
On March 26th, Porter-Leath celebrated the newest 
Early Childhood Academy located in Frayser with a 
virtual grand opening! The state-of-the-art preschool 
and teacher training institute provides comprehensive 
early childhood education and wrap around support 
for 248 preschool students and their families, as 
well as professional training and development for 
preschool teachers and early childhood educators  
in the area.

The 16-classroom, 35,501-square-foot facility is 
the second in a series of four early childhood 
academies to be built in Shelby County. Like the first 
Early Childhood Academy in South Memphis, the 
Early Childhood Academy in Frayser is a model of 
excellence for the education of young children. 

The building weaves together safe, inviting spaces 
that encourage play and exploration. Its child-friendly 
architecture utilizes natural light, musical elements, 
and bright colors that enrich learning opportunities. 

In addition to the incredible child-focused areas, the 
building also includes a dedicated training center, 
observation bays, and audio/video technology for 
the professional development of early childhood 
educators. 

Developed in partnership with Shelby County 
Schools, the Teacher Excellence Program will use 
the expanded space in Frayser to further its mission 
of providing high-quality professional development 
and coaching for preschool teachers at Porter-Leath 
as well as for educators throughout Shelby County—
including Shelby County Schools, Achievement School 
District, First 8, charter schools and private day home 
and childcare operators. 

“We were thrilled to open the doors to the newest 
Early Childhood Academy in Frayser,” said Sean Lee, 
President of Porter-Leath. “This space continues our 
model that brings together the very best people, 
programming and partners to improve the lives of 
children and their families throughout Shelby County.”

Two additional Early Childhood Academies are 
anticipated to open by 2022, each incorporating 
the Teacher Excellence Program and designed to 
empower children and families to achieve healthy, 
optimal and independent lifestyles. 

To schedule a tour at one of Porter-Leath’s  
early childhood academies, contact  
Rob Hughes, Vice President of Development at  
rhughes@porterleath.org or (901) 577-2500 ext.1167. 
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Dear Friends,

There is no doubt that 2020 and 2021 have been challenging for everyone, 
but as I write this message, I am filled with hope. COVID-19 vaccination sites 
are being expanded, teachers are returing to classrooms and businesses are 
allowing staff members to return to their buildings.

At Porter-Leath, teams across the agency are gradually returning to their socially 
distanced work spaces with a new appreciation for in-person activities and  
a renewed devotion to the families, children and educators that we serve.  
If there were a silver lining to the challenging year it is that our team here at  
Porter-Leath has continued to see the generosity of our community’s time,  
talent and treasure.

As you will discover by reading this newsletter, Porter-Leath has never stopped 
serving our community. While conditions and methods of service may have 
changed during the pandemic, Porter-Leath staff members have continued to 
live our values of accountability, teamwork and doing what we say. In fact, as 
we worked to ensure high-quality service for all, the agency has grown!

A new Early Childhood Academy in Frayser, expansion of high-performing programs and planning for larger 
impacts are all indicators of Porter-Leath’s commitment to excellence in everything that we do. We continue to 
move our mission forward into a brighter 2021. 
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A Commitment  to F A M I L I E S
Porter-Leath is excited to announce the expansion of 
the Cornerstone Program to families in Fayette County! 
Staffed by two dedicated Parent Educators, the ex-
panded program will have space within the Fayette 
County Head Start offices in Moscow, TN.  
 
The expansion has additional collaborative support 
from Fayette Cares, a community-based nonprofit 
which empowers those in need with hope,  
independence and lasting solutions.

One goal of the Tennessee Department of Health 
is providing early home visitation services in every 
county in the State of Tennessee. When funds became 
available, the Department of Health identified Fayette 
County, which did not have early home visitation  
services, to be the next Tennessee county in which 
service expansion was viable. Having had nearly 10 
years of successful partnership with the Tennessee 
Department of Health and being a close neighbor of 
Fayette County, Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone Program 
was chosen for the expansion.   

Using the evidence-based Parents as Teachers (PAT) 
curriculum, Certified Parent Educators meet with  
caregivers and families twice a month to give  

newborns and preschool children the best start  
in life by providing educational and developmentally 
appropriate activities and tools. 

The bi-monthly visits are voluntary, provided at no cost 
to families and are currently available in a virtual  
format. The curriculum includes topics such as  
preventative health, healthy parenting practices and 
self-sufficiency. Families enrolled in Porter-Leath’s  
Cornerstone have consistently yielded higher numbers 
of healthy birth weights than the Memphis/Shelby 
County average. With the proper prenatal care and 
health education, parents are more able to make 
healthy choices for their babies and children are more 
likely to be born healthy. 

The program also provides monthly caregiver meetings 
to give parents an opportunity to network with other 
families and learn more about community resources. 
“Our team is looking forward to partnering with  
families in Fayette County,” said Kimberly Thomas,  
Cornerstone Director. “The services this program  
provides have been a proven difference-maker in the 
lives of Shelby County parents and young children.” 

By helping parents become their child’s first teacher, 
the Cornerstone Program builds healthy caregiver  
and child relationships, and enables families  
to support the physical, mental and emotional  
development of their child. Porter-Leath looks forward 
to bringing the same level of high-quality support  
to the families of Fayette County.

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

180 
Families Receiving  
Home Visitation 

Services

Cornerstone is an early childhood visitation program 
that works directly with prenatal mothers, as well as 

families with children from birth to age 5. 

Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone Program Expands to Fayette County
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A Commitment  to C H I L D C A R E
NEXT Memphis is gearing up for its second  
recruitment period beginning April 1st. Porter-Leath’s 
newest initiative currently serves eight community 
childcare partners across Shelby County. Over 420 
hours of coaching support for partner classrooms, 
more than 175 hours of support from Porter-Leath’s 
finance and human resources teams, and over 380 
families cared for by Care Coordinators, are just a few 
of the outcomes that NEXT Memphis  
has reported since July 1, 2020. 

NEXT Memphis also provided partner childcare  
centers with personal protective equipment and 
hard-to-find cleaning supplies during the pandemic, 
and distributed new classroom curriculum resources. 
Additionally, classroom educators received training on 
the research-based Classroom Assessment Scoring 
System (CLASS®), which is an observation instrument 
that assesses the quality of teacher-child interactions 
in center-based preschool classrooms.  
 

The achievements made by NEXT Memphis also 
include the stories of individual families who have 
benefited from wraparound services provided by the 
initiative’s Care Coordinators.

In October, Ria*, a mother who enrolled her child  
at one of NEXT Memphis’ partnering childcare centers, 
found herself unemployed due to the economic effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. She was also in a car  
accident with an uninsured motorist. Living with a  
family member and without access to reliable  
transportation, Ria and her family were referred to 
NEXT Memphis’ services. 

Care Coordination was just the support and motivation 
Ria needed to make a move on the goals she already 
had in mind for her family. With connection to  
community resources and encouragement from her 
Care Coordinator, Ria secured a part-time job at 
Walmart, moved her family into their own apartment, 
and worked to release her car from impound.  
 
Her extended family is currently helping her make the 
repairs on her vehicle. As she continues to utilize  
the bus and Uber rides for transportation, Ria is  
determined to not let her circumstances keep her  
from making a good life for herself and her family. 

By providing a network of support for childcare  
centers, including their operators, educators and 
families, NEXT Memphis continued towards its vision 
of becoming “The community for childcare.” 

*Client’s name has been changed for confidentiality.

NEXT Memphis helped teachers measure their interactions 
with children and provided practice for child assessment 

strategies. This work encourages each classroom to develop 
metrics for continuous improvement.

NEXT Memphis: Recruiting the Second Cohort of Childcare Centers

If you know of a childcare provider that may be interested in becoming a partner 
of NEXT Memphis’ second cohort of partners, contact Chloe Moore, Director of NEXT Memphis  

at camoore@porterleath.org or visit nextmemphis.org.

mailto:camoore@porterleath.org
http://nextmemphis.org/


C H I L D C A R E
NEXT Memphis: Recruiting the Second Cohort of Childcare Centers

Each year, AmeriCorps members at Porter-Leath serve 
in preschool classrooms by working one-on-one with 
young students to practice early literacy and language 
skills. Even with the restrictions on in-person learning, 
AmeriCorps members continued to connect virtually with 
young students, ensuring that preschoolers who may 
have been academically behind their peers were  
provided additional enrichment opportunities.  
 
In addition to their virtual connection with classrooms, 
this February, members of Porter-Leath AmeriCorps 
found a special way to show they cared. AmeriCorps 
members filled hundreds of bags of Valentine’s Day 
themed treats for preschool students to let the children 
know they were valued and missed by their classroom 
friends! The bags were distributed through a drive thru 

pick up and families expressed their appreciation for 
the thoughtful contribution of AmeriCorps. Now that all 
classrooms are back in person, AmeriCorps members 
look forward to seeing the children and helping them 
continue to learn with hands-on activities!

Porter-Leath AmeriCorps members prepare Valentine’s 
Day treats for preschool students.

33
Children

adopted or 
reunited with 

caregivers

May is National Foster Care Awareness Month.  
In Shelby County, there are over 1,100 children in  
custodial care, the majority of which have a goal of  
reunification with their parents or primary caregiver.  
Until that reunification is a possibility, children need a 
safe and nurturing environment to help them continue  
to navigate the trauma and disruption of being  
separated from their families. 

Foster parents provide supportive homes in which the 
children’s emotional, physical and social needs can be 
met, while issues and concerns in the immediate family 
can be addressed. Foster parents can also encourage 
young people to be active participants in planning their 
own lives, while helping children develop critical social 
and emotional skills.

As part of our recognition of National Foster Care  
Awareness month, Porter-Leath will be recruiting  
additional foster parents through our “Foster Love” 
campaign. Serving around 50 children at any given time, 
Porter-Leath Connections, not only provides children with 
a supportive home, but also recruits and trains potential 
foster families. The staff members work in partnership 
with foster families to ensure they have everything they 
need to navigate the foster care journey and provide 
additional resources for children throughout the year.

Porter-Leath’s team is grateful for the incredible support 
from local corporations and organizations like T.J. Maxx, 
International Paper, First Tee of Memphis and Trane, 
which go above and beyond to supply our foster  
children with warm coats and hats, daily toiletries, 
school supplies and even holiday gifts.

If you are interested in becoming a foster parent,  
Porter-Leath Connections will be hosting in-person  
training this June and July. To learn more about the  
program, contact Lisa Arnold at larnold@porterleath.org
901-577-2500 ext 1179.

National Foster Care Month this May

A Commitment  to L O V E
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41,110
Children Receiving 
Imagination Library  

Books 

A Commitment  to L I T E R A C Y

Widely known as Shelby County’s affiliate of Dolly  
Parton’s Imagination Library, Porter-Leath’s Books from 
Birth program also promotes early literacy through 
Reach Out and Read, a national organization which 
connects families of young children with books and 
early literacy resources during their regular visits  
to the doctor’s office. As a naturally trusted provider  
of information related to their child’s growth and  
development, clinicians can have a conversation  
with caregivers about the benefits of reading aloud 
with children beginning at birth. 

At each well child visit, children and their families are 
given books and tips on practicing language skills at 
home. By discussing early literacy as a part of a child’s 
health, pediatricians provide caregivers with a better 
understanding of how important reading and  
language are to their child’s ability to reach  
developmental milestones.

Shelby County currently has four health partners which 
include Reach Out and Read in their patients’ well  
visits: UT LeBonheur Pediatric Specialist, and three 
Christ Community Health Services locations at  
Broad Avenue, Hickory Hill and Orange Mound.  

In 2020, these four partners completed 5,681 Reach 
Out and Read well child visits and distributed 4,299 
books to families. They also enrolled 578 children  
to receive books from the Imagination Library, which 
are mailed directly to the families’ homes. Local  
parents are learning how to hold books to best  
engage their children and help children follow  
the stories by pointing out illustrations or text. 

With continued use of the books, the young children’s 
understanding of words, letters and sounds advance 
and a foundation is built for future reading skills. 
Porter-Leath’s Books from Birth program continues  
to find creative ways to help children and their families 
connect with each other and with literacy, building our 
community’s ability to raise strong readers.

Using Well Visits as a Chance to Promote Reading Skills

Join us May 2nd at 2:00 PM for a spring event, which 
will feature Archie Moss, Principal of Bruce Elementary 
to discuss building a culture of reading as a basis for 
children’s future success. At the event, Porter-Leath’s 
Books from Birth Program will also honor this year’s A C 
Wharton Literacy Award recipient.

There will two options to participate - in person at the 
FedEx Event Center at Shelby Farms Park or online for a 
virtual viewing option.

Event updates will be available at porterleath.org/tea. 
 For questions about the event, contact Rob Hughes at  
(901) 577-2500 ext. 1167 or rhughes@porterleath.org.  

To learn more about the Books from Birth or Reach Out and Read,  
contact D. Wynett Jones, Program Director, at dwjones@porterleath.org.
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A Commitment  to E D U C AT O R S
This academic year, the Memphis Education Fund, 
invested in Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program 
as part of their strategy to “place exceptional teachers 
in every classroom.” This investment helps our  
Instructional Coaches, who provide thousands of hours 
of professional development to early childhood  
educators each year, to continue sharpening their skills 
and help embed world-class best practices in our  
performance based coaching model in Memphis. 

Each of the 13 Porter-Leath staff members will advance 
through three training series to obtain a Certificate of 
Early Education Leadership (CEEL) through the Zaentz 
Professional Learning Academy at the Harvard  
Graduate School of Education. CEEL provides leaders 
with the core knowledge, management skills, and tools 
necessary to build and advance high quality early  
education across learning environments. 

With cohort members from all over the world,  
participants learned cutting-edge practices, as well as 
perspective on how early childhood educators have 
changed their delivery methods during COVID-19 to 
continue serving their communities. After each of the 
course’s series, participants create an implementation 
plan on how they will take what they learned and  
apply it to their early childhood environments.

Porter-Leath staff successfully completed their first 
16-week training series in the fall, which provided a 
framework for understanding the science behind and 
relationships within early learning environments.  
 
“For students to become powerful learners, educators 
must engage in powerful learning themselves.  
TaWanda Payton, Instructional Coach for Early Head 
Start reflected, “This session zoned in on the  
importance of students’ social, emotional, and  
academic development, which guides the focus  
of professional learning and is the ultimate measure  
of its effectiveness.” 

One unexpected outcome of learning in the midst  
of a global pandemic is that participants have been 
able to share what is happening in Memphis’ early 
childhood education environment. They received  
positive feedback that they are embracing  
opportunities for continued growth and further testifies 
that Memphis is a location primed for innovations  
in education at all levels. 

As members of the Teacher Excellence Program team 
continue their certification process, Porter-Leath is 
continually grateful for the Memphis Education Fund’s 
investment in local early childhood educators. The 
sentiment may be best expressed with the end of Ms. 
Payton’s reflection which said: “The support system [of] 
leaders who embrace professional learning ensures 
that each student engages in rich and meaningful 
learning experiences and that educators can reach 
their fullest potential.”

Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program Receives CEEL Training from Harvard

Contact Dr. Kelley Nichols at knichols@porterleath.org  
to learn more about the Teacher Excellence Program.

2,031 
Hours spent 

coaching 
teachers

Above: Teacher Excellence Program Instructional 
Coach, Kimberly Carter, demonstrates a lesson  

for an early childhood classroom.

mailto:knichols@porterleath.org


As the Early Success Coalition works to build the 
capacity of the early childhood workforce, a key 
priority is advancing the understanding of Infant and 
Early Childhood Mental Health through professional 
development for healthcare providers, early childhood 
educators, childcare providers and home visitors. 

Infants and very young children are all too often left 
out of conversations around mental health, but early 
experiences and environments can affect emotional 
well-being across a lifespan. Exposure to toxic stress 
can have a disruptive impact on a young child’s brain, 
resulting in the potential for lifelong physical and 
mental health issues. 

The Early Success Coalition takes a number of different 
approaches to address needs related to early mental 
well-being. To address the shortage of healthcare 
providers who are trained in infant and early childhood 
mental health practices we provide workshops and 
advocate for the integration of these practices into a 
wide range of environments that reach young children 
and their families.  

To advance knowledge of best practices in infant 
mental health, we have also provided over 50 hours 
of training this year for teachers, home visitors, and 
childcare providers, who often work in conjunction with 
parent and young children.

Early identification and intervention can mitigate the 
negative effects of toxic stress and promote better 
outcomes, so we partner with pediatric clinics to 
provide screenings for key factors that affect early 
emotional health, such as positive parent-child 
relationships. 

We provide childcare centers, pediatric clinics, 
and home visiting programs with social-emotional 
resources that can be distributed to parents to assist 
them in creating a positive environment that fosters 
healthy child development. 

Through these methods, we are working hard to 
ensure that all children experience safe and nurturing 
relationships to promote positive mental health.

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

A Commitment  to

M e n t a l  H e a l t h

Mark Your Calendars

Speer rajun caju n goLf ScrambLe

The beautiful greens at The Links of Galloway will be calling your name on 
Monday, April 19th. Ready your team for a great day of exercise and  

comradery - all in support of Porter-Leath!

Porter-Leath will return to Galloway for the annual Speer Rajun Cajun Golf 
Scramble. Golfers are treated to lunch beginning at noon before teeing off 

at 1:00 PM. The day culminates with an authentic Cajun feast  
for golfers and their guests.

Honoring the late Dr. R. Wayne Speer, the scramble benefits the thousands 
of children and families served each year  by Porter-Leath programs.

To register your team, stay tuned to Porter-Leath’s social media or 
porterleath.org/golf for event updates.

rajun cajun crawfiSh To go 

To ensure safety for all participants, this year’s Rajun Cajun is a crawfish 
drive thru with awesome music from local DJ, R2DJ, on the BlueCross 

BlueShield of Tennessee Main Stage.

Rajun Cajun Crawfish To Go presented by Orion 
is from 12:00 PM to 5:00 PM on:  

Saturday, April 17th at Minglewood Hall in Midtown and  Sunday, 
April 18th in the parking lot of Malco Cordova.

Crawfish will be available for purchase on site during  
the event, and there are also online prepurchase options for a curbside 

pick up experience! Learn more at rajuncajunmemphis.org 

Proceeds from Rajun Cajun connect local caregivers, educators and 
children with resources like pre-natal health classes, and early childhood 

experiences and training. 
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