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Introduction

Linking quality preschool programs with the elementary years increases young children’s educational gains.  These years lay the foundation for success in later education and in life.   District administrators are in the best position to facilitate this.  However, budget limitations, the disconnect between preschool and K-3, and few professional development opportunities inhibit this endeavor.  This article describes New Jersey’s PreK-3rd Leadership Training Series, its content, and the findings from pre- and post-surveys completed by participants.

Collaboration for a Common Purpose

	New Jersey provides high-quality preschool programs to thousands of low-income children, but the success of those programs in relation to kindergarten through 3rd grade was still uncertain.  Strong leadership, policy reform, and administrators who are competent in developmentally-appropriate practice were necessary to facilitating this success.  Therefore, quality PreK-3rd professional development programs were essential.  The Division of Early Childhood Education (DECE) provided leadership training and professional development, as well as made efforts to unify administrators, and their efforts were funded and implemented by Advocates for Children of New Jersey (ACNJ).

Planning the Series

	The purpose of the course was to provide administrators with data-based approaches to implementing high quality Prek-3rd programs.  The focus was on helping administrators to become effective PreK-3rd advocates.  During tough economic times, it is crucial to have strong advocates to early childhood education to make it more accessible and effective.  Specific course objectives included increasing knowledge about early childhood development, developing an understanding of the PreK-3rd continuum, and recognizing how to use data-driven decision-making.  
	Participants met multiple times.  Prior to the first meeting, the implementation team gathered information about participants’ knowledge of PreK-3rd issues and their educational beliefs in order to develop and effective syllabus.  

The Training Gets Underway

	Each participant completed a survey about PreK-3rd issues prior to the start of the series.  Results indicated the following:
	-75% had PreK-3rd teaching experience
	-93% had districts with preschool programs
	-85% were responsible for the preschool program in their district
	-78% had districts with community programs
		-70% of these knew “something” or “a lot” about these programs
		-24% communicated a lot with these programs
	-Connections with community programs were often minimal
-For districts without a public preschool program, the disconnect between PreK and K-3 was more apparent
-39% of schools have made connections between PreK and K-3, and 44% are starting to

	Steps participants were already taking to facilitate connection between PreK and K-3 included meetings between PreK and kindergarten staff and administration, implementing preschool curriculum, and strengthening transitions between grades.

Administrators Issues in PreK-3rd 

	In regards to assessment, the three main purposes of early learning were assessments that support learning, assessments for identification of special needs, and assessments for program evaluation and monitoring trends.  Often, K-3 teachers did not have data on children’s development over time, and assessment data was not being utilized to direct instruction.  There was evidence of confusion between screening and assessment and uncertainty as to what quality instruction looks like in preschool classrooms.  To address this issue, participants were introduced to program-based assessment and were encouraged to make sure they were not over-assessing in some areas while neglecting others.

Supporting and Designing Effective Transitions

	Participants described their current methods for facilitating transitions as specific transition “events” and did not include providing teachers and families with information to support the transition.  Meetings between preschool and kindergarten teachers were informal and lacked planning.  Participants indicated that prior to the series, they did not see a connection between preschool, kindergarten, and grades one through three in their districts.

Post-Series Survey Results

	At the conclusion of the series, participants completed a post-survey.  Results indicated the following:
	-68% increased communications with early childhood programs in their community
	-All grades had transition plans in place
	-Stronger state policies were identified as important to successful Prek-3 programs
-Participants roles in advocating for  preK-3 continuum in their district included speaking at meetings, developing transition activities, using assessment tools, and continually advocating for preschool programs.


Conclusion

	From the results of the surveys, it was concluded that New Jersey’s preschool success story must serve as the model for improving the K-3rd continuum.  State guidelines and code should clarify early childhood definitions, ensure that the components of PreK-3rd system are supported, and include classroom observations.  Administrator certificate programs should be required to include child development in their coursework.  Administrators must be able to identify assessment purposes, determine how their district addresses those purposes, and align curriculum assessment and practice.  Social and Emotional development must be a curricular component in all PreK-3rd classrooms.  PreK-3rd professional development opportunities must be provided for district leaders.  
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