
Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone Program provides home visitation 
services and resources through affiliation with the national 
Parents As Teachers home visiting model, which promotes the 
optimal early development, learning, and health of children 
by supporting and engaging their parents and caregivers. In 
Porter-Leath Cornerstone services can be offered prenatally 
until children enter kindergarten.

Porter-Leath Cornerstone operates in both Shelby and Fayette 
Counties and the 10 certified parent educators work with 
over 200 families each year. Families meet with their parent 
educator at least twice a month and have the opportunity to 
attend monthly group connections with other families of young 
children. The caregiver is able to set measurable goals and is 
assisted by their parent educator to meet those goals through 
a combination of monthly lessons, resources and referrals.

Over the past three years, Porter-Leath Cornerstone has worked 
through the PAT Quality Endorsement and Improvement 
Process (QEIP) to achieve Blue Ribbon affiliate status - the 
highest recognition given to local programs. The process helps 
ensure that PAT affiliates are achieving fidelity to the model 
and delivering high quality services - truly making a difference 
in the lives of children and families. As an example of Porter-
Leath’s success, last year, over 96% of children born to mothers 
in Cornerstone had healthy birth weights and 92% of familes 
were connected to at least one community resource.

The PAT Quality Endorsement and Improvement Process 
examines both an affiliate’s Annual Performance Review 

and the affiliate’s ability to meet at least 80% of 81 additional 
quality standards. It also utilizes quality measurements such 
as program fiscal sustainability, staff training opportunities, 
leadership structure and support, detailed documentation of 
services and a two day site visit from a Parents As Teachers 
reviewer. 

While the Annual Performance Review may measure the 
number of monthly group connections offered to families, the 
Quality Endorsement and Improvement Process would also 
review the types of topics covered at the monthly meetings and 
how families were able to use the information gained from 
those connections.

This August, Cornerstone achieved Blue Ribbon affiliate status 
by not only exceeding the essential requirements found in their 
Annual Performance Review but by going above and beyond 
to meet 96% of the quality standards outlined by Parents as 
Teachers. Cornerstone Director Kimberly Thomas gives credit 
for this achievement to the quality of her team. “You can see it 
in their work that they LOVE what they do. You can see it from 
their actions and from the outcomes that we see for families. I 
couldn’t ask for a better team,” she said.

Receiving the Parents as Teachers Blue Ribbon affiliate 
designation further emphasizes Porter-Leath’s commitment to 
data-driven, evidence based approaches to serving children 
and families in our community.

For more information about Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone Program, 
email Kimberly Thomas at kthomas@porterleath.org. 
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Pictured above -  (L) Families enrolled in Cornerstone enjoy a group outing to the Alice in Wonderland Exhibit at the Memphis 
Botanic Gardens. (R) Parent educators and families work together to complete a tie dye activity with their children.



Dear Friends,

With the holiday season drawing near, I am delighted  to share a few pieces of good 
news from the past several months.

As you read on the cover, Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone team received Blue Ribbon Affiliate 
status from the national office of Parents as Teachers. This status, the highest rating an 
affiliate can achieve, comes after a top-to-bottom review and has been many years 
in the making. This designation validates work being done within the home visitation 
space, and shows Porter-Leath’s approach to high-quality services.

Additionally, we have welcomed several new team members to Porter-Leath this year, 
including our new NEXT Memphis Director, Alicia Norman. Alicia has worked in early 
childhood education for over 25 years. Her depth of knowledge in early childhood 
education and wealth of experience leading and developing teams made her an ideal 
choice for the role of NEXT Memphis Director. I hope you will have the opportunity to 
meet her in the near future.

Our team has also had a special opportunity to support Porter-Leath facilities. The Office 
of Head Start approved three grants totalling $750,000 to make investments in our Early 
Head Start facilities. Plans are underway by our facilities team to make improvements to 
kitchens, classrooms, security and other infrastructure over the next few months.

The combination of high-quality services, experienced staff, outstanding facilities 
and public support shows Porter-Leath’s continued commitment to local children and 
families. 

Thank you for helping to make this work possible!
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Did you know that conversational turns are powerful?  
Conversational turns are simple back-and-forth 
alternations between a child and an adult. A turn has 
occurred when an adult speaks and a child follows, or 
vice versa, with no more than five seconds in between. 

Through Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program, 
early childhood educators across Memphis are learning 
about the daily impact of these conversational turns 
on the brain structure/function and socioemotional 
development of children in their care. 

This fall, the Teacher Excellence Program has a cohort 
of sixty early childhood educators, teaching children 
ages 6 weeks through 4 years old, who are collecting 
data through the LENA Grow program so they can 
better assess the interactions happening in their own 
classroom.

A Commitment  to C L A S S RO O M S
Growing in Language and Literacy

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

Classroom teacher, Morgan Bradley, uses skills learned 
through LENA Grow to engage student during playtime 

with conversational turns.

These educators are motivated to become active 
participants in their own professional development — 
both for their own future and that of the children in their 
care. Through LENA Grow, TEP is giving early childhood 
educators the tools they need to improve language 
environments equitably and to truly connect with each and 
every child in their care. Students wear vest with recording 
devices that count the number of conversational turns 
used in the classroom.

LENA Grow not only enhances communication through the 
classroom teachers, but LENA Grow also makes a huge 
impact in our students’ communication as well. By utilizing 
the fourteen Talking Tips along with the Conversational 
Starters, teachers are able to set Early Head Start, 
Pre-K and Preschool classrooms on the right path for 
meaningful conversation throughout the day.
 
LENA Grow allows educators to set and  accomplish 
goals related to language and literacy. Students gain the 
opportunity to listen and practice oral language skills.  
The curriculum encourages students to form relationships 
with each other, strengthens classroom community, 
and encourages strong habits that lead to better quality 
language skills and more effective learning.

Our students looked forward to becoming  
“Super Communicators” when placing on their LENA 
vests. LENA encourages more quiet students to thrive 
and engage all days even when they are not wearing 
their special vests. LENA Grow gives classrooms a more 
personal touch with each and every student.

This professional development opportunity is made 
possible with support from the Urban Child Institute. 
Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program is thankful  
for their investment in early childhood educators.

Source: lena.org/lena-grow/

How

Works



NEXT Memphis Continues to Meet the Needs of Childcares, Children and Families
NEXT Memphis is a shared-service program model 
that helps independent childcare providers reduce 
costs and improve outcomes by pooling back office 
support staff, community resources and administrative 
amenities. 

NEXT Memphis also extends Porter-Leath’s Teacher 
Excellence Program to childcare operators, which 
helps increase classroom engagement and 
achievement through teacher training, coaching, 
instruction and observation. Families also have access 
to wraparound services, helping parents set and 
achieve goals and connecting them with community 
resources.

During its second year of service, NEXT Memphis 
partnered with 22 childcare centers and 15 family 
childcare centers. Through its intensive educational 
support and full family wraparound services, NEXT 
Memphis served over 1,592 children and over 1,392 
families. NEXT Memphis staff also saved childcare 
partners time and money through business, finance, 
and maintenance support. With NEXT Memphis 
partners reporting a range of cost savings from 
$45,000 to $108,000 over the past year.

In addition to providing cost-saving back office support 
and professional development for partners the 
initiative provides NEXT Memphis partner families with 
wraparound support. This support pairs each family 
with a family liaison and connection to NEXT Memphis 
Care Coordination for families experiencing economic 
barriers to self-sufficiency like homelessness, 
unemployment, transportation, lack of food, financial 
insecurity, or domestic violence. 

Care Coordinators are experienced social workers 
that partner with parents or caregivers to establish 
short and long-term goals towards family stability and 
success. The Coordinators support the achievement 
of families’ goals through coordinated referrals and 
connection to community resources. 

One example of care coordination is Berneshia, a 
single parent of three young children. Berneshia 
became homeless after chronic domestic violence 
incidents. Upon leaving the unsafe environment with 
her children, she moved into a shelter until she was 
able to access housing. 

Since being with Care Coordination, Berneshia has 
obtained stable, subsidized transitional housing for 
her family. With help from her Coordinator, Berneshia 
enrolled in the EXCEL center and completed her high 
school diploma and her certified nursing assistant 
diploma. She just began on the job training in 
healthcare and is more confident about the safety and 
security of her family.

Berneshia celebrates with her child after 
completing her certified nursing assistant diploma!

For more information about NEXT Memphis, contact Alicia Norman, NEXT Memphis Director
at anorman@porterleath.org or visit nextmemphis.org.

A Commitment  to C H I L D C A R E



For more information about Connections, visit porterleath.org/connections or contact 
Dennis Fleming, Vice President of Social Services, at dfleming@porterleath.org.

A Commitment  to FA M I L I E S

Porter-Leath’s Sarah’s Place is a residential facility on 
Manassas Street, which has space available for youth 
who need a safe and nurturing environment to live 
away from home. Sarah’s Place is operated by clinical 
staff 24-hours a day and focuses on providing trauma 
informed support to both youth and their families.

Tony Jackson, Jr. is a case manager for Residential 
Services who sees his role as an opportunity to ‘fill the 
gap’ for youth at Sarah’s Place. He says that while not 
all of the teens’ stories are the same, they unfortunately 
all have home situations that currently are not 
conducive to a healthy living situation. 

Jackson works in conjunction with his Residential 
Services team - including residential monitors, on-site 
therapists, leadership and case managers - to provide 
for the safety and wellbeing of those in their care. 

Jackson coordinates with each youth’s social worker 
from the Department of Children Services and ensures 
that the teens are able to attend doctor appointments 
and court appearances, and obtain any supplies or 
resources they may need. Building a rapport with 
each teen and establishing positive routines are also 
primary goals for Jackson. At Sarah’s Place, there is a 
points structure that helps reinforce positive behaviors 
like good behavior, participating in group therapy, 
going to school and maintaining tidy surroundings.

“Some kids don’t always have people that care about 
them or just someone to listen. That is why I think our 
staff is most impactful, kids feel like they can open up 
and tell us things they don’t feel comfortable telling 
their peers,“ Jackson said. The team at Sarah’s Place 
is willing and able to provide motivation and guidance 
towards good choices and behaviors. 

They also look for opportunities to provide fun and 
meaningful activities for the youth through weekend 
activities like stopping by the riverwalk downtown on a 
beautiful day, visiting the National Civil Rights Museum 
or bringing in a barber for new hair cuts.

The ultimate goal of residential services is the 
reunification of families or the  ability to find a safe, 
permanent home with a relative or forever family. 
However, while youth are housed at Sarah’s Place, 
they can expect to find an accepting, positive 
environment that can provide structure and stability 
during otherwise turbulent times.

Providing a Home for Youth at Sarah’s Place

Movie night at Sarah’s Place, is a newly established tradition to develop camaraderie 
among the youth. Porter-Leath is always looking for ways to create a welcoming 
home environment for the teens living at Sarah’s Place. Recently, some teens 
requested a way to make fresh popcorn for movie nights. Amazingly, a community 
member stepped up to donate a popcorn machine big enough for a double feature! 
The teens watched as they saw the kernels pop just for them. We are so thankful for 
supporters who see a need and are willing to fill it.

To learn about ways to support Porter-Leath in helping these youth, visit contact 
Angela Meekins at (901) 577-2500 ext. 1119 or porterleath.org/connect.

Popcorn Machine Supports Programming at Sarah’s Place

Tony Jackson, Jr., Porter-Leath Case Manager, feels 
called to work with the youth at Sarah’s Place.



A Commitment  to H E A LT H

Porter-Leath values providing the earliest intervention for the children 
and families we serve. One way our staff fulfills this value is by offering 
all students connected to Porter-Leath with a variety of health screenings. 
Lead by Stephanie Jones, Porter-Leath’s Health Services Manager, the 
initial screenings take place at the beginning of the school year, most of 
which occur within 45-90 days from the first day of school. Jones’ team 
collaborates with fellow Porter-Leath staff members and community 
organizations like the University of Memphis and Focus First to screen 
nearly 2,000 students each fall.

Children who may have undiagnosed developmental delays, learning 
disorders, behavioral and social-emotional concerns or difficulty with 
hearing, vision or speech can result in reduced academic performance, 
and low self-esteem. By screening children early in their lives, Porter-Leath 
can help identify benchmarks for growth, provide preventative measures 
and help families learn how to support children year-round! 

With caregiver consent, children are screened for behavioral and learning 
delays in addition to vision, hearing, speech and general health. Once 
children are screened, caregivers are able to review the results and are 
supported by Porter-Leath staff for any additional follow up. This follow 
up may be in the form of a referral to specialists, contact with either 
Tennessee’s Early Intervention System or the Local Education Agency, or 
simply helping families know what to ask their pediatrician at their child’s 
next check-up. 

Additionally, Porter-Leath is able to assist families who may need to 
develop an Individual Family Service Plan or Individual Education Plan 
(IEP) for their child. By creating an a plan, educators, caregivers and family 
liaisons can combine their efforts in helping a child succeed inside and 
outside the classroom by addressing specific needs. 

“Many families have said to our staff, ‘I knew there was something going 
on with my child, but I didn’t know the first step,’ and that is why I feel this 
work is so important,” said Stephanie Jones. She goes on to explain, “We 
want to rule out any concerns so that children are best able to learn and 
families can be confident in their ability to advocate for their children.”

The Health Services team provides additional screenings as needed in the 
spring to capture newly enrolled students and supply ongoing support 
for families. By providing screenings for over twenty years, Porter-Leath is 
committed to the comprehensive health of local children and to building 
strong learners in our community.

Screenings Provide Baseline for Learning Success

Learn more about the early learning options available at Porter-Leath visit porterleath.org/preschool

Jenette Marion, Family Services 
Liaison, conducts height and weight 

assessments on toddler students 
at the Porter-Leath Early Childhood 

Academy in Frayser.

Graduate students from the University 
of Memphis School of Communication 

Sciences and Disorders screen 
preschool children for hearing 

and speech at Porter-Leath’s Early 
Childhood Center on Range Line Road.



The Early Success Coalition at Porter-Leath is gearing up 
for the second cohort of the Memphis Parent Leadership 
Training Institute (PLTI) and all parents and caregivers 
in Shelby County are invited to apply! The Parent 
Leadership Training Institute is a free 20-week course 
designed to equip parents with the knowledge and 
skills to advocate for policies and practices that benefit 
children and families in Memphis. Parents participate 
in a retreat, attend a weekly 3 hour workshop, and 
complete a community project prior to graduation. 

In May, Porter-Leath graduated twenty parents from 
the first ever Memphis cohort of PLTI. One of those 
parents, Monica Everett, shared that she joined the 
inaugural class of Memphis PLTI to learn more about 
advocacy and reinvigorate her voice and leadership 
skills. Through the support of the initiative, Ms. Everett 
successfully launched “All Aboard for Autism: Bringing 
Parents Together and Embracing the Normalcy of 
Autism in Communities.” All Aboard for Autism provides 
empowerment, knowledge and support for parents of 
children on the autism spectrum, particularly focusing on 
networking and resources for early intervention.

Ms. Everett credits the principles, strategies, support, 
and community gained from PLTI in helping her follow 
her passion and make the project a reality. She shared 
“I wanted to build a coalition for change and awareness 
in the Memphis community. With the launch of the first 
two parent support group meetings, I am hopeful for the 
future.” 

Since graduating from PLTI, Ms. Everett has launched 
a blog to document her family’s journey with autism 
and has joined two additional leadership advocacy 
programs - the Vanderbilt Kennedy Center and 
Partners in Policymaking for the Tennessee Council on 
Developmental Disabilities. She encourages others to 
consider participating in the PLTI initiative - “It could be 
the spark you need to empower yourself and empower 
others to ACT, not fear; to LEAD and not wait for others to 
do so; to aim for PROGRESS not perfection; to START with 
what you HAVE instead of what you lack,” she said.

Ms. Everett went on to explain, “Parent leaders have the 
power to positively influence families, neighborhoods, 
systems, but most importantly, our greatest impact is 
right in our own homes. PLTI helps you to take a look 
right around you to determine where the needs are and 
then gives you the essential tools to get started.”

The Memphis Parent Leadership Training Institute is 
now accepting applications for the 2022-23 cohort. 
Caregivers in Shelby County looking to advance their 
efforts to create community change are encouraged to 
apply at ParentPlus901.org/parent-leadership.

Recent PLTI graduate, Monica Everett (Farthest Left), supported 
by fellow cohort members and Early Success Coalition staff  

at a parent group meeting for All Aboard for Autism.

Building New Partnerships Among Families and Community Resources

61
Affiliated 
Partners

To learn more about the Early Success Coalition, contact 
Kellie Spilman, Program Director, at kspilman@porterleath.org.

A Commitment  to PA R E N T SH E A LT H



A Commitment  to L I T E R AC Y
Books from Birth Hosts “A Night Around the World” Through Support from Local Drivers

To learn more about Books from Birth or the Dollywood Foundation license plate,  
contact D. Wynett Jones, Program Director, at dwjones@porterleath.org.

When you renew your vehicle’s license plate this year, 
you can support Books from Birth by purchasing a 

Dollywood Foundation specialty license plate!

While all Tennessee drivers must obtain a new license 
plate this year, many may be unaware a Dolly Parton’s 
Imagination Library license plate is available as an 
option for drivers. Simply search or ask for “Dollywood 
Foundation” when you purchase your speciality plate. A 
portion of the license plate sale is distributed to the local 
Imagination Library affiliate within the county chosen at 
the time of purchase. This means that over $15 of each 
Imagination Library plate purchased in Shelby County 
returns to your local affiliate, Porter-Leath’s Books from 
Birth program, and supports early literacy resources for 
children under five years old.

Through the funds raised by local drivers, Books 
from Birth was able to host its first in-person parent 
engagement event since the start of COVID-19. This 
fall, Books from Birth hosted A Night Around the World 
event at the Karl and Gail Schledwitz Porter-Leath Early 
Childhood Academy in Frayser. 

The purpose of the event was to reengage in person 
with local children and families and to educate them on 
the importance of early literacy. This event created an 
opportunity for families to participate in multiple literacy 
activities and storytimes with their children, as they used 
their imagination to explore other locations around the 
world. Porter-Leath staff across the agency supported 
the planning and implementation of this event to 
ensure it met age appropriate learning experiences 
and created effective parent engagement, helping 
caregivers incorporate early literacy in their family’s 

Children engaged in themed activities as they traveled 
around the world at a recent Books from Birth event.

routine.
Over forty children and parents were welcomed aboard to 
a night of imagination-driven activities and stories through 
an balloon arch representing the colors of international 
flags. Little tourists received a backpack and passport plus 
a photo with their family before their trip began. The busy 
hallways were filled with children’s music from around 
the world. At each stop during the family’s experience, 
staff members stamped the participants’ passports and 
welcomed families in the language of the destination. 
Teachers and volunteers showed families how to engage 
with their child in activities after listening to a story 
associated with the destination.
 
Families visited Africa, China, France, Germany, Mexico, 
and the Porter-Leath Global Village and ended their 
journeys with a hearty meal. The Global Village allowed 
parents to learn about community resources and other 
Porter-Leath programs that were available for their 
children and family. Approximately twenty-four parents 
registered with programs to connect their children with 
additional resources.

Finally, no trip is complete without a souvenir. Each 
participant departed their tour with a prize to help fuel 
their love of learning. Parent engagement opportunities 
such as these are made possible because of you, 
our supportive and generous donors, to your local 
Imagination Library affiliate, Books from Birth.

39,028



A Commitment  to C O M M U N I T Y

Children need strong, consistent relationships with caring 
adults that help build confidence and life skills. They 
need Generations, the home for AmeriCorps members 
and AmeriCorps Senior volunteers at Porter-Leath. 

Generations helps to fill the gap, bringing children in 
need together with adults in a mutually-beneficial service 
experience. AmeriCorps is not just a volunteer program, 
it is a program full of opportunities. This fact was 
especially true for Jasmine Joyner. As an AmeriCorps 
member, Jasmine knew she would learn to develop her 
teaching skills, while giving back to her community, but 
what she did not know was how much of an impact the 
children would make on her.

One of her favorite and most memorable moments 
during her service term was working with one of the 

children who was very shy, reserved and rarely verbal. 
Jasmine began researching lessons and activities 
that would engage this young girl to help her feel 
comfortable in expressing herself verbally and in 
developing her language skills. 

Jasmine saw little outward progress but continued to 
diligently engage with the child. One day as the class 
was getting ready to go outside to play, the young girl 
grabbed her coat and walked right up to Jasmine and 
said, “Help with my coat please.”

Those were the first words Jasmine had ever heard this 
young girl say. “It was not much, but it filled my heart with 
joy,” said Jasmine. She learned that day that to have faith 
in continuously investing in children because one day 
that investment will produce fruit. 

Porter-Leath AmeriCorps members provide enrichment 
within the classroom to children who need additional 
assistance to reach their language and literacy 
milestones. Over the course of their service term, 
members help to increase the literacy scores for children 
to help them become kindergarten ready.

If you or someone you know has a heart for education and 
would like to engage with children through a 6, 9 or 12 
month service learning position, contact us today at (901) 
577-2500 ext. 1128!

AmeriCorps Member at Porter-Leath Reflects on Impact

To learn more about Generations, Judith Rautine at jrautine@porterleath.org.

Jasmine Joyner receives a certificate of service from  
Porter-Leath President, Sean Lee, at a her AmeriCorps 

program graduation. 

Led by AmeriCorps members at Porter-Leath, volunteers, staff and students celebrated early literacy through this fall’s Jumpstart 
Read for the Record event. All classrooms read Antwan Eady’s Nigel and the Moon and completed fun activities related to the story!
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21st 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.

November 30th-December 3rd: Poplar Collection Shopping Center  
at 4615 Poplar Avenue (Southside of Poplar & Perkins Extd.)

December 9th -10th: WMC-TV Action News 5, 1960 Union Avenue

December 17th -18th: IKEA, 7900 IKEA Way

Over the past three 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 




