
On March 4th, The Porter-Leath & University of Memphis Early 
Childhood Academy at Orange Mound celebrated its grand 
opening. The Academy is a research-based educational 
facility, which serves children ages 6 weeks to 5 years old. 
 
At the grand opening event, both organizations recognized 
supporters and leadership that helped make the state-of-
the-art facility a reality. With the help of some young friends, 
a ribbon was cut to commemoriate the special day! 

The Academy features 18 classrooms, serving 288 local 
children. The site’s theme - home - was inspired by Orange 
Mound. Through intentional design, the space evokes 
feelings of community and home with unique features like 
front-porch facades on each classroom, natural playscape 
designed to promote play-based learning, vaulted ceilings 
which brings an open and airy feeling into developmentally 
appropriate classrooms, house shaped nooks in hallways for 
reading and mini hallway stages to promote creative play. 

Classrooms feature age-appropriate areas for reading, 
art, science, pretend play and nutrition. All enrolled families 
receive ongoing, supportive wraparound services to ensure 
they are connected to community resources and have the 
opportunity to thrive.

The site also provides expanded opportunities for the 
research, practice and laboratory education in the field of 
child development, particularly in urban education settings. 

Both Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program, which 
provides professional development and training for current 
early childhood educators, and the University of Memphis, 
which will host classes for future early learning professionals, 
can utilize the state-of-the-art research space and 
observation technology, and training facilities. 

Training can also be accomplished through on site, 
in-classroom practice and experiences working with 
families of young children. 
 
The Academy’s main lobby is called “Lynne’s Room” in 
memory of Lynne Jordan Turley by her husband, Henry Turley. 
For decades, Mrs. Turley was an educator, musician and 
advocate for early learning. Near the main entry desk, visitors 
can hear about Mrs. Turley’s experience and some of her 
lessons at a special interactive station. Lynne’s Room also 
features three works of local artists as a way to highlight the 
rich artistic and cultural heritage of Orange Mound.

“We were thrilled to open the doors to the newest Early 
Childhood Academy at Orange Mound,” said Sean Lee, 
President of Porter-Leath. “Like Porter-Leath’s Academies in 
South Memphis and in Frayser, this Early Childhood Academy 
will serve as a model of excellence for the education of 
young children and improves the quality of early childhood 
staff throughout Shelby County.”

To schedule a tour at one of Porter-Leath’s Early Childhood 
Academies, contact Rob Hughes, VP of Development at 
rhughes@porterleath.org or (901) 577-2500 ext.1167. 
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Dear Friends,

As COVID-19 continues to wane, I am encouraged to see our world return 
to ‘normal’ in many ways. A growing number of families are enrolling thelr 
children into our classrooms and benefiting from our wraparound services 
provided by our familiy liasons. These staff members are partering with 
families to set goals for their homes and are connecting families with tangible 
resources to meet immediate needs. 

You may have also heard that Porter-Leath and the University of Memphis 
recently opened a new state-of-the-art Early Childhood Academy in Orange 
Mound. While I am excited for the beautiful space, I am most excited for the 
high-quality work that is being done in classooms by our outstanding cadre 
of early childhood educators. They are not just teaching children how to 
count, color and read (although those skills are important), staff members are 
building the next generation of critical thinkers who can regulate emotions and 
use their imaginations to solve problems.  

Throughout this newsletter you will also read several examples of new 
approaches to our services and indicators of Porter-Leath’s commitment 
to excellence in everything that we do. As we go forward with these new 
opportunities, Porter-Leath’s team continues to work together to be sure we 
stay laser focused on accomplishing our mission for children and families. 

Thank you for helping to make this work possible! 
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This March, Porter-Leath’s Teacher Excellence Program 
hosted a series of trainings on Creative Curriculum®, 
a research-based, whole-child curriculum built for 
early childhood educators. As a key component of 
leveraging professional development for all early 
childhood educators, the trainings were open to local 
educators and were hosted both during the week and 
during a special half-day Saturday session. 

Simply put, this curriculum’s approach is one in which 
students learn through creative and active teaching 
strategies. The learning objectives go beyond rote 
learning and focus on big ideas, interesting projects, 
and individual students’ passions and needs. 

Led by experienced Porter-Leath instructional coaches, 
the trainings on Creative Curriculum® taught teachers 
how to interact with children in ways that promote 
development, foster children’s social competence, and 
support children’s learning through play. 

At the Saturday trianing, educators were divided into 
those who serve infants, toddlers and twos, and those 
who serve older children in preschool classooms. The 
partipants first heard foundational techniques of the 
curriculum then the educators went into a classroom 
and practiced what they learned during the lecture. For 
example, one group of educators  modeled a lesson 
on trees. They began talking about the trees during 
mock “circle time” using the curriculum to guide open 
ended questions such as ‘where do you live?’ ‘What 
animals can you think of that live in a tree?’ 

After the educators practiced “circle time” together, 
they explored some of the stations in the classrooms 
that had art activites to build a tree and pieces of trees 
to touch and manipulate. Finally, the educators took a 
brief field trip outside to point out trees and watch how  
different trees moved in the wind, all while asking 
open ended questions and encouraging children to 
use their critical thinking and imagination.

One participant of the training series, Ms. Jones, 
explained, “I’m excited about it! I’ve learned so many 
creative ways to adjust the classroom settings so 
that we can have a great learning experience for the 
children. I’m currently in the two-year-old classroom.”

Yet another educator group discussed the differences 
between classroom routines and experiences that 
provide structure for classooms. Defining routines 
as finite actions that occur daily, and experiences 
as changable events that occur daily. For example, 
routines like diapering and feeding provide 
opportunities to build trust between educators and 
students. Experiences like creating with art provide 
opportunities to engage children’s learning.

The Creative Curriculum® shows hows how to create 
rich classrooms environments, and how educators 
can forge strong home-school connections. By training 
early childhood educators on the approach and tools 
that are part of the curriculum, Porter-Leath’s Teacher 
Exellence Program is strengthening educators’ skills 
and fortifying them to provide excellence every day 
within local early childhood classrooms.

*Numbers from July 2021 through February 2022

A Commitment  to C L A S S R O O M S
Teacher Excellence Program Provides Training on Creative Curriculum

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

Instructional Coaches from 
Porter-Leath’s Teacher  

Excellence Program lead a 
series of trainings on using

a creative curriculum 
approach in their classrooms.



NEXT Memphis Care Coordination: Providing wraparound support to childcare

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. It also extends Porter-Leath’s 
Teacher Excellence Program to childcare operators, 
increasing 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.

NEXT Memphis Care Coordination is a component  
of the 2Gen wraparound services provided to 

NEXT Memphis childcare partners for families 
experiencing economic barriers to self-sufficiency. 
Examples of such barriers include, 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. 

Serving and supporting the whole family with a 
two generational approach improves health and 
educational outcomes in children, and the Care 
Coordination program works with each family to 
alleviate barriers, reduce shame and stigma, and end 
generational economic insecurity.

Jayda came into Care Coordination behind on rent 
and utilities due to loss of income and job transition. 
Despite her setbacks, Jayda wants her family to reach 
their goals and is vigorously pursuing them. While 
in Care Coordination she began working for a local 
pharmacy and showed high performance, even while 
overcoming her family’s health setbacks this year. 

The pharmacy paid for Jayda’s pharmacy tech 
certification program. Care Coordination provided 
Jayda with a laptop for her to be able to complete her 
online program, and in this quarter Jayda completed 
her certification program! She is now scheduled to 
take her test, and then she can begin applying for 
hospital pharmacies to increase her earning potential. 
The support through Care Coordination gave Jayda 
the hand up she needed to pursue her dreams!

NEXT Memphis Care Coordiation provided Jayda a 
laptop so that she could finish school and continue 

pursuing her goals!

For more infromation about NEXT Memphis, contact Karen Harrell, Senior Vice President  
of Early Childhood Services at kharrell@porterleath.org or visit nextmemphis.org.

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



Visit porterleath.org/foster or contact Lisa Arnold at 901-577-2500 ext. 1179 
to learn more about opening your home to a child in need.

A Commitment  to F A M I L I E S

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.

Porter-Leath Connections serves around 50 children at 
any given time, and 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 will be hosting an interest meeting for 
potential foster parents on July 30th. Join us!

National Foster Care Month this May

Mary enrolled her family into Porter-Leath’s Cornerstone program in the 
fall of 2021 and was immediately paired with Parent Educator, Brooke 
Sanpei. Brooke helped Mary find educational resources to support her 
children’s growth.

Brooke visited the family in their home and brought age-appropriate 
lessons on counting and memorizing numbers. Mary’s son, Mathew, 
did a counting activity with craft balls and was able to focus and follow 
directions. Mary asked Mathew, ‘Can you give me five yellow balls?’ and 
Mathew slowly and successfully placed fuve yellow balls in the palm of 
her hand. Mary was overjoyed at his accomplishment! 

Now, Mathew, is three years old and can count to one hundred with little 
to no help. The family’s time in Cornerstone is showing positive impacts 
and progress towards meeing Mathew’s developmental goals. 
“Porter-Leath is helping my son grow cognitively and social-emotionally,” 
Mary  commented. She went on to say, “I am so grateful for the support 
from Cornerstone’s Parents As Teachers. I look forward to continuing to 
work with you all!” 

Cornerstone held a virtual group connection 
that focused on nutritional education 

and finding ways to make eating healthy 
fun for the whole family!

Porter-Leath Cornerstone Helps Parents Become their Child’s First Teachers

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



A Commitment  to L I T E R A C Y
Books from Birth, Urban Child Institute and 

Shelby County Health Department Open New Pinwheel Playroom

To learn more about Books from Birth or the Pinwheel Playrooms,  
contact D. Wynett Jones, Program Director, at dwjones@porterleath.org.

 
 

The Shelby County Health Department, Urban Child 
Institute, and Porter-Leath’s Books from Birth program 
have partnered to provide literacy connections for 
children and their families, while waiting for services at 
the new Shelby County Health Department headquarters 
located at 814 Jefferson Avenue. Through this partnership, 
the Health Department opened its first Pinwheel Playroom 
with a ribbon cutting ceremony on Monday, March 21st.

“The Urban Child Institute is committed to investing in 
children in the earliest years of life and understands 
how children’s literacy helps determine the future of 
our community.” said Katherine Bryan, Senior Program 
Officer, The Urban Child Institute. “Our team has 
become innovative in how we partner with business 
leaders, civic activists and nonprofit workers, to assist 
with strengthening children’s reading and language 
development. We are challenging organizations to 
re-purpose unutilized space and turn it into a Pinwheel 
Playroom that creates a safe and comfortable place for 
visitors to access educational resources.”
 
The Pinwheel Playroom offers a safe and comfortable 
place where youth and families can sit, read, and take 
their favorite books home. Health Department staff 
members also provide educational material that informs 
caregivers how reading to their child, provides an 
experience that improves language and literacy skills, 
social-emotional development, and their relationship 
with their child.

 
 

“I want to thank the Urban Child Institute and Porter-Leath  
for challenging us to think differently about how we 
use our new space at 814 Jefferson Ave and building a 
partnership that supports the vision and mission of the 
health department,’’ explained Dr. Michelle Taylor, Director 
Shelby County Health Department. “We hope that this space 
will be one place that helps youth acquire an early love for 
reading.”
 
The Health Department is committed to joining the Urban 
Child Institute and Porter-Leath to make early literacy a 
public matter and turn nontraditional spaces into playroom 
libraries that support language and literacy skills for youth 
and families. The Health Department’s new Pinwheel 
Playroom has also created partnerships with local children’s 
book authors such as T’Arrah Marje, author of Big Mad, and 
Robert Samuel White III, author of You Can Be ABCs, who 
are featured authors during April.

This new Pinwheel Playroom joins four others housed 
in local laundromats and pediatric offices. By meeting 
families where they spend lengths of time, Books from Birth 
increases access to early literacy resources for local families 
and encourages families to spend time reading together!



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

The Early Success Coalition (ESC) has had a busy few 
months, building new community partnerships.  For the 
first time, the ESC partnered with Methodist Le Bonheur 
Community Outreach and United Way of the Midsouth to 
promote United Way’s free tax preparation services, with 
the goal of putting more money back into the pockets 
of Memphians by ensuring that residents receive all 
tax credits, such as the Child Tax Credit and the Earned 
Income Tax Credit. 

Eigible residents can call 2-1-1 or visit United Way’s 
website for available locations, including Porter-Leath’s 
Early Childhood Academy in Frayser and Early Childhood 
Center on American Way.

The Early Success Coalition also started an innovative 
new partnership with Memphis Shelby County Pediatric 
Group. This partnership places an Early Success 
Coalition staff member who is a Licensed Master of 
Social Work in their clinic three days a week to provide 
behavioral health services at no cost to patients. Services 
include screenings for developmental delays and 
postpartum depression, brief counseling interventions, 
and other behavioral and relational health supports for 
parents and their children.

The Early Success Coalition recently partnered with other 
local organizations to help families benefit from the Child 

Tax Credit and the Earned Income Tax Credit.

Building new partnerships among families and community resources

78 
Affiliated 
Partners

Porter-Leath is expanding their AmeriCorps Seniors program into DeSoto 
County, Mississippi to provide senior citizens with an opportunity to give 
back to their community by serving as foster grandparent volunteers. 
These seniors may serve as tutors and mentors to children in early 
childhood centers, elementary and middle schools to encourage school 
readiness and literacy skills, helping children achieve educational success.

AmeriCorps Seniors volunteers are 55 plus years with a desire to give back 
to their community through service. They will serve on average 20 hours per 
week in the classroom alongside the teacher to engage children in literacy 
activities to help build confidence in reading and writing skills. These senior 
volunteers share valuable life lessons and provide children with a consistent 
relationship with caring adults. Plus, volunteers do not have to live in DeSoto 
County to participate. 

Porter-Leath needs 40 volunteers to serve in partner schools, reaching 
more than 200 children who need extra support. If you have a heart for 
service, contact us today at (901) 577-2500 ext. 1128! 

Porter-Leath Generations Expands Foster Grandparents to DeSoto County

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

To learn more about the 
Early Success Coalition, 

contact with Kellie Spilman, 
Program Director, at 

kspilman@porterleath.org.

Foster Grandparent reads expressively to 
a Porter-Leath Preschool classroom. 
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Mark Your Calendars

Speer rajun cajun goLf ScrambLe 
The beautiful greens at The Links of Galloway will be  

calling your name on Monday, April 25th.  
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 returnS 
 

After two years away, the largest one day crawfish festival 
outside of Louisiana returns to downtown Memphis!

 
Rajun Cajun Crawfish Festival Presented by Orion 

April 24th from 11:00 PM to 7:00 PM

In addition to crawfish cooked on site for purchase, there 
will be live music on the BlueCross BlueShield of TN Main 

Stage, a Kids Area sponsored by the Downtown Memphis 
Commission, and food vendors ... plus free admission!

Learn more about prepurchase options, VIP experiences 
and the day’s events 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. 




