacher-directed activities and independent play.
At one table, a teacher leads an activity with students, who take turns nding matching pictures among a sea of cut-out images spread on
the table. One student nds two matching dump trucks that each have the letter “H” written on the back – one capital and one lower case.
The boy successfully names the letter and the sound it makes, before it is the next student’s turn. Elsewhere in the room, another group of
students do structured activities with another teacher, while others play independently.
The concept of rotating centers – and gradually extending the amount of time students are expected to focus on one activity – is one key
focus of the “We Can!” early childhood curriculum Granite uses in its 90 preschool classrooms. “We Can!” is a classroom management
system, as well as a curriculum for teaching early literacy skills. Over several years, Granite has worked with “We Can!” to modify the
curriculum to meet the district’s particular needs. During that time, Granite has seen a signi cant increase in the test scores of the students
who complete the preschool program, and a decrease in those students’ referral into special education. The e ects are signi cant enough
that Granite has begun experimenting with a nancing strategy called Social Impact Bonds. This means private investors front the cost
of the program, and receive a return on their investment based on the number of children who avoid special education as a result of the
program. That is, they appear on track toward special education based on an initial screening, then receive preschool services and are
ultimately not referred into special education.
So far, the program has been paying o for investors. Granite o cials point to a variety of factors driving those results, including the “We
Can!” curriculum and a comprehensive professional development strategy. Teachers receive weekly coaching sessions, in addition to
four hours per month of professional development. Some of that professional development is led by teachers, who work in groups and
decide what they want to focus on. All of it is linked to the coaches, who are masters-level professionals with teaching experience in early
childhood. The coaches are overseen by the assistant director of preschool services in Granite, who is herself a former coach. Teachers work
part-time, as preschool in Granite is a half-day program, o ered four days a week to 3- and 4-year-olds in mixed-age classrooms.
The Granite practices are also being used in ve child care centers in the area (for-pro t and non-pro t). Granite o cials worked with these
centers to identify teachers with potential to be coaches, who were then trained alongside the Granite preschool coaches to bring the “We
Can!” practices and training to private centers. In this setting, best practices are established for children as young as 18 months old, the
idea being that even at this young age, teachers should make deliberate plans and choices. Standards were established by working Utah’s
kindergarten standards backward, to establish what children should know at each age to be on track for kindergarten.
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Public Investment
New Mexico provides public funding to early learning sites in two key ways: through child care assistance and New Mexico PreK.
Child Care Assistance: Provides funding for low-income families to access child care so they can work or go to school. The program
is available to families with incomes up to 150 percent of the Federal Poverty Level ($36,375 for a family of four), and is administered
through the Children, Youth and Families Department (CYFD). Families can use their child care assistance at any licensed or registered
child care provider, for children ranging in age from infants to school-aged. The state pays higher reimbursement rates for providers
that have higher ratings under the state tiered quality rating and improvement system. In terms of dollars spent and children served,
child care assistance is the largest single chunk of New Mexico’s investment in early childhood care and education.
New Mexico PreK: Provides part-day educational experiences for 4-year-olds at no cost to families. The services are targeted to
families who are low-income or who live in low-income areas, and instruction follows a set of guidelines and learning indicators
established by the state. The program is jointly administered by CYFD and the Public Education Department, and can be o ered
through the child care sector or through the public schools. New Mexico is currently expanding PreK to be available for longer hours
and for 3-year-olds.
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Sou rce: Legislative Finance Com m ittee, Post-Session Review , May 2015
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“We’re all like a family. All the
teachers, we communicate and
we all t like a family. We care
about each other.”
- Nancy Gorman, teacher at
Southwest Child Care
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Spotlight:Three Tiers for
Advancement
Leslie Robertson, owner and director of Tadpoles
Daycare in Roswell, gives her employees a
path to advancement within the center. When
teachers are rst hired at Tadpoles, they are hired
as“base” teachers. After Robertson feels they
have shown they are ready, they are given an
opportunity to advance to a “core” teacher level.
After that, they can advance to the third tier of
“lead” teacher. In between each tier, teachers
take a quiz that Robertson writes with questions
about licensing regulations, as well as some
open-ended questions (“Name three things that
should be in your science center,” for example).
Each tier comes with a modest pay increase, as
well as other seniority-based bene ts like rst
choice when it comes to scheduling. Teachers at
Tadpoles work four ten-hour days – a schedule
Robertson said teachers seem to view as a
bene t.
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“I really feel like the students
are engaged because the
student interests are taken
into consideration.”
- Sarah Armstrong,
Bernalillo Public Schools
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Best Practices in National Context: Boston
During December, pre-kindergarten classrooms across Boston Public Schools (BPS) showed evidence of students planning a pizza party.
They were making written invitations and paper mache piñatas. They had glued colorful toppings onto construction paper pizzas, and
had brainstormed a group list of things that are needed for a party (fancy clothes, for instance). Several books about parties, shopping,
and friendship were on display, and some classrooms had a small “store” set up with a cash register and toy food for purchase.
The pizza party activities were part of a research-based curriculum BPShas chosen for all its pre-kindergarten classrooms. The district uses
Opening the World of Learning (OWL) for its language and literacy curriculum and Building Blocks for teaching mathematics. Teachers are
given resources and implementation guides for how to teach the curriculum well, but also have autonomy to adjust it to the needs of their
students and their own teaching style. One teacher, for example, bought a pre-made piñata rather than have students make one, and
chose to emphasize other activities.
Consistent, research-based curricula and coaching for teachers were highlighted in a 2012 evaluation as important elements of the BPS
pre-kindergarten program. That evaluation found that students enrolled in the program made substantially larger gains in math, reading,
and executive function than a control group who were not enrolled.5 The study also found that these gains were most pronounced for
Hispanic students. The study did not draw a causal link between the students’ learning gains and the OWL/Building Blocks curricula, but
did highlight them as key aspects of the “treatment” that enrolled students received. The evaluation also highlighted the coaching and
feedback that teachers receive as part of the program.
The BPSpre-kindergarten program, which Boston o cials refer to as “Kindergarten 1” or K1, has attracted positive attention in various
venues, and was among the programs singled out for praise by the Obama administration at a December summit on early childhood
education. A key strategy of the K1 program has been to maintain a focus on quality, while gradually scaling up to o er spots to more
children. In the 2014-15 school year, BPSo ered more than 2,400 K1 slots to 4-year-olds. The district also o ers a smaller number of slots
for 3-year-olds, which are called “K0.”
The K1 program is taught by BPSteachers with the same credentials and pay scales as teachers in the older grades. The school district
is also beginning to pilot a more mixed delivery system called “Boston K1DS,” which awards grants to community-based programs that
provide K1 services. The grants are intended to create pay parity between BPSK1 teachers and community-based teachers who teach
the same curriculum and would otherwise receive lower pay. These teachers receive the OWL and Building Blocks curriculum and the
professional development that accompanies it.
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