
Porter-Leath recently expanded its early childhood 
education options for all families by offering a tuition 
option for preschool children ages birth to 5 years 
old. This newly added option operates parallel to 
the agency’s publicly funded educational and social 
services through Early Head Start and First 8 Memphis. 
Porter-Leath accepts child care certificates from 
Tennessee’s Department of Human Services and 
also offers scholarships for families who may need 
assistance with tuition.
 
For the first time in the agency’s history of providing 
preschool services, Porter-Leath is able to reach beyond 
Memphis to serve children from the tri-state area 
of Tennessee, Mississippi and Arkansas. Utilizing a 
tuition model allows all families access Porter-Leath’s 
high-quality early education, social services and 
emotional development without restrictions on their 
annual household income levels or socioeconomic 
backgrounds. 

Porter-Leath Preschool offers the same amenities as 
the agency’s federal and state-funded programs, 
including fulfilling the State of Tennessee’s requirements 
of preschool quality standards. These standards include 
early learning and development curriculum support, 
highly trained teachers, staff professional development, 
class size of 20 students or less, staff-child ratio 1:10 or 
better, continuous quality improvement systems, and 
access to vision, hearing, speech, and health screening 
with follow up referrals for support on site if needed.

Having an array of early childhood options can be 
critical for some families. For example, Mrs. Walton has 
two grandchildren that are a part of Porter-Leath’s early 
childhood education program, ten-month old Nakita in 
Early Head Start and three-year old David in Preschool. 

David came from a child care center that was not able 
to assist Mrs. Walton with critical behavior therapy 
resources without extensive out-of-pocket costs. 
As a result, David missed several days of classroom 
instruction at his previous school because of changes in 
his temperament. Once at Porter-Leath, David thrived by 
receiving services at no cost to his grandmother through 
in house resources from partners like Le Bonheur LEAD 
and University of Memphis and weekly play therapy at 
Kindred Place. 

Mrs. Walton not only appreciates the patience that 
Porter-Leath staff provides with David’s different 
behavioral changes, she is thankful that he and his 
sister can attend both programs in one convenient 
location. 

Services available in addition to a curriculum based 
preschool education include hot nutritious meals, 
extended drop-off and pickup hours, year-round 
classroom instruction and parent meeting and activities, 
so that families continue to receive resources to achieve 
their goals and dreams. 

In most Porter-Leath Preschool locations, education and 
family services are available to children ages 2-4 years. 
The newest Porter-Leath and University of Memphis 
Early Childhood Academy at Orange Mound will 
offer services to children ages 6 weeks to 5 years old 
beginning in January 2022. 

With five locations across the city and a sixth currently 
under construction, Porter-Leath is continuing to develop 
ways to better serve families in our community.

To learn more about Porter-Leath Preschool visit 
porterleath.org/enroll or call (901) 577-2500.
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Porter-Leath Preschool students gather 
for a class photo on the first day of class.
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There has been much change in 2021, including the lingering pandemic, but what 
has not changed is the quality of care Porter-Leath provides the children, families, 
educators that we serve. Porter-Leath continues to deepen our commitment to 
excellence. Growing our impact through the work of NEXT Memphis, partnership 
with national researchers and expansion of preschool options for local families, our 
staff provides critical services that positively affect the daily lives of those we serve.

Porter-Leath also continues to encourage equity by helping parents and caregivers 
have the knowledge and resources they need to become champions for their 
children. In just the first three months of our new fiscal year, over 160,000 books have 
been mailed to families, 27 foster homes have been supported, 38 NEXT Memphis 
child care centers were served, and 363 Pre-K families have receive wraparound 
support.

I am excited to report that the pandemic has caused minimal disruption for the 
construction of the Porter-Leath and University of Memphis Early Childhood Academy 
at Orange Mound. We anticipate opening the building and initiating operations in 

January 2022. Our preschool staff is busy enrolling students for this new location and I look forward to seeing many of 
you on a tour in the new year.

Speaking of staff, each October Porter-Leath holds a staff giving campaign as part of our commitment to support 
United Way. Every dollar raised stays within the organization and supports all departments and programs at 
Porter-Leath. This year, our staff stepped up to donate over $114,000 to the agency. I am pleased to celebrate the 
commitment our team has to fuel Porter-Leath’s services. As 2021 comes to a close, I hope you, too, will consider 
giving to Porter-Leath’s mission, so that together we can empower children and families to achieve a healthy, optimal 
and independent lifestyle.
 
 
With Thanks,

Message from the President

Sean Lee
Porter-Leath President 

Ann Sullivan, Board Member Emeritus



The Early Success Coalition is a collective impact 
initiative housed at Porter-Leath that promotes shared, 
evidence-based practices proven to improve early 
childhood development and school readiness. 

This fall, the Early Success Coalition introduced a new 
series of caregiver courses modeled after the national 
Parent Leadership Training Institute.

The Parent Leadership Training Institute was built to 
provide a different approach to engaging parents in 
civic life to improve outcomes for children and families. 
Parents frequently face systemic barriers to effective 
advocacy despite strong motivation to alter societal 
systems which could benefit their children. 

The Parent Leadership Training Institute enables 
parents to become leading advocates for children 
in their community. It equips parents with strategies 
to improve the lifelong health, safety and learning of 
children and to become practiced change agents for 
the next generation. 

This year, the application process was competitive and 
22 parents were selected to participate in the virtual 
22-week program, comprised of 68 hours of training. 
The classes are evaluated by participants to provided 
feedback for continuous improvement and to discover 
outcomes for participating families.

There is also simultaneous interpretation for families 
who require classes in their preferred language. One 
unique aspect of the training is that each class mentors 
members of the following class, creating an ongoing 
ripple of community caring and a developing coalition 
of active parents. 

Parents attend a 20-week virtual course to learn 
how they can become advocates for children 

and families in our community.

Visit porterleath.org/early-success-coaltion to learn more about the work of the Early Success Coalition  
and its members or contact Kellie Spilman, Early Success Coalition Director, at kspilman@porterleath.org.

NEW TRAINING HELPS LOCAL 
PARENTS LEARN HOW TO BE 
ADVOCATES FOR CHILDREN

This September, Church of the Holy Communion hosted its 
11th annual Book It 5K and 1 mile fun run! Participants laced 
up their sneakers for early literacy, supporting Porter-Leath’s 
Books from Birth program and the Emmanuel Center. 

This year, 383 runners and walkers were back in person for 
the race to support Shelby County children. Thank you to the 

volunteers, sponsors, church staff and congregates for their 
support. Since its inception, Book It 5k has donated over 
$125,000 to the Books from Birth program. Funds raised 
help provide literacy resources for children and families. 

Supporting Literacy: Book It 5K

Photo by Cindy McMillion



Cornerstone’s parent educators equip mothers with prenatal 
and postnatal tools to promote positive development, giving 
their children the best start in life. As pregnant and parenting 
families reach their potential, they promote stronger families in 
their own communities.

CORNERSTONECORNERSTONE

The bond between a parent educator and a caregiver is 
special. Ethel Gallaher first met Porter-Leath Parent Educator, 
Angela Lee, when she visited the house to meet with 
Mrs. Gallaher’s daughter, Sharonda Carruthers and two 
grandsons, D’Kylynn and DeLynn.

Sharonda enrolled her family into Porter-Leath Cornerstone 
in 2019 to help her two little boys prepare for Kindergarten. 
Cornerstone pairs caregivers with parent educators who 
use an evidence-based curriculum called Parents as 
Teachers to offer support in building positive parent-child 
interaction and to ensure children meet developmental 
milestones.

When Sharonda’s work schedule prevented her 
from attending the bimonthly home visits with Angela, 
Mrs. Gallaher stepped in as their caregiver, so that the boys 
could continue to benefit from the program’s services. 

As a former educator, Mrs. Gallaher knew that her  
grandsons would benefit from practicing foundational 
learning skills and loved that Porter-Leath was willing to 
come to her home. She explained, “Growing up, I wish I 
had this kind of program for myself with my mom, so doing 
it for the kids, it has been really helpful to me to keep them 
motivated.” The youngest brother, D’Kylynn, is also on the 
autism spectrum, so Angela brought Mrs. Gallaher 
tools and resources that could help him develop positive 
social skills.

Sadly, in May 2021, the boys mother, Sharonda, passed 
away from COVID-19 at age 42, and Mrs. Gallaher and her 
husband become the primary caregivers for the two boys. 
Angela partnered with the family to survive a very difficult 
time. She helped Mrs. Gallaher navigate new technology 
when the boys had online learning and ensured the boys 
had access to age-appropriate toys, school supplies, books, 
and even grief counseling.

D’Kylynn and DeLynn - now ages 4 and 6 years old - 
continue to live with their grandparents and look forward to 
seeing what new activity or lesson ‘Ms. Lee’ might bring on 
her next visit. Beautifully, Mrs. Gallaher and Angela 
have developed a tight bond, communicating regularly to 
talk about the boys, life, and how Porter-Leath can offer 
continued support. As the boys age out of the program, 
she intends on staying in touch with Angela to report on the 
the boys’ progress. Mrs. Gallaher counts Angela among 
her family members, which is high praise coming from a 
woman who feircely loves her family! 

Family Finds Support from Parent Educator During One of Life’s Most Difficult Times

For more information about Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone Program, email Kim Thomas at kthomas@porterleath.org.

152 
Families Receiving  
Home Visitation 

Services

Grandmother Ethel Gallaher and her 
family (Right) continue meeting with 
Parent Educator, Angela Lee each 
month to help DeLynn prepare for 

kindergarten and beyond!

Sharonda enrolled her sons D’Kylynn and DeLynn Jones  
into Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone program in 2019.



TEACHER TEACHER 
EXCELLENCEEXCELLENCE

The Teacher Excellence Program professionalizes the work 
of early childhood education by strengthening the knowledge 
and classroom practices of early childhood teachers.  

Recently, Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program 
established a partnership with the University of 
Notre Dame’s Wilson Sheehan Lab for Economic 
Opportunities (LEO). LEO helps a cohort of service 
providers across the nation apply scientific 
evaluation methods to better understand and share 
effective poverty interventions with the goal of using 
research to positively impact people.

The partnership matches top researchers with 
passionate leaders in the social service sector to 
conduct impact evaluations that identify the innovative, 
effective, and scalable programs and policies that help 
people move permanently out of poverty. 

For over 20 years, Porter-Leath has used data to drive 
organizational decision making and to create highly 
effective services and resources for families in the 
Mid-South. By collaborating with LEO, Porter-Leath is 
able to refine the work of our Teacher Excellence 
Program and enhance the program’s positive 
outcomes for both early childhood educators 
and their classrooms.

The project’s research design centers on the effect of 
the Teacher Excellence Program’s teacher coaching on 
student academic outcomes, as well as changes in 
the relative performance of higher and lower income 
students. 

Early childhood eductors from classrooms operated 
by Porter-Leath and those who recieve professional 
development in one of the NEXT Memphis partnering 
child care centers will be randomly assigned to either 
the control group or the treatment group for one year, 
after which Notre Dame faculty and staff will work to 
determine the effectiveness of the program services.

The randomized research design will enhance the 
validity of the resulting data. The control group will 
maintain access to professional development tools and 
coaching, while the treatment group will recieve 
a larger range of instructional coaching tools and 
resources from the Teacher Excellence Program.

By applying rigorous evaluation to the Teacher 
Excellence Program, Porter-Leath will be better 
equipped to allocated limited resources. It will also 
potentially deepen the case for support of enhanced 
professional development for early childhood 
educators, as well as early childhood interventions that 
reduce the “achievement gap” for children from lower 
socio-economic environments.

Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program Partners with the University of Notre Dame

Contact Marilyn Donaldson at mdonaldson@porterleath.org to learn more about the Teacher Excellence Program.

388 
Hours spent 

coaching 
teachers



NEXT Memphis, an early childhood initiative housed 
at Porter-Leath, added a second cohort of twelve 
childcare centers that will participate in its shared 
services program model. The cohort will join a 
network of standout centers that will directly increase 
educational outcomes for children, family-level 
outcomes for parents, business viability, and overall 
childcare center quality.  
 
Participating centers are: 
• Abundant Family Fellowship Academy
• Destination Education
• FingerTips Enrichment Center
• Memphis Childcare Academy
• Porter-Leath Early Childhood Centers at American     
   Way, Cottonwood and Range Line
• Porter-Leath Early Childhood Academies in Frayser  
   and South Memphis
• Vollentine Evergreen Neighborhood School
• YMCA Grace Celebration
• YMCA Lakeland Early Learning Center

All participating centers were selected based upon 
rigorous evaluation of existing practices, as well 
as having demonstrable passion for children and 
families, willingness to innovate and alter business 
paradigms, established history in serving high 
need neighborhoods, and in-depth viewpoints and 
approaches to excellence. 

Additionally, NEXT Memphis now supports Family Day 
Homes across Shelby County to provide wraparound 
services, Instructional Coaching, Human Resources 
and business automation tools. 

“NEXT Memphis is excited to continue our growth. The 
leaders at each of these child care centers and family 
day homes represent some of the most passionate, 
and community-driven minds in our city. We are 
honored to support them as they do the great work of 
preparing children for Kindergarten, and supporting 
families with the care and resources needed to thrive,” 
said Chloe Moore, NEXT Memphis Program Director.

The initiative plans to serve 80 partners in Shelby 
County by the Summer of 2022.

Calvary Place Childcare Center added two new 
computers and a desk in one of its classrooms thanks  

to a NEXT Memphis Innovation Grant

To find out more about this new initiative, email the NEXT Memphis Director, Chloe Moore, at camoore@porterleath.org

Generations builds relationships between children, adults 
and seniors who make a positive difference in each other’s 
lives—encouraging healthy, productive, and responsible 
communities.

Veronica Finnie, Owner and Center Director  
of Yale Road Learning Center leads storytime  

in one of the center’s classrooms.

NEXT Memphis Expands Reach in the Shelby County



Gerald Fanion IV age three years old LOVES books, often 
snuggling them as he sleeps each night. His mother, 
Dr. Sha Fanion, a former elementary school principal 
and current educational leadership coach, is passionate 
about literacy. Dr. Fanion read to Gerald in utero and she 
and her husband have not stopped reading to him since 
he was born! In fact, she immediately signed Gerald up 
to receive books from Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library 
through Porter-Leath’s Books from Birth program. 

“One of my favorite quotes is ‘Students become readers 
on the laps of their parents.’ The more you expose 
children to books, the more they will gravitate towards 
books … The love of reading starts at home” she said.

Gerald Fanion III also helps to develop his son’s love for 
reading. He checks the mail each day and when the 
monthly book arrives, Mr. Fanion announces it as he 
enters the house. This gesture signals to his son that 
reading and books are something that should spark 
excitement. The Fanions encourage Gerald IV to wait until 
bedtime to open his newest book, further building their 
son’s anticipation to open the new story.

The Fanions also spread their love of literacy with others. 
When Dr. Fanion was pregnant with Gerald, she asked for 
books as her baby shower gifts. As she read with Gerald, 
she would often post a picture on Facebook of what they 
were reading. 

So many people began asking about the books and 
what titles Dr. Fanion recommended that she created an 
Instagram account to share Gerald’s reading journey. 
Today, @geraldivlovesbooks, has over 2,200 followers 
and is a great way to share new and interesting books 
with other families. His Books from Birth selections are 
included in his library’s rotation of featured titles!

Dr. Fanion encourages parents to enroll their children 
in Books from Birth, citing the accessibility and quality as 
major benefits for parents. She explained that literacy 
skills can build vocabulary, writing, language and critical 
thinking skills, so it is foundational to students’ confidence 
and success. “The lack of access to books is a huge 
equity issue … this program is a great way to help bridge 
that gap,” she said. Dr. Fanion added “Whether you can 
afford to buy books or not, they are coming every month 
… if you can sign up, absolutely do it.”

Family Uses Instagram to Spread their Love for Early Literacy

BOOKS FROM BIRTHBOOKS FROM BIRTH
Books from Birth creates literacy connections for families, 
which inspire nurturing bonds between caregivers and 
children. As a result, these bonds yield lasting, positive 
results that extend beyond early childhood.

Gerald Fanion IV points out his favorite character, while  
spending quaility reading time with his parents.

Gerald peruses one of his favorite books  
before snuggling up with it at bedtime.

Questions about Porter-Leath’s Books from Birth? Contact Books from Birth Director Wynett Jones at dwjones@porterleath.org



GENERATIONSGENERATIONS

“Listen to your teacher, and listen to  your parents. I 
love you all, and I’ll see you tomorrow!” This is how 
Maxine Nolan leaves her classroom of 22 children at 
John P. Freeman Optional School after every day. She 
is an AmeriCorps Seniors volunteer and spends her 
weekdays connecting with children and mentoring 
them to help build confidence and life skills. 

Five years ago after retiring from a local hospital, 
Mrs. Nolan became an AmeriCorps Seniors volunteer 
through Porter-Leath’s Generations program, and has 
relished every minute of her experience.  
 
Monday through Friday, she serves in a classroom 
of students she calls “her children,” and cheerfully 
assists the teacher each day, talking with the children 
and offering them words of encouragement. She 
found that some children just need some attention, 
and she is more than happy to give them hers 
through her reassuring words and hugs. 

Volunteering isn’t new to Mrs. Nolan. As she 
explains, “I’ve always volunteered. My grandmother 
volunteered too, so it’s just in my genes.” Like her 
grandmother, Mrs. Nolan passes down her love for 
volunteering to others. She gathers friends and family 
to volunteer downtown at Thanksgiving.  
 
Since her children are all grown and have moved to 
other cities, she looks forward to seeing “her children” 
in the classroom. She says that it brightens her day, 
and she likes to return the favor by greeting students 
with a cheerful smile and a “Good morning!” when 
they arrive for class. 

However, what is most rewarding to Mrs. Nolan is 
the chance to see how students mature in behavior 
and academic skills from the beginning to the end of 
the school year. It fills her heart with joy to hear them 
show respect by using the magic words like “excuse 
me,” “thank you”, and “please,” and to see them 
master tying their own shoe after the many lessons 
she has given them. 

These brief moments help her know that she has 
made an impact on the next generation. “I won’t 
forget these children, and I’m quite sure they won’t 
forget me!”

Generations builds relationships between children, 
adults and seniors who make a positive difference in 
each other’s lives—encouraging healthy, productive, 
and responsible communities.

48 
Senior  

Volunteers

AmeriCorps Senior, Maxine Nolan serves her community 
through Porter-Leath’s Foster Grandparents program.

Questions about our Generations Program? Email Generations Manager, Judy Rautine, jrautine@porterleath.org

Porter-Leath Foster Grandparent Makes Impact through Time Spent Volunteering



CONNECTIONSCONNECTIONS

Learn more about our Connections Program by emailing Dennis Fleming, Social Services Vice President, at dfleming@porterleath.org

Connections provides individualized residential, placement 
and counseling services that meet the needs of troubled and 
homeless children. Throughout the implementation of their 
individualized service plan, Connections’ staff continually 
evaluates the child’s personal development progress, 
coordinates their placement with caring foster parents, and 
provides families with the specialized training to share a safe, 
loving and permanent home.

Jurice Smith and her husband Marvin had three biological 
children, and then opened their hearts and home to foster 
care. Mrs. Smith connected with Porter-Leath’s foster care 
coordinator, Jackie, who explained the combination of 
classes, background checks and home visits needed  
to become foster parents. 

Mr. and Mrs. Smith attended the series of foster parent 
training, and were approved to foster children. They only 
had two requests when it came to the child the family 
would foster - that the child would be two years old or 
older and a girl. The first call that the Smith family  
received asked if they would foster a newborn baby girl, 
Mrs. Smith politely reminded Jackie that the family did  
not want to foster a child that young. 

A few days later, Jackie, called asking for a favor from the 
Smiths. She had found a family willing to foster another 
baby girl, however, that family was still finishing the foster 
parent training. She asked the Smiths to consider caring 
for the baby until the family finished class, and the baby 
could be placed in their home. 

The whole family, including three teenage children, 
agreed to provide a temporary home for the little girl - a 
generous choice that would change their family forever. 
“I remember telling my children that we are blessed … 
that (by fostering) we can actually help a child that doesn’t 
have what you all have,” Mrs. Smith said. The Smith family 
fell in love with beautiful baby Jasmine and soon the 
“temporary” home became a formal foster placement.

Foster care is designed to provide safe and loving homes 
for children, with the ultimate goal of finding a permanent 
home through reunification with a family member. When 
reunification is not an option, the child is eligible for 
adoption. After Jasmine became eligible for adoption, 
the Smiths pursued permanent placement in their home 
for five years before Jasmine legally became a part of 
their family.

Mrs. Smith described Jasmine as undeniably intelligent 
from a young age, winning academic awards at school 
and committed to doing her best. Jasmine adored her 
older siblings, often wanting to be just like them, and 
cheering them on at all their activities.

Jasmine, now 22, has always known about her foster 
and adoption story, and her parents support Jasmine’s 
chances to connect with her biological family. The Smiths’ 
encouragement and positive role modeling has also 
helped Jasmine continue to excel in college from which 
she will graduate with a degree in biology in December 
2021. Jasmine plans to attend medical school and 
become an anesthesiologist. 

Jurice Smith described time as a foster parent as “very 
rewarding” and encourages others that are willing to 
invest their time and effort into making a difference in a 
child’s life to consider opening their homes for foster care.

One Foster Home Transforms from Temporary Housing to Forever Family

Jasmine and mom, Jurice, share their affection for one another.
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20th annuaL toy truck Presented by InternatIonaL PaPer

Join Porter-Leath for three weeks of the annual Toy Truck drive, presented by  
International Paper and benefiting the preschool children served by Porter-Leath.

December 1st-4th: Poplar Collection Shopping Center  
at 4615 Poplar Avenue (Southside of Poplar & Perkins Extd.)

December 10h -11th: WMC-TV Action News 5, 1960 Union Avenue

December 18h -19th: IKEA, 7900 IKEA Way

Over the past two years, many families have lessened or eliminated funds that 
would normally be used for a holiday gift. We need your help to collect new,  
unwrapped toys for local preschoolers ages six months to five years old. 

Yuletide Office Solutions will deliver a toy collection box to your office. To request  
a box, visit toytruckmemphis.org and complete a quick request form. All money  
donated during Toy Truck gets matched by Porter-Leath’s Secret Santa.

PRESENTED BYPRESENTED BY

Does your office or group typically 
hold an in person holiday party?

 
HOST A VIRTUAL TOY DRIVE!

Set up a drive 
by contacting  

James O’Toole at 
(901) 577-2500 or 

jotoole@porterleath.org 




