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T
he Children’s Institute is an organization dedicated to closing the achievement gap in Oregon. Our mission is to  

promote wise investments and effective action in early childhood to prepare children for success in school and life. 

We have been working toward this goal for a decade through legislative and political action. 

Early Works is the Children’s Institute’s first demonstration project. Launched in 2010, it is an effort to model best  

practices and improve educational outcomes for children age 0 to 8.

There are two Early Works sites: Earl Boyles Elementary in Southeast Portland, and Yoncalla Elementary in Yoncalla, Or-

egon. The two sites have a number of significant differences. Earl Boyles is located in a diverse, urban community, while rural 

Yoncalla has a population of just 1,000. Both communities have many at-risk children. The Early Works team selected these 

two locations in part because of the breadth of learning opportunities they together provide.
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Dear Friends and Colleagues, 

Both in Oregon and nationally, early learning stands at a critical point in 

its evolution. Policymakers from both sides of the aisle, educators, parents and 

concerned citizens agree that in terms of human capital, there is no greater 

return on investment than the one made in the early years of a child’s life. 

Yet despite the growing drumbeat of enthusiasm, questions remain as 

to how best to weave early learning into the education continuum. At the 

Children’s Institute, we believe that learning laboratories are needed — places 

where programs, departments and agencies come together fueled by data and 

research to learn how best to align the early years with the early grades. 

It’s for that reason that we launched the Early Works initiative to discover 

and document what it takes to create a seamless and high-quality education 

system starting from birth. This first report focuses on how a publicly funded 

preschool began at Earl Boyles Elementary School in Portland. Courageous 

and entrepreneurial partners came together to leverage multiple funding 

streams and open two half-day preschool classrooms for 3- and 4-year-olds in 

the school catchment area. We knew it would be hard but we weren’t prepared 

for the numerous obstacles, large and small, we would encounter in putting 

publicly funded programs together. 

If we are going to a build an effective bridge between early learning and K-12, 

we need to rework our state and federal guidelines so programs can align and  

integrate. Given scarce public resources, we cannot afford the alternative. 

We applaud the Governor and President for setting a new and bold vision 

for education reform that rightly anchors early learning as the first building 

block. But this vision won’t materialize until we simplify the rule book for 

practitioners while keeping a focus on best practices and quality.

Our kudos to the team of dedicated and creative educators and practitioners 

working at Earl Boyles who rise above their respective roles and agencies to 

do what is best for children. In the spirit of our shared mission to close the 

achievement gap, we hope others will echo our call for needed system reforms 

and engage in local innovation to move decades of research to action.

Sincerely, 

Swati Adarkar

President & CEO,  

Children’s Institute 
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BuILDING BRIDGES
How Earl Boyles Elementary School brought a 
publicly funded preschool into its halls

by KaTia riDDLe

Teaching assistant 
Megan Little works 
with student John 
Dennis. Diagnosed 
with autism, John 
benefits from this 
mixed classroom. 
His mother, Krista 
Dennis, says the 
preschool has 
helped John 
tremendously. 
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i
n August 2012, about a dozen educators, practitioners 

and nonprofit leaders were sitting in the library at Earl 

Boyles Elementary School doing some last-minute plan-

ning, when they encountered the spork problem. 

It was the last of many meetings before school started 

in September. That they had encountered a problem was 

not surprising; this group of visionaries knew there would 

be obstacles when they undertook the ambitious project 

to include two publicly funded preschool classes inside 

this elementary school. They were anticipating challenges 

around weighty issues such as class size, union rules and 

teacher credentials. 

But it was the question of whether 3- and 4-year-olds 

should use plastic sporks or metal knives, spoons and forks 

at breakfast that perfectly crystallized one of the great-

est challenges they had encountered during this planning 

process: how best to blend multiple education programs 

with different regulations, cultures and architectures 

together in harmony. 

The preschool under discussion (which opened at Earl 

Boyles in the fall of 2012 with two half day classes of 17  

students each) is part of a larger demonstration project called 

Early Works, an initiative started by the Children’s Institute, 

an Oregon nonprofit. In an effort to connect early learning 

with the other elementary grades, the project aims to centralize 

at one school public services and programs for families with 

children ages 0 to 8, with a goal that it will demonstrate the 

power of early learning to improve the chances of success for 

children in school and in life.

For several years previous, leadership from the Children’s 

Institute had been engaged in a conversation with a small 

group of local educators and practitioners about a demonstra-

tion project around early learning. In search of a location, 

the group approached David Douglas Superintendent Don 

Grotting. Grotting had a personal interest in early childhood 

education and was enthusiastic, as was one of the elementary 

school principals who worked for him, Ericka Guynes. Locat-

ed in a community with high poverty and unemployment, her 

school — Earl Boyles Elementary — had forward-thinking 

school leadership, eager parents and many at-risk children. 

This combination made it an ideal site for the initiative. 

This initial team included staff from the Children’s 

Institute, Earl Boyles Elementary, David Douglas School 

District, Mt. Hood Community College Head Start and 
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Don groTTing
Superintendent, David Douglas School District
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THE PARTNERS
• Children’s Institute

• David Douglas Education Association

• David Douglas School District

• Earl Boyles Elementary School

• Metropolitan Family Service

• Mt. Hood Community College Head Start

• Multnomah Education Service District

• Portland State University Center for  

Improvement of Child & Family Services

Superintendent Don Grotting worked with the David Douglas  

Education Association to approve an unconventional schedule for 

the preschool teacher. 

“Superintendents from across the state are 

asking how they can get this started in their 

district. We’re already seeing the ripple effects.”



Multnomah Education Service District (MESD). To 

provide more in-depth analysis of the community, research-

ers from Portland State University joined the project. 

Using quantitative and qualitative tools, these researchers 

produced a formal Community Needs Assessment that 

reflected the needs of the families and students living in the 

school’s catchment area. It also included thoughts from par-

ents and teachers about the school’s role in the community.

After considering the results, the Early Works team de-

cided a preschool class would be one of the initiative’s first 

features, and that in order to truly meet the needs of the 

community, it was critical that this program be accessible to 

the community and housed at the school. Planning for the 

preschool classroom began seriously 13 months before it 

opened, in the summer of 2011. 

Of course, bringing early childhood education into an 

elementary school raised many questions, including how it 

would be funded. The team designed this classroom with 

the funding structure as one of its defining features. Be-

cause they were affiliated with different programs, members 

of the team each brought to the equation access to differ-

ent funding streams that would finance and support the 

preschool. The three most critical of these revenue sources 

were state and federal Head Start funding,  general funds 

from the school district (which included Title I funds) 

and money from the Individuals with Disabilities Educa-

tion Act (IDEA) that came through MESD. Known in 

the early childhood world as “blending and braiding,” this 

process of pooling resources and sharing programs in one 

setting was an unusual tool to put to use at a public school, 

WHAT DOES IT cOST?
One of the goals of this project, established by the Early Works and preschool team from the onset, was for the  

project to rely primarily on public funding. By making do with the resources available, the team felt the project would 

help illuminate the shortfalls in funding as well as the road ahead for constructing a meaningful, publicly funded system 

of early learning.

Given that goal, the preschool was made possible with available resources and public-funding streams. The cost summary 

below reflects those limitations. It is not intended to be an estimate of the cost of providing high-quality preschool to a 

high-needs population such as the one in the Earl Boyles community. Rather, it shows the resources available to the team 

in the environment in which they found themselves working. 

SOURCE: Costs were estimated in April 2013 by the David Douglas School District.

* All but about $10,000 of this cost is ongoing. Soft costs such as transportation, support services, and specialized services such as speech pathology and 

other early intervention programs, are not included. Also not included are the Children’s Institute costs for the salaries of its Early Works Site Liaison 

and its Parent & Community Engagement Coordinator.

** The state of Oregon overall spends $8,500 per child for a half-day, Head Start-like program, according to “The State of Preschool 2012,” by the National 

Institute for Early Education Research, April 2013. This figure includes all comprehensive services and soft costs.
6

$210,000*
Estimated total cost of the two half-day Earl Boyles 

preschool classes for 34 children

$115,000
DaViD DougLas schooL DisTricT 

Includes staffing costs (one third of preschool teach-

er, one third of two instructional assistants  and one 

third of bus monitors); $11,000 for meals, supplies, 

materials, printing; $10,000 for curriculum materials; 

plus miscellaneous items. 

$52,600
MT. hooD coMMuniTy coLLege  heaD sTarT 

Includes one third of personnel costs (see DDSD); 

$3,600 for classroom supplies

$43,000
MuLTnoMah esD 

One third of the personnel costs (see DDSD)

cosT per chiLD: $6,176** 
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but the team was eager to see if they could make it work. 

Bringing these programs together in one classroom 

meant not just mixing different funding streams but also 

mixing programs designed to serve different populations of 

children. Early Childhood Special Education typically fo-

cused on 3- and 4- year-olds with special needs; Head Start 

served children living in poverty; and the David Douglas 

School District drew from the local catchment area. The 

partners planned to bring their respective programs together 

so that the children in them would benefit from all three.

The role of the Children’s Institute was different than 

that of the other participants. Its staff would act primarily as 

catalysts and conveners, bringing together the right people to 

have the necessary conversations, and contributing knowledge 

and research around early learning and capacity building. 

Which is how the group found themselves sitting 

around a table in the Earl Boyles library that afternoon in 

August debating the value of sporks. 

The group was working out the final details before school 

started, and they discussed topics such as transportation, nu-

trition and curriculum in the classroom. Then a Head Start 

representative raised the question of who would be supplying 

the flatware for mealtime. Head Start practice, she noted, 

requires that all children have spoons and forks. Since this 

classroom would be funded in part by Head Start, it would 

need to meet all the program’s requirements. On days when 

the students were learning to spread things like peanut butter 

or cream cheese on their sandwiches, they would need knives.

Principal Ericka Guynes laughed and said that not only 

did the school not have flatware, but she’d never seen as 

much as a butter knife in the school cafeteria. “All of our 

students use plastic sporks,” she said. 

Like most federal programs, continued funding for 

Head Start is based on the program’s adherence to stan-

dards. At the same time, the elementary school has its 

own practices, established with the needs of larger groups 

of older students in mind. And since flatware would be 

washed in the school cafeteria, making this initiative work 

would mean bringing these systems together. 

James Sanford is one of two fulltime teaching assistants in the preschool 

classroom.

Many preschool parents work regularly in the classroom. Here Maria Elena 

Cazares reads to Gio Flores-Perez.

After recess, teacher Megan Larsen reads to her students to calm them. Help-

ing them gain control of their bodies and learn numbers and letters are goals.
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There were many other culture clashes among the mul-

tiple program philosophies at work in these classrooms. Most 

raised more complex questions than which utensils to use.

Take the approach to mental health. Typically, MESD 

serves 3- and 4-year-old children outside of elementary 

schools, in a variety of settings including family’s homes, 

community preschools, or childcare facilities. When 

specialists working in these settings identify students with 

mental health issues, they usually make a referral through 

the county public health program. Teachers working at Earl 

Boyles, on the other hand, use a different mental health 

system, one that starts with a school counselor trained to 

serve children in the K-5 setting. Since the students would 

technically be served by both programs, the group had 

to choose one mental health system over the other — or 

consider how a hybrid of both might work.

The group talked through this issue at the meeting. 

It seemed logical to use Earl Boyles’ existing system, but 

even coming to that decision raised more questions. Would 

an elementary counselor understand the unique needs of 

preschoolers? Would the school be staffed to handle this 

increased demand? Poverty, unemployment, single parents, 

abuse and substance abuse are among the factors that could 

be affecting the lives of these young children, and their 

mental health needs would in turn be complex.

At the meeting that day in August, the preschool plan-

ning team worked through these problems one by one. 

Sometimes they tabled an issue until more information 

could be ascertained; sometimes they put into place  

stopgap solutions.

As for the question of sporks, Guynes eventually solved 

the problem by switching the whole school to metal flat-

ware. “I had never really thought about it before,” she said. 

“When I came to this school, that’s what they were doing, 

so we just kept on doing it.” The Head Start curriculum 

forced her to question this practice, along with several of 

the older students who had not been shy about pointing 

out to her the impracticality of eating salad with plastic 

sporks. “It’s just more polite,” she said, laughing. “Plus, why 

wouldn’t we teach kids to use proper utensils?”

As the team went through the planning session, these 

connections between programs and curriculums produced 

some of the most satisfying moments. They found that not 

only did the elementary curriculum influence the preschool, 

but the preschool changed the elementary school. 

“It’s kind of what this whole project has been like,” 

Guynes said later, reflecting on the spork decision. “In 

education we don’t have a lot of opportunity to question 

our practice. And it’s just hard to think outside the box 

sometimes. But this initiative, and the preschool, has given 

us a platform to look at our practice and ask ourselves, 

‘Why don’t we do that?’ and to then answer, ‘There’s no 

reason we shouldn’t.’” 

Growing Support from  
unlikely Messengers

T
he awkward dance that the leadership team had to 

do to marry these programs continued beyond the 

walls of the school. Ultimately, though it took a good 

deal of careful choreography, it was this very process that 

helped the team to cultivate the allies that became the 

preschool’s foundation of support. 

An example was the early alliance the team built with the 

Many activities in the preschool are used to develop social skills and 

improve cooperative play.
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A TEAM PLANNING cHEcKLIST 
By March 2012, the preschool planning team composed of representatives from the 

Children’s Institute, Earl Boyles Elementary School and David Douglas administrations, 

Mt. Hood Community College Head Start, and the Multnomah Educational Service  

District was meeting at least once a month. The goal was to plan for the preschool at 

Earl Boyles to open in the fall. At the March meeting, the group produced the follow-

ing list, reflected here from notes taken at the meeting. 

Key cosTs:
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1. Teacher

2. Two assistants who are bilingual and can also be bus monitors

3. Transportation

4. Materials

5. Assessment costs 

6. Food

7. Environmental alterations

8. However much of an FTE Head Start needs for comprehensive services 

This process of dividing responsibility, costs and work was not without its setbacks. At one point, the team 

lost a key player when the MESD representative, who had been one of the preschool’s primary advocates, took 

another job at a different district. Luckily, her replacement was also enthusiastic about the project, but the loss 

cost the team time. It also called to their attention the fact that this was a risk for every person and organization 

participating. “This was definitely outside the standard job description for every person on the team,” said Molly 

Day, Early Works site liaison for the Children’s Institute. “It required every person leave their organizational 

badges at the door and collaborate.”

After estimating these 

costs, the group distrib-

uted the work among 

key partners. By the next 

meeting, the group had 

generated the following 

chart to illustrate which 

partner was contributing 

which services. 

David Douglas  
School District

• Funding, including in-kind 

• All teaching staff are under DDSD umbrella

• Finalized job descriptions

Multnomah Education  
Service District 

• Funding 

• Professional development for ECSE specifics

• ECSE-specific classroom supplies as needed

Mt. Hood community  
college Head Start

• Funding 

• One staff for HS monitoring under MHCC umbrella

• Professional development for HS specifics

children’s Institute

• Coordination and communication among partners

• Support with “technical” assistance

• Documentation and evaluation

• Funding for parent and community engagement  

    coordinator at Earl Boyles

From left: Brooke O’Neil, 

Katie Beckett, Barbara 

Kienle from DDSD help 

plan the preschool.

SPRING 2013



10

district’s union, the David Douglas Education Association.

The preschool team knew the teacher’s position would 

be unique. In addition to the fact that David Douglas 

doesn’t generally hire preschool teachers, the teacher would 

be leading two half days rather than one full day, so her 

schedule would be an unusual one for the district.

With that in mind, months before the preschool was a 

reality, David Douglas Superintendent Don Grotting ap-

proached the union’s president to discuss a waiver to union 

rules that would allow for the creation of a unique position.

By all accounts, inviting the union to start this conversa-

tion at such an early point was a smart decision. “I never 

felt there were any surprises in dealing with the district on 

this,” said Bob Gray, who is, in addition to the union presi-

dent, a high school French teacher in the district. “They 

were completely transparent.”

Gray also said he immediately understood the potential 

benefit this project could have in later years for him and his 

colleagues. “Helping children become more prepared for 

kindergarten means they’ll be more prepared when they get 

to me and my colleagues,” he said. “We want to see success-

ful kids in the classroom.”

Gray’s enthusiasm for early education was partly due 

to the fact that, as an informed teacher, he’d been paying 

attention to the research about early learning. But he had 

also seen the benefits firsthand. When Gray and his partner 

adopted their son at the age of 5, the boy had already faced 

many challenges in his young life; his mother struggled 

with substance abuse. Yet Gray could see that there had 

been at least one positive force at work in his son’s life 

before he was adopted: the Head Start program he had at-

tended for two years. 

“It was one thing his mother did have the presence of 

mind to do — enroll him in Head Start,” Gray said. He 

credited the program in part for his son’s success; today, at 

the age of 15, he’s a thriving high school student. “I think 

early education was incredibly helpful for him — socially, 

intellectually and academically,” Gray said.

Preschool teacher Megan Larsen says she has seen huge gains in her students. “When they came in, they didn’t know how to sit and work on 

something or listen to a story,” she says. “We struggled the first month just with building stamina.” 
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Defining Success

b
y late August 2012, after more than a year of plan-

ning, the team was ready for their 34 preschool 

students to walk through the halls on the first day of 

school at Earl Boyles Elementary alongside their older 

classmates. Keeping in mind that they hadn’t included 

significant soft costs and in-kind contributions, the 

team figured they had pooled enough cash from their 

programs to spend a minimum of $6,000 per student for 

the year for a total estimated classroom cost of $190,000. 

But would the team get a worthwhile return on the 

added ingenuity, creativity and risk that they had put 

into it? Would it pay off for these 34 children? 

From a theoretical perspective, the answer was yes. A 

solid body of research shows that the process of blending 

and braiding funding in classrooms is one of the single 

most effective ways to leverage resources and improve 

outcomes for young children. This is well articulated in a 

recent report on the subject from the Ounce of Prevention 

Fund, a nonprofit that focuses nationally on early education 

and policy solutions that lift children out of poverty:

 When used effectively, policies that promote this kind of 

blending and braiding increase the efficient use of existing 

One question that the preschool team was frequently 

asked was, “How in the world did you get the union to 

agree to this?” The team’s interaction with Gray showed the 

importance of reaching out to cultivate broad support from 

the community, even from places where it seems at first 

impossible. “Had we wanted to, we could have rejected this 

proposal outright,” Gray said. “But we saw that it was in 

our interest to make it work.”

Once Gray and Grotting had agreed to collaborate, 

they started looking at the details of the preschool teacher’s 

position. Aside from building in adequate prep time and 

accommodating her unusual schedule, they wanted to make 

sure the teacher could visit the students regularly in their 

homes as Head Start requires. This was a new practice for 

the elementary school, and the union felt it important that 

the teacher feel safe on these visits. They included a clause 

explaining that the teacher could decide not to enter a 

home if she felt her safety was threatened.

The memorandum of understanding describing the 

teacher’s position was signed by the East County Bargain-

ing Council president, the union president and the assistant 

superintendent on Sept. 18, 2012. For final approval, Gray 

presented it to the ECBC, which provides oversight to a 

half dozen other local unions. The agreement was approved 

unanimously. 

“It’s been like night and day, 

having Luz in preschool. If my 

daughter wasn’t in preschool 

this year, she would have been 

bored. I’d do my best to keep her 

entertained, but she would have 

been here alone with me during 

the day, watching TV. It’s really 

changed everything.”
Luz Karina Armenta tackles an assignment. “I feel so excited about their future,” says 

Larsen. “Every time I meet with the kindergarten teachers I say ‘you’re welcome,’ 

because I know that when they get there they will be tested on letter identification and 

letter sounds and my kids will be ready.”

Karina arMenTa
Preschool Parent

SPRING 2013



resources…support inclusion of children with disabilities in high-

quality early childhood programs…and fund more comprehensive 

and coordinated services that contribute to healthy development.1

In one notable example, researchers in Oklahoma found 

a positive impact on low-income children’s language de-

velopment when they attended preschool with children of 

mixed income levels.2 In other words, children with limited 

vocabulary learned significantly more just from spending 

time with more verbally advanced children. 

Moreover, the early education landscape in Oregon is 

ripe for improvement. Currently, many of the state’s early 

learning programs exist only as stand-alones, which segre-

gate children by income or risk level. This structure creates 

silos and limits interagency collaboration and cross-sector 

opportunities. (Breaking down these silos was a major ob-

jective of the Governor’s early learning agenda at the time 

that the preschool team was working on this project, and 

remained so when this report was published.)

By contrast, the preschool team had designed this 

classroom according to some of the fundamental principles 

of public education: it would be free, be accessible to the 

community and bring together a diverse group of children 

from a variety of backgrounds. The team hoped this com-

mitment would set this classroom apart from the thousands 

of other preschool classrooms across the state of Oregon 

and the country. Beyond that, their goal was that the cur-

riculum, culture and staff would be integrated and aligned 

with the elementary continuum at the school. 

In short, what the Earl Boyles team set out to build was 

12

EARLY WORKS  
GuIDING PRINcIPLES

The goal of the Early Works initiative is for all children 

to arrive at kindergarten ready to learn and achieve school 

success by third grade. The Children’s Institute and its part-

ners use the following list of principles to guide decision 

making and planning around the initiative:

universally Available
All children in the community from birth through age 8 

have access to high-quality early learning programs.

A Smart Investment
Public and private resources are leveraged and com-

bined to fund an integrated early learning system for 

children from birth through third grade.

community Based and School connected
The school is a community hub where families access early 

learning programs and parenting supports while building 

connections with other families and community members.

Led by committed and Supportive Local Leaders
Local leaders from the community, district, school and 

partner agencies commit to the goals of the project and 

actively participate in its governance.

fueled by Engaged and Empowered families
Families support children’s learning, guide initiative and 

advocate for all children to achieve school success.

Outcome focused and Data Driven
School staff, partners, parents, caregivers and commu-

nity members use data to guide the project and reach 

the goal of all children achieving school success.

Integrated and Aligned Around common Goals
Partners, early childhood services and elementary school 

programs share expectations with children and families, 

align curriculum and services, and plan transitions.

“This was definitely outside the standard  

job description for every person on the  

team. It required every person leave  

their organizational badges at the  

door and collaborate.”

MoLLy Day
Early Works Site Liaison, Children’s Institute
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a program that was more than the sum of its parts. They 

wanted this year to be the first of many for these children in 

which their education gave them a path to success in school 

and in life. They wanted it to be a game changer.

Early Indicators 

o
n a typical Thursday morning during the second 

month of classes, one of the first things evident was 

the sense of community that this preschool classroom 

helped to foster at the elementary school. Many parents 

were also dropping off older siblings in neighboring 

classrooms, and the room had a sense of organized chaos 

with older children and parents bustling in and out. 

Some students, still not used to being separated from 

their parents, clung and whimpered before parents left. Two 

teaching assistants helped other children eat breakfast around 

a large round table. Because the classroom needed to meet 

Head Start performance standards, these students, a mix 

of 3- and 4-year-olds, were expected not only to eat with 

flatware but to eat family style alongside their classmates and 

teachers. The students helped themselves to peaches, oatmeal 

bars and a container of milk.

Like many aspects of the preschool, breakfast that day 

was provided through a combination of formal funding 

streams and less formal donations of labor and time. The 

primary funding for the meal came through a federal meal 

program called the USDA Child and Adult Care Food 

Program, which is the same program that Head Start 

classrooms use to provide food. The David Douglas School 

District accessed the program outside of their usual meal 

service in order to supply meals to the preschool. The Dis-

trict also provided the labor and staff to prepare the meals, 

wash the dishes, and order the food. 

At about 9:30, the school’s music teacher, Mari Schay, 

arrived to give the day’s lessons, and the kids gathered 

round her as she played her guitar. Schay spends her days 

traveling from classroom to classroom in the school, where 

nearly all the students know her. “I like how you’re feeling 

the beats with your bodies!” she said to the children as they 

sang “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.” “Make your bodies 

grow big like stars!” she called as she strummed her guitar, 

and the kids stretched up their arms. This music program is 

part of the David Douglas curriculum, and as part of their 

in-kind contribution, the school built in the preschool as 

one more stop on Schay’s schedule. 

Schay is an enthusiastic teacher, and even though in her 

10 years of teaching music she had never worked with this 

age group, she was excited when she found out she would be 

teaching preschoolers. After studying several different music 

curriculums for 3- and 4-year-olds, she designed her own 

to focus on sensory integration in order to help the students 

identify every body part and work on purposeful movement. 

The end goal was to develop both fine and gross motor skills.

When John Dennis was diagnosed 
with autism, his mother, Krista, 
was scared. “A lot of the time, 

doors start closing for you,” she 
says about having a child with 

special needs. The preschool was 
one of the few places she found 
support. “Usually there’s a very 

long wait for services,” she says, 
“especially out in this area.” 

SPRING 2013

“Had we wanted to, we could have rejected 

this proposal outright. But we saw that  

it was in our interest to make it work.”

bob gray
President, David Douglas Education Association
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“In education we don’t have a lot of  

opportunity to question our practice. 

And it’s just hard to think outside the box 

sometimes. But this initiative, and the 

preschool, has given us a platform to look 

at our practice, and ask ourselves, ‘Why 

don’t we do that?’ and to then answer 

‘There’s no reason we shouldn’t.’”

ericKa guynes
Principal, Earl Boyles  

Elementary School

“We talk in here a lot about careers,” says preschool teacher Megan Larsen. 

Stuffed animals are used in the pretend veterinarian’s office, where students 

learn to “take care” of dogs and cats. 

Principal Ericka Guynes early on 

embraced the idea of having a pre-

school in her elementary school. 



15

SPRING 2013

A cOMMuNITY IN NEED
• Schoolwide, students and families speak more than 17 different languages.

• More than 80% of children qualify for free and reduced-price lunch.

• 40% of children live in poverty — almost double the overall rate in Multnomah County.

• Unemployment is at 12% — significantly higher than both the national and state averages.

• 24% of adult residents have not completed high school — double the overall rate in Multnomah County.

• The median household income is $29,457, compared to $49,049 in Multnomah County overall.

• 68% of children have never been in any preschool or formal child care arrangement prior to kindergarten.

• 49% of Earl Boyles students do not meet third-grade reading benchmarks; the statewide average is 30%. 

• 53% do not meet third-grade math benchmarks; the average is 36% statewide.

“I did a lot of reading about what’s appropriate for 

students at this age,” she said. “I think some kids are behind 

in their development from too much time sitting in car 

seats or watching television.” Schay’s observations were 

supported by the community needs assessment conducted 

at the beginning of this initiative. The researchers hired to 

evaluate this community found that, on average, children at 

Earl Boyles spent almost three hours a day watching TV or 

playing video games. This kind of musical learning about 

movement, Schay said, helps kids catch up. 

There was a good deal of shared curriculum between 

Schay’s lesson plan and the one preschool teacher Megan 

Larsen put to use that day. It was clear the teachers and teach-

ing assistants — and the programs they represent — were 

reinforcing each other. Like Schay, Larsen was concentrating 

on fine and gross motor skills, and working toward goals such 

as holding pencils, sitting still and walking in a line. 

In the years before this, Larsen had been a kindergarten 

teacher and had seen firsthand how arriving unprepared 

for kindergarten can set a student down a destructive path. 
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“When it comes to literacy, kindergarten now is incredibly 

rigorous,” Larsen said, “but many students aren’t ready to 

learn to read. Every year I would have kids that came in 

without knowing how to write even one letter, or to sit on 

their bottoms for a few minutes. You try your best to help 

these kids, but the reality is they never catch up. And you 

watch them stay behind for the whole school year.”

It was also clear that in the few weeks they had been in 

school, these students had already learned a good deal about 

interacting with each other and with other adults. In the 

first few days of school, when she instructed them to “play,” 

Larsen noticed that many of these students would simply 

take the toys off the shelf and throw them on the floor. 

Now they were learning to engage with the plastic pots and 

pans in the mini kitchen, to take books off the shelf and 

turn the pages. They were also beginning to articulate their 

needs instead of crying or hitting others.

In addition, the children were benefiting from a much 

smaller teacher-student ratio than they would have when 

they got to kindergarten. At Earl Boyles, there were about 

29 students in each of its kindergarten classes this year. In 

contrast, these two classes of 17 students each were staffed 

with two full-time teaching assistants and a Head Start 

family worker supporting the teacher and working with 

parents and family members.

There was also a group of support staff that came regu-

larly to the classroom to help students with special needs. 

A bilingual parent and community engagement coordina-

tor — funded by the Children’s Institute as part of the Early 

Works initiative — offered translation and family support, 

and a number of occupational and physical therapists, speech 

There are more than a dozen languages  

spoken in the Earl Boyles catchment area. 

Many kindergarten students arrive with little to 

no proficiency in English. A year of preschool, 

their teachers say, will tremendously improve 

the chances that non-English speaking children 

will meet kindergarten benchmarks. 
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pathologists, and behavior specialists came to the classroom 

to work with children as part of the IDEA program.

With all these adults in the classroom, the children were 

getting the kind of individual attention necessary to address 

their needs. “I feel like this year is a huge gift for these 

kids,” Larsen said, “that they will be walking in next year 

academically, socially and emotionally prepared.”

One of the students, a small Hispanic girl named Denese, 

has five older brothers and sisters who also attend school in 

the district. Her mother, Maria Elena Cazares, was grateful 

for the preschool because it teaches her daughter things she 

wouldn’t be able to at home. “She can learn colors, work on 

her English,” Cazares said. “She even sings the cleanup song!”

The Path to Sustainability

i
n late September 2012, the preschool team found 

themselves back in the Earl Boyles library. Principal 

Ericka Guynes opened the meeting by reminding the 

group that as part of the Early Works initiative, one of 

the group’s goals was to create a template that could 

hopefully be replicated. “Megan is an excellent educa-

tor,” Guynes said of Megan Larsen, the teacher. “She’s 

exceptional. She’s willing to do what it takes to make 

this classroom work. But chances are if we wrote her job 

description as it is and hired for multiple classrooms,  

I would have a hard time finding others like her.”

“If we want to make this sustainable,” Guynes said to 

the group, “we have to have this conversation.” 

The issue Guynes referenced had become increasingly 

apparent in the early weeks of school. As a federal pre-

school program, Head Start was not designed to function 

as part of an elementary school. Likewise, elementary 

schools in Oregon were not designed to accommodate early 

learning programs within their educational continuum. 

Though the team was able to solve many of the resulting 

problems on a case-by-case basis, addressing the clash of 

programs at a fundamental level was beyond their scope.

Larsen’s schedule, for example, was turning out to be 

daunting. Head Start requires home visiting, which often 

takes place in the evenings to accommodate parents’ work 

schedules. But the elementary school schedule wasn’t de-

signed with this schedule in mind. Guynes said she feared 

Larsen would burn out if she had to keep up these hours.

The group considered having Larsen visit some of the 

kids in their homes and conduct group visits with the other 

kids. It was a solution that no one seemed pleased with, as 

it would mean treating some of the children in the class-

room differently than others. “That’s not how I like to treat 

my students,” Larsen said. It’s also incongruent with the 

idea of public education.

Despite the challenges of including home visiting, the 

preschool team felt strongly that home visiting, as part 

of a larger strategy to engage parents in their children’s 

education, was one of the Head Start curriculum’s greatest 

strengths and a critical part of the preschool. Head Start 

students are generally in the classroom for only a short time 

during the day. By involving them in their child’s learning, 

engaging parents both helps them have a sense of owner-

ship and pride over their child’s development and reinforces 

the learning the student has done in the classroom during 

the hours he or she is not there. 

Josette Herrera was a good illustration of the results that 

this kind of parent engagement can yield. Her son Diego, 

the youngest of six, was in the preschool at Earl Boyles. 

Three of Herrera’s older children went through Head Start 

programs, and she said she could see the tremendous dif-

ference preschool had made for them. Much of this benefit 

“Helping children become more prepared for 

kindergarten means they’ll be more prepared 

when they get to me and my colleagues. We 

want to see successful kids in the classroom.”

bob gray
President, David Douglas Education Association
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that her son’s preschool was located at the school, she said, 

made it even more rewarding. She had participated on a 

parent committee, for example, that made decisions around 

issues like hiring teachers and scheduling. She found the 

responsibility empowering. “Just the other day, I sat in on 

an interview for a teacher,” she said. “Honestly, I was kind 

of nervous. It was an experience I hadn’t had before.”

But despite these clear benefits for families, the kind of 

parent involvement that Head Start promotes isn’t part of 

standard K-12 practice. Guynes makes her relationships 

with parents and their involvement a top priority, but what 

the school needed in order to integrate parent engagement 

into both the preschool and the other grades was a cultural 

shift in thinking and priorities. 

Another obstacle that the preschool team struggled with 

as they worked to put all three programs to use in one setting 

was tracking students’ developmental progress. Each of the 

three programs used an entirely different system. Making 

sure that the information was thoughtfully and accurately 

input into each of these made for a significant amount of 

redundancy and work for the staff and the other preschool 

team members. Moreover, since these three data systems 

didn’t align, the team quickly realized that much of the 

information they were spending a great deal of time collect-

ing would be of limited value to the students’ kindergarten 

teachers the following year. This issue helped the team see 

that in this first year, the classroom was not aligned and 

integrated with the rest of the school the way they would’ve 

liked it to be.

Despite its awkward collaboration and balancing, the 

preschool’s very existence was a victory for the team. No 

she attributed to her own increased involvement with their 

learning, including the year at Earl Boyles with Diego.

For example, Herrera had a conversation at the beginning 

of the year with the teaching assistants in Diego’s classroom 

about what would be expected of Diego when he got to kin-

dergarten the following year. “I couldn’t believe it,” she said. 

“Reading, writing, colors…I mean, it’s kindergarten!” Her-

rera realized how much work her son would need to do in 

order to be prepared in one year, both at home and at school. 

As a result, Herrera put up the alphabet on poster board 

at her house, and she quizzed Diego every day. The fact 

The teaching staff tries to make every moment of the day a moment 

for learning. 

Teachers say students came into the preschool not being able to 

recognize their own names. Before the end of the school year many 

could recognize not only their names, but those of classmates. 
“Just the other day, I sat in on an interview 

for a teacher. Honestly, I was kind of nervous. 

It was an experience I hadn’t had before.” 

JoseTTe herrera
Preschool Parent
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one had expected that it would be without challenges. And 

many parents said the preschool was giving their children 

something they alone could not provide.

“It’s been like night and day, having Luz in preschool,” 

said Karina Armenta, whose daughter is 3. “If she wasn’t in 

school, she would have been bored. I’d do my best to keep 

her entertained, but she would have been here alone with me 

during the day, watching TV. It’s really changed everything.” 

Postscript

s
ince the fall of 2012, when research for this report 

concluded and the preschool opened, many new 

questions about the preschool’s future and sustainability 

have been raised. Still, at the time of this writing more 

than eight months later, the team was hard at work ad-

dressing many of those questions and planning for the 

second year of the preschool. They were hopeful that 

it would continue indefinitely as a feature of the Early 

Works initiative. Researchers from Portland State Uni-

versity will continue to evaluate these children and the 

academic progress they make over 10 years.

The larger Early Works initiative has also grown at Earl 

Boyles. Plans are now under way to construct a $7 million 

early learning wing at the school, and the community in 

the David Douglas School District voiced their support for 

the project by passing a bond that earmarked $3.5 million 

for the wing’s construction. Blueprints for the site include 

several new preschool and kindergarten classrooms.

The initiative has also expanded to include program-

matic features that work hand in hand with the preschool 

to help children meet academic benchmarks by third 

grade. This list includes a summer learning program, 

professional development for the school’s teachers, and a 

home-visiting program that enables the school’s kinder-

garten teachers to meet their students in their homes 

before they arrive at school for the first time. 

But for every one of these meaningful developments, 

there are many questions and uncertainties about the path 

ahead for this initiative and what it would take to truly 

change the equation for these students. What is clear is 

the significant need for improving educational outcomes 

across the state and the country, beginning with prepara-

tion for kindergarten. At Earl Boyles, for example, more 

than a third of incoming kindergarteners scored below 

average across multiple domains of early numeracy. Almost 

half scored below average in problem solving.3 This lack of 

preparation sets the trajectory for the rest of these students’ 

education: by fourth grade 69 percent of Oregon children 

have not met literacy benchmarks.4 Only 68 percent of Or-

egon high school students go on to graduate in four years.5

In order to have a real impact on these issues, policymak-

ers and educators will need tangible examples that provide 

important information about how to effectively include early 

learning in the educational continuum. It is the hope of the 

preschool and Early Works team that in this first year, the 

preschool classroom has provided just that. 

for more information on the Early Works initiative and  
the progress at Earl Boyles, see early-works.org. 

1  “Blending and Braiding Early Childhood Program Funding Streams Toolkit,” Ounce of Prevention Fund, July 2012
2  “Preliminary Evidence for the Impact of Mixed-income Preschools on Low-income Children’s Language Growth” Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 22 (2007) 137–146
3  “Earl Boyles Fall 2011 Kindergarten Readiness Assessments: Key Findings, Center for the Improvement of Child and Family Services,” Portland State University
4  National Association of Educational Progress, 2011 state profile
5  Oregon Department of Education 2011 graduation rates

At first, preschool 

students had to 

hold onto ropes as 

they walked down 

the hall. Within 

a few months, 

they could do it 

independently. 
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T
his is not the first initiative of its kind. And since 

any school or district trying to implement a project 

like this will face different obstacles, there is no single 

recipe or instruction manual for this sort of project. 

The following is a list of nine “ingredients” that the 

Children’s Institute has identified as critical to its own pro-

cess and that may be helpful for others working on similar 

initiatives. 

A common Goal  
or Vision

As part of the larger Early Works initiative, the 

Children’s Institute and the preschool planning team 

agreed upon a list of principles to help govern the 

initiative. (See guiding principles on page 12.) This list 

includes principles such as “neighborhood based and 

school connected,” and “fueled by engaged and empow-

ered families.” This list was helpful when the team was 

grappling with tough decisions around the preschool. It 

has also helped the team to establish future goals for the 

classroom.

One of the principles, for example, is that high-quality 

early learning programs be universally available. While 

this classroom is free for the families of the participat-

ing students, it does not satisfy the demand in the entire 

catchment area. It is the team’s goal, therefore, to eventually 

replicate this classroom in order to be able to serve all the 

eligible children in the Earl Boyles catchment area. 

A catalyst and convener 
There were many players involved in this endeavor, each 

with a different role. Many of these players contributed 

funding, and all of them contributed time. The Children’s 

Institute’s primary contribution was not a monetary one, 

but by playing the role of catalyst, the staff helped to guide 

the process. 

Though the Children’s Institute initiated the process and 

often helped facilitate problem solving, it also acknowledged 

the importance of the team collectively making and own-

ing decisions. When it came to choosing a curriculum for 

the classroom, for example, the Children’s Institute provided 

research and guidance that helped to inform the decision-

making process but did not weigh in on the final decision. 

Expertise
Each of the team members involved in this process 

brought a good deal of their own expertise. The Head Start 

representatives, for example, spent many hours explaining 

the intricacies of the Head Start performance standards. 

Without an expert in each of the funding streams and 

programs used, it would have been difficult to incorporate 

any one of these programs. 

Authority and Leadership
The Early Works team would not have been able to 

make the decisions it did without a certain level of author-

REcIPE fOR A BLENDED AND 
BRAIDED cLASSROOM



21

SPRING 2013

ity and access to the necessary people. Basic decisions, such 

as placing the classroom at Earl Boyles Elementary and 

including it in the larger school structure, were facilitated 

by the principal and the superintendent; cooperation and 

access to the union wouldn’t have been possible without the 

preexisting relationship between the school district and the 

union representative. 

facility or School
On a very fundamental level, this program would not 

have been possible without a facility at which to house the 

classroom. In this particular case, the site was a school, but 

successful early learning initiatives have been implemented 

in a range of different facilities in Oregon that have been 

adapted to meet the unique needs of children. The Glad-

stone Center for Children and Families, for example, is 

housed in a former grocery store. 

community Receptive  
to Services

As part of the larger Early Works initiative, the 

Children’s Institute worked with a team of researchers at 

Portland State University to conduct a community needs 

assessment early in the initiative’s life span. This assessment 

provided critical data to the team, including demographic 

information and a detailed picture of the community need 

for services. It showed, for example, that more than half of 

the incoming kindergarteners at Earl Boyles had not had 

any preschool experience, while 68 percent had not been  in 

any formal childcare arrangement. Kindergarteners at Earl 

Boyles were arriving at school significantly underprepared, 

both socially and academically.

The assessment also showed a desire on the part of both 

the parents and the staff at the school for more early education 

opportunities. “A common theme across both parent focus 

groups and interviews with Earl Boyles staff was the consider-

able enthusiasm expressed for the idea of using the neighbor-

hood as a ‘hub’ for resources and activities for parents, and 

particularly for a community preschool,” the report stated. 

By starting with an understanding of both the deficit 

and the desire in the community, the preschool team felt 

confident that they were addressing a real need rather than 

imposing upon the community their own assumptions. 

Pre-existing Services  
in the Area

There are a number of funding streams that could po-

tentially be used as sources to blend and braid, and a good 

way to assess their availability is to look at what resources 

the community is already accessing. In this instance, there 

were a number of existing Head Start classrooms in the 

greater Portland area, and funds were already being put to 

use through MESD to serve children under 5 years old. 

This gave the team a jumping-off point for the discussion 

about how to access funding. 

ADDITIONAL READING
“Blending and Braiding Funds to Support Early Care and Education Initiatives,”

from the Finance Project, January 2003 

• http://www.financeproject.org/Publications/fp%20blending%20funds%201_24.pdf

“Putting it Together: A Guide to Financing Comprehensive Services in Child Care and Early Education,” 

from CLASP, August 2012

• http://www.clasp.org/admin/site/publications/files/A-Guide-to-Financing-Comprehensive-Services-in-Child-

 Care-and-Early-Education.pdf
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I
t has become clear throughout the process of creating 

the preschool that change at a fundamental policy 

level would be one of the most helpful ways to facilitate 

the use of blended and braided funding. 

In fact, the current moment is particularly auspicious for 

tackling many of the policy barriers that make it difficult to 

work across funding streams and promote cross-program 

collaboration.

At the broadest level, in February 2013 President Obama 

announced plans for an ambitious early learning program 

in the United States that would provide pre-K programs 

through joint state and federal partnerships. In addition, with 

the Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge fund, the 

federal government has made an investment in connecting 

early learning programs as part of a single system organized 

around common goals for all children. These two develop-

ments signal a new era at the federal level.

As part of this new package of policies, the Obama 

administration has also made clear its intention to reward 

states that have already been working to build an early 

learning infrastructure. Since major reforms are under way 

in the state, Oregon should be well positioned. Gov. John 

Kitzhaber’s recent recommendation (pending legislative 

approval) for the creation of a new Early Learning Division 

within the Oregon Department of Education is a critical 

step toward building an educational continuum that starts 

at birth. 

Kitzhaber’s plan calls for housing early childhood 

programs under one roof. Currently spread across state 

agencies, these programs will greatly benefit from central 

administration and oversight in achieving shared goals in 

areas including kindergarten-readiness assessment, a quality 

rating system for childcare providers, third-grade bench-

marks, and nutrition and health services for children.

In order to take full advantage of all potential avenues for 

change, the Children’s Institute recommends the following steps.

federal Level 
Though the Obama administration’s announcement is a 

milestone, the fact remains that most of the federal funding 

streams that support early learning are not easily integrated 

into a blended and braided funding model. Since so much of 

the funding for early learning programs is federal, it’s critical 

that these funding streams become more flexible while still 

maintaining their commitment to quality and best practices. 

The federal government needs to change how regula-

tions for such programs as Title I, Head Start, Early Child-

hood Special Education, Child Care and Development 

Block Grants, and federal home-visiting programs can best 

support blending and braiding of funding. 

State Level
The Early Learning Council and the Oregon Depart-

ment of Education should continue to build a common 

set of standards, outcome measures, assessments and data 

systems that operate across funding streams and programs. 

Such a common framework would greatly facilitate align-

ment and collaboration between early learning programs 

POLIcY SOLuTIONS AND  
REcOMMENDATIONS



and the existing public education system, in addition to col-

laboration between early learning programs that are work-

ing toward similar objectives. The creation of a new Early 

Learning Division within the Department of Education 

will provide a new opportunity to look at how Oregon’s 

early learning programs should function together and to 

develop these common standards.  

The Oregon Department of Education should actively 

provide encouragement, support, guidance and professional 

development opportunities for schools that are interested 

in using their Title I dollars for early learning programs. 

Schools and districts cannot do this work alone. If Oregon 

wants its schools and districts to embrace early learning, it 

needs to actively support and encourage those that are try-

ing to do this hard work.

The Legislature needs to create more flexible funding 

streams that would increase collaboration between schools 

and early childhood programs, making it possible for 

schools to offer preschool education to children and 

families. The creation of an Early Learning Kindergarten 

Readiness Partnership and Innovation Fund (being consid-

ered by the 2013 Legislature) is an important first step in 

the right direction. This fund would support partnerships 

between schools, early learning programs and childcare to 

provide preschool and other early learning strategies.

District and Local Levels
Changes won’t happen without local champions 

who have firsthand knowledge of the barriers that cur-

rent policy creates to improving outcomes for children. 

Superintendents, principals, teachers and parents should 

demonstrate to the state and government that there is a 

demand not only for increased early learning opportuni-

ties, but for policies that support blending and braiding  

of resources.

Local elected officials eager to improve graduation rates 

and reform schools can work toward these goals by being local 

champions, as well as creating supportive funding streams.

AcKNOWLEDGMENTS
The Children’s Institute would like to thank the following individu-

als who have been invaluable, tireless partners in establishing the pre-

school at Earl Boyles Elementary as part of the Early Works initiative:

barbara Jorgensen, Multnomah Education Service District

barbara KienLe, David Douglas School District

beTh green, Portland State University Center for Improvement of Child and Family Services

bob gray, David Douglas Education Association

brooKe o’neiLL, David Douglas School District

DaWn barberis, Mt. Hood Community College Head Start

Don groTTing, David Douglas School District 

earL boyLes eLeMenTary schooL sTaFF

eLiz roser, Portland State University Center for Improvement of Child and Family Services

ericKa guynes, Earl Boyles Elementary School

Jean Wagner, Mt. Hood Community College Head Start 

JeaneTT seaLy, Multnomah Education Service District

KaTie becKeTT, David Douglas School District

Meghan gabrieL, Metropolitan Family Service

nancy anDerson, Clackamas Education Service District

paM greenough corrie, Mt. Hood Community College Head Start

paT MoFFiTT, Multnomah Education Service District

The children’s Institute would like to thank the following 
partners for funding its Early Works initiative:

• The Annie E. Casey Foundation

• AT&T Foundation

• The Bill Healy Foundation

• Birth to Five Policy Alliance

• The Collins Foundation

• The Ford Family Foundation

• Foundation for Child Development

• The Harold & Arlene Schnitzer CARE Foundation

• James F. & Marion L. Miller Foundation

• Lora L. & Martin N. Kelley Family Foundation Trust

• Maybelle Clark Macdonald Fund

• Meyer Memorial Trust

• Nike Employee Grant Fund of the 

   Oregon Community Foundation

• Northwest Health Foundation

• Oregon Community Foundation

• The Oscar G. & Elsa S. Mayer Family Foundation

• The Renaissance Foundation

• Rose E. Tucker Charitable Trust

• Silver Family Foundation

• Spirit Mountain Community Fund

• United Way of the Columbia-Willamette

• W.K. Kellogg Foundation

SPRING 2013

23



1221 SW Yamhill St, Suite 260 • Portland, OR 97205

Phone: (503) 219-9034 • Fax: (503) 517-8993 

Websites: childinst.org; early-works.org


