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Introduction/Purpose of the Study 
Most states provide public preschool through a mixed delivery model in which local education agencies (LEAs) 

(i.e., school districts) partner with community-based organizations (e.g., child care centers, Head Start, etc.) to offer 
education for 3- and 4-year-olds. However, the bringing together of distinct providers of early childhood education, while 
offering families access to local education and care services, has also been described as colliding worlds (McCabe & Sipple, 
2011) given that child care, Head Start and public schools each have their own systems, governance structures, funding 
streams and the like. Some scholars (Weiland et al., 2024) argue that these differences, regardless of efforts by 
policymakers to ensure consistency in quality, contribute to inequities for children and families, while others have raised 
concerns about the impact of these collaborations on the availability of child care, especially infant and toddler care, in 
communities (Casto et al., 2025).  

  To date, most of the research on mixed delivery systems has been evaluations of state programs and the links 
between structural indicators and child outcomes and not on the experiences of those implementing these programs in 
different settings (Little, 2020). Researchers have studied preschool costs and benefits, program elements, short- and long-
term outcomes on children’s learning and development, teacher beliefs and practices, and curricula (Phillips et al., 2017). 
Many of these studies aim to inform policy by quantitatively studying particular programmatic inputs with child outcomes. 
However, this body of work does not address the local ecologies in which mixed delivery systems are negotiated and 
enacted. 

 A small but growing body of research has begun to examine the impacts of the expansion and public investment 
in preschool on the supply and availability of other forms of child care. Advocates in some states have argued that when 
public schools expand into the realm of 3- and 4-year old education that private providers are often forced to close. Bassok 
et al. (2016) name this trend the “crowd out” phenomenon arguing that there is some evidence to suggest that the 
expansion of public preschool leads to drops in enrollment in community based/private child care centers.  Other studies 
assert that incentives for private providers to partner with public schools lessens the availability of child care slots for 
infants and toddlers, a population already underserved in most states. Some of these concerns are supported by the 
handful of studies in this area. In their study of the impacts of preschool in Florida’s mixed delivery system, Bassok et al. 
(2016) did find some evidence that the opportunity to partner for public preschool resulted in the maintenance of slots for 
4-year-old children at the expense of younger children.  Sipple et al. (2020) provide a more nuanced picture of this trend. 
Using state and federal administrative data to analyze changes in the availability of infant and toddler care as access to 
public preschool expanded over a 9-year period in New York State, they found that the availability of infant and toddler 
care did not decrease in urban areas, but did decline in non-urban communities, and especially in rural areas (Sipple et al., 
2020). Sipple et al. (2020) hypothesized that, in areas with low child populations, the decline in capacity to serve infants 
and toddlers was more likely due to child care centers closing than due to child care centers shifting from infant and 
toddler care to public preschool.  

This line of research, while providing support for some of the critique of public preschool, does not investigate the 
experiences of those implementing preschool in a mixed delivery system (e.g., Graue et al., 2018; Wiliniski, 2017) to 
understand why and how preschool shapes child care opportunities within a community. The small group of studies that 
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have qualitatively investigated the implementation of public preschool across different program providers tend to focus on 
teachers’ experiences with standards and curriculum.  In general, these studies illuminate the clash of values between 
different providers when academic accountability becomes part of the driving force for preschool. While some systems 
proponents argue that alignment should focus on pushing developmentally appropriate approaches up into the early 
elementary grades, these studies find the opposite trend. Developmentally appropriate curriculum and pedagogies 
emphasized in public preschool are often viewed as barriers to improved 3rd grade test scores, leading principals and 
teachers in the elementary grades to pressure their preschool counterparts to shift their teaching and curriculum practices 
(Brown, 2015; Graue et al., 2016; Ryan, 2021). In one of the few studies examining teachers, principals, and center directors 
about alignment between preschool and other grades, Little (2020) found that if school principals saw the value of early 
childhood there was better alignment in pedagogy and curriculum.  

A handful of studies have explored the implementation of public preschool through mixed delivery models from 
the perspectives of leaders (e.g., Little, 2020; Ryan et al., 2011; Whitebook, et al., 2008). Studies that have investigated the 
experiences of child care and Head Start directors discuss the advantages and challenges of working across the funding 
and governance structures of differing agencies that impact their work. In their interview study with 96 directors in New 
Jersey, Whitebook et al. (2008) found that directors reported that the quality of their programs improved because of the 
resources provided for public preschool but that they also faced multiple administrative and governance burdens as they 
navigated not only state preschool program requirements but also state child care licensing and quality efforts. Graue, et al. 
(2018), in their comparative case study of public preschool implementation, found that in a state like WI where school 
districts had more autonomy in how they expended state preschool funds, child care center and Head Start directors were 
disadvantaged in their ability to make informed choices around staffing and curriculum. In a qualitative case study of one 
of these districts, Wilinski (2017), illuminates how school districts could decide how much they would reimburse 
community sites with state preschool funds. As a consequence, school leaders often prioritized resourcing their own public 
preschool classrooms before dispersing funds to contracting community providers. 

In summary, the available literature suggests that despite the efforts of state policymakers to regulate various 
programmatic features of public preschool including teacher qualifications, curriculum, and standards and how funds are 
expended to achieve these standards, implementation in local contexts using a mixed delivery model may not always lead 
to equitable outcomes for children and families (Ryan, 2021; Weiland et al. 2024). Moreover, preschool is only one part of 
the publicly supported system of early care and education in communities. There is some evidence to suggest that the 
emphasis on the education of 3 and 4-year-olds may not only limit the supply and availability of child care for infants and 
toddlers but may also favor families who can choose to care for their own children at home until they are 3, to opt out of 
using local child care services.  

This report investigates these implementation issues through the perspectives of child care and Head Start 
directors in New Jersey who are contracting with school districts to provide public preschool. New Jersey has a long history 
of being a leader in the provision of public preschool through a mixed delivery system where policymakers, advocates, and 
researchers have often worked together to address implementation issues. However, efforts to expand the availability of 
public preschool along with changes in state policy that no longer mandate partnering with community child care and 
Head Start providers have raised concerns about the impact of these policies on the implementation of high quality and 
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equitable early care and education for young children ages birth through age 8. The research questions guiding this focus 
group study were: a) What do directors say are the advantages and challenges of working with school districts to provide 
public preschool?, b) From directors’ experience, how has partnering for preschool impacted their ability to provide care 
and education services for children under 3 years of age?, and c) What are policy supports that would help community 
programs to continue to provide public preschool? 

  Before presenting the findings of this study, this report begins by providing an overview of the history and policies 
informing the implementation of public preschool in New Jersey and the current policy landscape shaping the experiences 
of those leading in community-based programs. We then turn to describing the leaders who participated in our focus 
groups and the methods employed to elicit their perspectives on implementing public preschool in collaboration with 
school and district leaders. The remainder of this report presents the findings and discusses implications for policy and 
practice in New Jersey. 

Background to the Study: Public 
Preschool in New Jersey 

Public preschool began in New Jersey in 1999 as a universal, full-day program with high-quality standards for 3- 
and 4-year-olds in the state’s 31 poorest urban LEAs (formerly known as the Abbott districts). A smaller program also 
operated, but provided primarily a half-day program for 4-year-olds in approximately 100 school districts with low-income 
populations. This parallel program had neither the same quality standards nor the same level of funding provided to the 
Abbott districts. Administered through the New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE), and supported by a State 
Supreme Court mandate, Abbott LEAs were directed to serve at least 90% of resident 3- and 4-year-olds by partnering with 
all local child care and Head Start programs that were willing and able to meet the state’s rigorous quality standards, with 
support and funding provided by the LEA.  

These quality standards included providing a full-day publicly funded preschool program to resident 3- and 4-
year-olds. Policy limited class size to 15 children taught by a qualified teacher, who has a preschool through third grade (P-
3) teaching certificate and an assistant teacher.  All districts use an evidence-based curriculum model and follow the 
Preschool Program Implementation Guidelines (New Jersey Department of Education, 2015).  The Guidelines are designed 
to ensure consistency and quality in preschool structure and organization, regardless of program auspice. 

In 2005, 2008 and 2015, three initiatives led to a small expansion of public preschool, exclusively in non-Abbott 
LEAs already receiving some state funding for preschool. A much larger and sustained initiative to provide universal 
preschool began in 2018. Although the rollout of this initiative to expand preschool initially focused on the state’s lowest 
income districts, in July 2023, the NJDOE opened preschool expansion eligibility to all LEAs in the state, regardless of the 
percentage of children from low-income families. As a result, over 300 LEAs (including charter schools) are currently 
participating in the state preschool program (out of approximately 570 LEAs that serve elementary school-age children). 
However, the state requirement to partner with community based providers did not extend beyond the Abbott LEAs, and as 
a result, the percentage of public preschool seats in community based provider settings is declining. In 2008, two-thirds of 
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Abbott preschoolers were being served in community based provider locations. Currently, just over half of the children 
served in the Abbott LEAs (53%) and only 19% of children in non-Abbott LEAs are being served in private provider locations. 
Among non-Abbott LEAs, 70% do not partner with private providers. 

Building on the original partnering for preschool study conducted by Whitebook et al. (2011), this focus group 
study provides new insights into some of the critiques of public preschool because of this shifting policy landscape. 
Whereas directors in 2011 tended to only collaborate with the one LEA, and were expected to be invited to participate, now 
it is possible for Directors of community programs to partner with more than one district. At the same time, the absence of 
a requirement that non-Abbott LEAs must partner with community providers has offered more freedom to LEAs, but has 
also created challenges for local community sites and, by implication, the provision of child care for infants and toddlers. 
This study therefore sought to learn anew from Directors contracting to provide public preschool about the challenges and 
opportunities offered by this new and less certain policy context.  

Methodology 
Given program leaders were working in various sites and with differing partnership agreements and histories, we 

employed qualitative focus groups, assuming that the group interaction (Morgan, 2009) would generate insights beyond a 
particular center or director’s experience (Caillaud, Kalamalikis, & Doumergue, 2013).  

To identify and recruit participants, a list of centers was generated from the program plans LEAs are required to 
submit to receive state preschool funding. An email describing the purposes of the study was sent to 337 providers 
contracting with school districts in the 2024-25 academic year. The study flyer included a link to a survey asking potential 
participants about characteristics of their center and personal demographics to aid with the organization of in-person 
focus groups by geographic location in the state. 

Of the 337 emails sent out to child care and Head Start providers contracting with LEAs to provide publicly funded 
preschool, 46 individuals indicated interest in participating in the study. After compiling the survey responses from these 46 
child care program leaders, 8 focus groups were developed for maximum variation including size and type of center, years 
partnering to provide preschool, and LEA type (Abbott or non-Abbott). The groups were also organized according to 
location within the state (i.e. north, central, and southern regions) to enable participants to attend in person. In keeping 
with methodological recommendations (Onwuegbezie, Dickenson, Leech, & Zoran, 2009), we sought to create focus groups 
of up to 8 participants, big enough to generate diverse insights but not too big that participants might feel like they could 
not speak.  

After sending participants information on their assigned focus group interview, 37 directors comprised the final 
sample (see Table 1). Reflecting the demographics of the early childhood workforce, most of the leaders we spoke with 
were females, with almost two thirds of the sample identified as white. The majority of directors held a Bachelor’s degree 
or higher and had studied early childhood education. Many of the participants led centers in former Abbott districts (n = 20) 
and therefore had been partnering with an LEA for a longer time than those in non-Abbotts. For 16 participants, the 
youngest children served in their programs are infants, 9 start serving children as toddlers, and 12 as preschoolers. 
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T A B L E  1  
Participant and Center Characteristics (n = 37) 

Characteristic Number 

Gender  
Female 
Male 

  
35 
2 

Race 
Black or African American 
White 
Other 

  
11 
23 
3 

Ethnicity 
Hispanic or Latino 
Non-Hispanic 
Unknown 

  
8 
28 
1 

Educational Attainment 
AA 
BA 
MA or higher 
Unknown  

  
1 
11 
24 
1 

Educational Specialization 
Early Childhood Education 
Education/special education 
Business/Accounting/Administration 
Other  

  
24 
2 
7 
4 

Years working in child care  
Under 10 years 
10-19 years 
25 years and above 
Not reported 

  
2 
8 
25 
2  

Program Affiliation 
Former Abbott  
Non-Abbott   

  
20 
17  

Years in Operation 
5 or fewer 
6-19 years 
20 or more years 
Not reported 

  
9 
4 
19 
5 

Youngest Age of Children Served 
Infants 
Toddlers 
Preschool and above 

  
16 
9 
12 
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D A T A  C O L L E C T I O N  
As a qualitative methodology, focus groups involve interviewing a group of individuals simultaneously and have 

been found to be a less threatening way for participants to share their insights, experiences and evaluations of a 
phenomenon (Onwuegbuzie, et al., 2009). Focus groups were conducted in both virtual and face-to-face formats. While the 
research team had organized spaces in local childcare resource and referral agencies in the northern, central and southern 
parts of the state, as data collection began, individuals in some parts of the state indicated that they would not be able to 
attend unless the focus group was conducted using a virtual platform. Although this meant that participants were often at 
their sites of work and more likely to be interrupted by the day-to-day activities of leading a center, the research team 
pivoted from their original plan and conducted some of the focus groups using Zoom with the aim of recruiting as many 
participants as possible. Three focus groups were conducted in the northern part of the state face-to-face, and another was 
conducted in a central location. The remaining focus groups were conducted online using the Zoom platform.  

Whether in person or virtually, similar procedures were followed to facilitate the group interviews. Drawing on 
other studies of mixed delivery systems (e.g., Whitebook, et al., 2011), we utilized a semi-structured protocol comprised of 
14 questions organized under the topics of becoming a public preschool program, implementing public preschool in a 
partnership with LEAs, perceived impact of preschool on infant and toddler care in their communities, and the supports 
and challenges in implementing public preschool. Throughout the conversation, probes were used to examine the impacts 
of public preschool on how directors operated their programs including the provision of infant and toddler care. Each 
interview concluded by asking participants if they had anything else to share, whereby participants were thanked for their 
time and provided with a gift card. Focus groups lasted anywhere from 60-90 minutes in duration. 

Mindful that focus groups are a social encounter between participants and therefore shape what, how, and who 
speaks (Onwuegbuzie, et al., 2009; Waters, 2023), both members of the research team were present at the interviews with 
one taking the lead role and the other keeping track of who answered questions. At the conclusion of each focus group, the 
research team also reflected on the conversation documenting initial impressions in a memo to aid in future analysis. All 
focus group interviews were audio recorded using otter.ai, and/or Zoom if conducted virtually, both of which generated 
verbatim transcripts. Focus group interviews were labeled by location, number, and date (e.g. FG 1, North, 10.13). and 
saved in Rutgers Box, an online secure storage system. 

D A T A  A N A L Y S I S  A N D  V A L I D I T Y  
Unlike individual interviews, the conversation within each group and across each group is the focus of analysis 

(Onwuegbuzie, et al., 2009; Waters, 2023). Analysis began with listening to the audio recordings and reviewing the 
transcripts to ensure accuracy. Drawing on the analytic guidelines outlined by Onwuegbuzi et al. (2009), formal analysis of 
the focus group data involved engaging in content analysis by coding the data set. This process began by each member 
reading a distinct focus group transcript (i.e., 2 of 8) and assigning a tag or label to chunks of text relevant to the research 
questions. At the same time, the research team were careful to stay close to the voices and experiences of members of each 
focus group. The research team then met to compare their coding schemes and finalize the coding tree to be used on all 
focus group data. This involved creating a matrix in which each team member’s codes were listed side by side and it was 
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possible to decide which codes should remain and where some codes might be folded into others. This comparison acted 
as a form of validity check and resulted in a final coding scheme of 15 codes organized under 7 parent codes.  

To facilitate content analysis of the entire focus group data set, the finalized coding scheme was uploaded into 
Dedoose, an online, collaborative software platform, along with the original cleaned focus group transcripts. The data set 
was then coded using the finalized coding scheme. Data were then sorted by code and read carefully to capture the 
meanings participants gave to their experiences. Given the data being coded arose from group conversations, research 
team members were careful to not only focus on what was said by individuals within a focus group but to examine the code 
as it arose within group conversations and across focus groups (Waters, 2023). This involved counting how often the code 
was applied within each focus group, who made the comments, and then looking at these frequencies across focus groups. 
These counts within and across the group conversations enabled the research team to pick up on subtle differences in the 
experiences and perceptions of the participants within each focus group and across different focus groups given their 
histories and partnership agreements with LEAs. At the end of this phase of analysis, the research team wrote summaries of 
the data organized within each code, documenting their initial analytic observations in memos attached to the code 
summaries. 

The final phase of analysis involved looking across the summaries of each code to identify themes or assertions 
that might answer the research questions. In this interpretive phase, team members created concept maps (Miles, 
Huberman & Saldana, 2020) to identify relationships between the coded data and to examine why a particular code might 
play out differently given partnership histories, institutional contexts, and expertise. Here we also drew on the literature 
available on mixed delivery systems to illuminate the patterns we were seeing in the data. 

Findings 
The focus groups revealed a complex and often deeply personal set of experiences among early childhood 

providers participating in New Jersey’s mixed delivery public preschool system. To understand the complicated network of 
processes that take place when public schools and community based child care programs come together to partner for 
preschool, we have organized the findings by research question.  First, we explore the motivations and advantages for 
partnering with LEAs to provide preschool. We then turn to the challenges that participants reported made it hard to 
contract with local education authorities and be part of the state’s mixed delivery system. Next, we examine from directors’ 
perspectives the impact of public preschool expansion on the supply of child care, specifically infant and toddler care in 
their communities. To contextualize these findings, throughout this section we use the words of participants wherever 
possible to illustrate the negotiations undertaken by directors to work with LEAs. 

T H E  B E N E F I T S  O F  P A R T N E R I N G  T O  P R O V I D E  P R E S C H O O L  
Whether they were fairly new to partnering or had entered into offering preschool at the inception of the program 

in their communities, the choice to partner with LEAs to provide preschool for many center directors was a financial 
necessity. Directors repeatedly described the reality that for many child care centers operating on a parent tuition model, 
public preschool changed the market and “you can’t compete with free.”   
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In other words, with preschool being offered to all 3- and 4- year- olds in the district for no cost, the decision to 
become a contracted provider was driven by financial necessity. As Michael, the director of a small center in the south of 
the state, said, “You didn't have a choice. Because if the rest of the community is going to go this way, you're going to be 
really hard pressed to stay as a private provider.” Thea, a small Abbott provider from southern New Jersey concurred: “It 
was either join them or, you know, we would not have any preschool going on.” For small, local child care owner/operators, 
joining the state-funded system was the only path to survival. Christine, a small provider in a house of worship that recently 
joined the state program commented:  

We had been probably 50 plus years as a private, small preschool, and as preschool became more prevalent, and it 
just got too expensive for parents, … we probably would have closed and not continued in the preschool business. 
It just wasn't financially responsible for us…So this gave us a new opportunity to serve different people. 

Lillian, a medium-sized Abbott provider from a northern district, made a similar connection. She recalled that 
although she had reservations about joining the state preschool program, the decision to join was otherwise easy because 
of the benefits to children and staff.  She said: 

I met with the board of directors, and it was really a quick decision. We just decided that the resources were there, 
that the scholarship program for the staff was there. It just made perfect sense for us to do it. And the politics in 
[the district] are really, really tough, and we understood what we were up against, but we decided, you know what, 
it's just better for kids, it's better for the staff. So that's why we jumped in. 

However, as Christine and Lilian note, while partnering was a matter of financial sense, they, along with the 
majority of directors across the focus groups, also recognized that partnering brought important benefits.  

Regardless of center type, or district, providers consistently emphasized how participation in the public system 
enabled them to improve program quality through access to material and human resources and services that were 
otherwise out of reach.  As Christine, the provider affiliated with a church community, told us “the resources were amazing. 
I mean, just to be able to have all the things that we have now.” Similarly, Jasmine, from a small multi-service organization 
in a northern Abbott district, expressed the relief she felt knowing that participating in the state preschool program would 
provide her center with resources she was not able to afford easily before:  

I would say the major benefit would be the resources. I feel that when I worked in a [center that was not part of 
state preschool], the resources weren't there. The support for the teachers just was not there. And as a director, I 
felt that I had to do all the professional development, and I had to do all, you know, and trying to rob Peter, to pay 
Paul so that teachers could even have glue in their classrooms. And I say this to teachers all the time, like, you have 
no idea what that feels like. So I do like that part of having the professional development being provided by the 
district, resources provided by the district. 

Classroom materials, and other curriculum supports are key to a quality program but it was the human resources 
that participating in the public preschool program offered, that all directors regardless of their history, funding 
opportunities, and size of location commented on the most. Anita, a Head Start provider with multiple locations in central 
New Jersey remarked that:  
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The district does provide good services, like coming to our centers, maybe bringing a nurse or therapist, 
sometimes we cannot afford it as a Head Start program.  

Other Head Start directors built on the sentiments of their colleague Anita, arguing that despite having access to 
public dollars, partnering for preschool meant they had the additional funds to hire qualified P-3 certified teachers. Sophie, 
a multi-site Head Start provider that joined the program during the most recent expansion effort said, “If we didn't have 
that support, we couldn't pay P-3 teachers, and then we couldn't achieve that level of quality that you get from certificated 
staff.” Anita, another multi-site Head Start provider operating in districts throughout the state said, “I mean, for us, 
[deciding to participate in state preschool] was more to provide a better quality program for the kids, because we were able 
to hire P-3 teachers to be able to serve our kids.”  

Directors across the focus groups added that being part of the state’s public preschool program, their teaching 
staff were not only more qualified but also had access to professional development opportunities that, in turn, benefited 
all teaching staff in the center. Maria, a smaller provider participating in the program for fewer than five years, reflected: 

It gives a center a feel of a higher quality. These are certified teachers. There's a lot of training, they, you know, 
kind of help sometimes, too, with my other teachers, you know, they'll give them a little support and stuff…It's like 
even children, right? If you have a child look up to, you know, an older child. So my teachers in that mixed-age 
room look up to the [state preschool] teachers. They, you know, get, try to get some information from them if they 
want to be more like them, and kind of run our program team. So, I mean, those are benefits. 

Tiana, a Head Start provider, perhaps sums up the positive ripple effects that participation in state funded 
preschool offers to child care providers in saying: 

Okay, tell me so we're a Head Start program, and now we have the district so that those dollars that come in to 
help us have more activities and things for children to learn and grow, and more opportunities for our teachers to 
do the same, so there's more funding that's coming into my classrooms now that allow us to, you know, look at the 
space a little bit differently, to add different things to it. So … that's been probably the best thing. 

Tessa, from a medium-sized center in central New Jersey, asserted that the ripple effect was not only within 
centers but also extended outwards to other providers and the district. She explained that: 

When we partnered with the district [for] universal pre-K, it allowed other child care centers to see us as a like a 
model and how it worked, and yes, all these hurdles, all these challenges, but the benefit was, ultimately, if you're 
really an early childhood educator, you believe in that program, and I think that's what really helped a 
lot…because now the district now is partnered with two other private providers besides myself, and they're 
serving those children. So it's that many more children get that opportunity to learn and grow through play in a 
safe environment. 

In short, the leaders in this study recognized and valued the benefits – better resourced classrooms, more qualified 
teachers and access to district resources – brought about by partnering with LEAs to provide preschool. Interestingly, these 
benefits were consistent across the focus groups, regardless of center type, size or history of partnering to provide 
preschool. 
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C H A L L E N G E S  I N  P A R T N E R I N G  F O R  P R E S C H O O L :  
G O V E R N A N C E ,  E X P E R T I S E ,  A N D  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  

Governance, as the term implies, is the responsibility of overseeing the control and direction of an organization or 
program. Mixed service delivery systems create inherent governance challenges because child care, Head Start, and public 
schools each have their own standards, funding and reporting strictures. In 2011, when we interviewed 96 directors about 
partnering with school districts to implement preschool, one-half spoke about challenges related to governance; these 
concerns were most often expressed by Head Start and multiservice organization directors, having to do with conflicting 
expectations and regulations between the Abbott Preschool Program and their other funding sources or organizational 
demands. Perhaps not surprisingly, the same issues were raised by leaders in the present study. However, across all focus 
groups conversations when directors spoke of governance, it was not solely about the demands of meeting regulatory 
requirements of multiple agencies, but more of a tenuous and competitive relationship, dependent on who they interfaced 
with from the district or districts they contracted with to offer public preschool. 

As mentioned previously, many program directors recognized that partnering brought additional resources and 
supports for their centers, but this also meant that to implement public preschool in their sites, they had to navigate 
different policy requirements, and often they felt like they were the only ones who understood these differing 
requirements. This was particularly the case with licensing requirements and public preschool regulations. The following 
focus group conversation held in northern New Jersey explains how LEA personnel often operated with limited regard or 
understanding of licensing regulations: 

 Tessa: Yeah, because they'll ask you to do something, and licensing has asked you to do something else. 

 Barbara: Um, but yeah, that they need to understand what that partnership looks like from a provider perspective. 

 Tessa: They also think they supersede licensing which is, which actually happened. We had Zufall’s health clinic 
come in, the master teacher who's now the supervisor never did this in the 3 years that she was there. She went 
and got the group of children. Child care staff can because they're fingerprinted and CARI’ed under licensing. And 
she was insulted. ‘I was like, first of all, you've never done that. Like, what made you think all of a sudden you can 
walk down the hallway and take a group of children? I was like, ‘You never done that.’ And she goes, ‘Well, they're 
our children.’ I said, ‘They are our children, but they're in our building under our licensing regulations.’ And she 
said, ‘Yeah, it's a big issue’. Because they will look and I said our licensing regulations are harder than the school 
district, because they will like, well, you could just send them all out at once. No, you can't. We'll put all the 
classes. No, you can't do it that way. They're like, we do it for recess. And I'm like, I know, we can't. We can't do 
that. But knowing our regulations. We have to know their regulations. 

In another focus group, Heidi argued that these governance tensions meant Directors felt “pulled” between what 
they knew was right and what the LEA representative was telling them. 
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It's very difficult because, you know, we keep our license based off of following those licensing requirements. And 
a lot of the licensing requirements are actually stricter than what we're supposed to be dealing with with the 
preschool program, you know, and it does protect us, the staff and the students, but yet we're being told, well, no, 
we oversee licensing. And licensing is like, no, we oversee them. It is very frustrating. 

This issue of misaligned and misinterpreted assumptions about who had authority over program regulations is best 
summed up by Jade, a Director of a large Abbott provider in the North: 

They [district administrators] don't have a clue [about] licensing for us. Like you're sending all of these extra 
people into our building that haven't been fingerprinted…Now, I need to take another staff to go around with [the 
extra people], to be with them because they're not fingerprinted…Okay, if you want to send resource teachers, 
then send us one, one that we can fingerprint, and that could be the person at our center, because if [a licensing 
inspector] walks in here, now we're in trouble. So you won't have a program, we won't have a center. 

Thus, across the focus groups, providers highlighted the duplicative and often conflicting nature of oversight 
systems, which include the New Jersey Department of Education (DOE) program requirements, school district 
expectations, licensing regulations, Grow NJ Kids (the state’s Quality Rating and Improvement System) requirements, Head 
Start standards, and others. These overlapping systems created administrative burden and left providers feeling 
accountable to multiple “masters” without any unified governance structure.  

Cynthia, a provider in the Northern part of the state reported: 

 So we [have] two different budgets. We have a lot of grants. We have calendar concerns. The public school goes a 
week later than we do because we set up camp and camp starts the day at the end. So yeah, and pay equity is hard 
on the private side, unless I charge a fortune for tuition. I can't pay them what the public school teachers are. Yeah, 
so there's so what about it? Doesn't have the paperwork, right?  

Sophie, from a large Head Start grantee working in multiple school districts, said: 

We already have just enormous accountability for the federal standards, and there's great alignment, you know, 
with all the [federal] regulations...So it just means it's like an added layer of just busy work and accountability then 
to two masters. And then put in licensing and Grow New Jersey Kids and other stakeholders so it’s duplication of 
work. 

U S  V S .  T H E M ?  O R  A  M U T U A L L Y  B E N E F I C I A L  P A R T N E R S H I P  
These governance issues are not new and have been documented elsewhere in studies of the implementation of 

mixed delivery models. However, what was striking was that across focus groups many directors described these 
conflicting governance issues as becoming somewhat competitive, in part because the demand for preschool was 
changing in districts and, at the time of this study, there was no longer a requirement that they partner with community 
providers. Yelena, a small Abbott provider from northern New Jersey observed: 
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There's too much competition with, I hate to say it, but with the districts, it's like we're competitors, and it gets 
totally frustrating because there's nothing I could do. You can't fight city hall. So I just, you know, I just grin and 
bear it and see how much longer this is going to go on? 

Gloria explains how her district controls enrollment: 

So, for instance, every time we go out and recruit right…family workers, or anybody that hands out a flyer or they 
get information, we have to enter all the parent information on this one tracker, that the Office of Early Childhood 
has control of so they can use this to recruit on their own.  

 Similarly, Michael from a small Abbott program in the southern part of the state described how he and the other 
community partners navigated enrollment issues: 

We have to learn how to share all the resources without somebody getting knocked off. Because that's what it 
feels. Feels very competitive and scary right now. We have very little control of who's coming into our building. I 
think we lost what I call, like our backyard connection, where we would get to know people and families. 

Across focus groups, providers expressed frustration with the lack of transparency in district decision-making, 
particularly regarding classroom assignments, contract renewals, and expansion priorities. Many felt that decisions were 
made behind closed doors and announced with little notice or opportunity for input—even on issues directly affecting their 
operations, such as staffing and enrollment. Gloria from a large center in an Abbott district told us: 

Like we had meetings recently about the contract. [The district doesn’t] give you the contract in advance to have a 
discussion about it. They presented it at a meeting, and then there wasn't even like the invitation to have your 
fiscal person there. ‘Here review this and sign it.’ I'm sitting at a meeting, what am I going to do? You have certain 
people that can push back, but they get blackballed. I'm just saying they do and so you have to sit there and think 
about what your battle is. 

Other directors spoke about feeling uneasy because the district was not proactive in communicating their 
decisions about how many classrooms would be needed in an upcoming year or whether they would be working in the 
same way with community partners, leaving center directors planning without a lot of guidance. A lack of consistent and 
timely communication meant Directors were basing decisions on what they thought they might be funded for, which if not 
supported by the District, would result in them having to find solutions. Heidi, the Director of a small non-Abbott program 
in Central New Jersey explains: 

We never get our lists until the end of August. So it's like we're struggling for like, two weeks to get information out 
to families that are going to be enrolled in the preschool program because they're not giving us a proper roster in 
time, and they're doing the registration in April or May of the school year before that, and within six to eight 
months, they still can't get us a proper roster. So in August, we're struggling and running around with, you know, 
like she said, with less staff, less administrative staff, like, we don't have six secretaries, like the school district 
does, you know? So you're, you're struggling to get this information out to parents as quickly as possible, and then 
it makes your center look unorganized, because you're doing that, you know? 
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Leah, the director of her own child care center serving infants and toddlers as well as preschoolers told us she was 
often worried that her investments to meet standards and offer public preschool as a partner, were nor being supported 
through district communications. 

 You know, my worst nightmare is, okay, we have these wonderful new classrooms. Where are these children 
coming from? Does [the LEA] know that Little Bears Learning Center will be available to offer you two different 
classrooms in the year 2025 because there's an expansion on the garage? Like, is there any real connect, or are we 
just doing hoping that these new add-ons will be used? ….. and these emails come, so many things are up to 
interpretation. Did I get the same understanding that you did out of the same email?  

She went on to reflect: 

I know that I would appreciate at some point, maybe the end of the year, or before the start of the year, for me to 
be able to sit down with the individuals who are running the preschool for the district, so that I am clear on their 
vision and how I am supporting them, or just totally knowledgeable about what we're doing.  

Across most of the focus group conversations, this lack of communication and transparency about district 
procedures and decision making was attributed to district personnel assuming that, because the state funding came 
through them, they also had the right to decide how it was used and when they communicated these decisions with 
community partners. For some directors, this meant that they were receiving mixed messages about policy 
implementation at the local level that they were not sure were in keeping with state policy. For example, Lillian, a director 
of a medium Abbott preschool site in the North told us “So we only have 100 kids, which means that we had a meeting on 
September 26 when the district said the state said that they were withholding funding if we didn't, if we didn't have full 
capacity [105 children]. The process was the same last year.” She went on to say: 

The district told us that the state said we have to cut you because you're not at 14/15 last year, we weren't now, all 
of a sudden, in September, you're telling us the state is, I don't know if that's a state thing. And if I call the 
Department of Ed, they say we don't talk to providers. 

Throughout our conversations with Directors, there was this tension about what state policy requires for the 
implementation of public preschool, who should be at the table when making decisions about contracts, budgets, and 
enrollment, and the timing of decisions. Some, not all community program leaders, felt that their expertise as early 
childhood educators was undervalued. This disregard of their expertise was illustrated by their not being privy to key 
decisions about how preschool program funding and implementation was to unfold. One Director of a center that was 
newer to partnering with LEAs stated; 

 Everything is micromanaged. I've been a director for 35 years. You know now someone coming into your school 
telling you, telling the teachers, more or less to ignore me and listen to that. Doesn't matter what I say. I'm really 
just here, you know, for payroll, and if there's anything wrong with the building, like, you know, and for all the 
supplies, like, they're more or less telling, telling me, you know, that whatever I have to say doesn't really matter. 
And the responsibility if something happens in this school is mine. That's what they don't seem to understand. 
They're not going to jump up and say, Oh, we're in contract with them. It's, you know, we're responsible. No, it's, 
it's an awful relationship, really. 
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This conversation from a group of seasoned Directors working in an Abbott district amplifies their colleague’s 
point: 

Penny: We have someone that's in charge of the Early Childhood Department. She always claims that she's 
working for us, but she's somebody that … when she talks to people, she talks down to them. 

Barbara: Oh, I can tell you, I sat in a superintendent's meeting one time with [one LEA] ... Anyway, the trash talking 
that was coming out about [the LEA’s] providers was horrendous….It was horrendous. 

Many long-term state preschool providers recalled a time when their relationships with school districts were 
characterized by trust, mutual support, and shared goals. In the early years of public pre-K expansion, collaboration was 
seen as essential—districts needed providers to meet classroom demand, and providers benefited from access to public 
resources. Over time, however, the tone of these relationships has shifted for many. Jade, a large provider from a Northern 
Abbott district reflected: 

In the beginning…it was beneficial. We were in a collaboration, and it worked for both. But now it's like, we don't 
need you anymore, so we're just going to slowly make it so uncomfortable for you…by design…so that we can get 
you out. 

At the same time, some directors reported positive relationships with their LEA colleagues viewing them as 
accessible for support and guidance. This kind of relationship was often summarized by smaller and newer providers. For 
example, Cecilia, director of a Montessori program said of the district Early Childhood Supervisor, “She's very supportive. 
You know…I can call her. I can send a message, hey, I have something going on. I really need your guidance. And she'll call 
me.” Similarly, Cynthia, a newer state preschool provider operating in a house of worship, spoke about the level of 
collaboration she has with her local school district.  

I love my team. My public [school] team, is incredible. And all their supports, the specialists, the secretaries, the 
transportation they have. What I love about the supervisor is we have monthly meetings with all of the partner 
groups, and it's always about, how can we be more effective? So it's always a constant conversation about, how 
can we do this better?…So they really listen to what we're talking about, knowing the calendar, knowing the list, 
you know, what if we want to suggest we get our own kids back from the private and move them over to public, 
because it's better for the kid, yeah, and they really have been very good about listening and very tuned in.  

However, these positive experiences were often tied to specific individuals—such as a supportive principal, early 
childhood supervisor, or superintendent. Providers expressed concern about the fragility of these relationships, noting that 
leadership turnover could threaten collaborative progress. The departure of a district ally meant having to rebuild trust and 
reestablish working norms, sometimes from scratch. This is evident in Cecilia’s later comment, which was to say, “If the 
superintendent were to leave, that’s scary… because he’s just so supportive.” 

In sum, the governance issues identified by focus group participants as challenging were not only an outcome of 
differing parts of the early education systems being brought together, but also seemed to vary based on a complex set of 
interrelating factors – history with partnering for preschool, auspice (i.e., Head Start, church affiliated, etc.), ages of 
children being served, and different stakeholders’ understanding of public preschool regulations.  How these factors came 
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together to implement public preschool seemed to come down to the relationships between preschool leaders from LEAs 
and the Directors of partnering sites and their joint experience with the state preschool program. 

For those Directors partnering with more than one district, it is quite possible their experiences may vary a lot 
depending on different district actors and interpretations of authority over preschool funds and decision making. 

P E R C E I V E D  I M P A C T  O F  P R E S C H O O L  O N  I N F A N T  T O D D L E R  
C A R E  

With the expansion of public preschool into more districts in New Jersey, advocates have become concerned that 
the spaces available for care for very young children are diminishing. The availability of high quality infant and toddler care 
to meet demand is an ongoing issue for the field, and some studies (e.g., Bassok et al., 2016) indicate that the introduction 
of publicly funded preschool can contribute to less availability of center based infant and toddler care. It should be noted 
that of the 36 childcare providers represented in our sample, 16 provided care to infants and toddlers. Another 8 offered at 
least 1 classroom serving children starting at 18 months or 2 years. Nonetheless, when discussing infant and toddler care, 
providers consistently raised the concerns expressed by advocates that the implementation of public preschool had 
impacted their ability to meet the demand for care of children under 3 years.  

  Some child care Directors indicated that their choice to partner with school districts to provide public preschool 
contributed to their decision to no longer offer care for infants, and sometimes infants and toddlers as well.  Winifred 
reported, “I took [out] my toddler classroom to make space for the pre-K classroom.” Another commented, “We did have 
one infant/toddler classroom that we had to close because it was just a drag on the budget.” Gloria, director of a center in 
the northern part of the state, remarked that her decision to stop offering care to infants and toddlers was related to the 
way costs are prorated when providers serve children outside the state preschool program: 

We had to dissolve the infant and the two-year-old program, because now our building would be redefined as we 
have six tenths of the building doing pre-K. So we eliminated all of that so that we would only have preschool and 
then we would get the entire fund.  

The sentiment across focus groups was that Directors/Owners would like to be able to offer or start offering infant 
and toddler care but the costs were, in Winifred’s words, “not sustainable.” Several providers raised the issue of not having 
the physical space necessary to provide quality care for very young children. Winifred, a director partnering in an Abbott 
district explains, “I can't have infants because I am at the lower level of the church. You know, to have a ramp, to have the 
cots and things to go in and out. But I took my toddler classroom to make space for the pre-K classroom as well.” Similarly, 
Sarah who had been providing publicly funded preschool for decades in a former Abbott district reported, “We tried to 
venture into infant/toddler. Our issue is that we do not have [the required fire] suppression system, and we did everything 
we could, but it is just too expensive.” Sophie, a director of a Head Start Center, stated,  

Yes, it [preschool] does impact the availability to care for the youngest children, and we've constant waiting lists 
for Early Head Start. Our waiting list is just enormous. Always has been, but that's a very, very hard program to do. 
That’s 8 children in a classroom and 2 teachers that have CDA credentials. So, it’s a different standard. 
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However, for focus group participants, it seems district policies and procedures also impacted the availability of 
infant and toddler care availability. One director who was offering infant and toddler care stated, “With this free preschool 
program that’s opening up, we definitely see a kickback in people enrolling in the infant and toddler classrooms because 
they’re like, “Oh well, we’ll just keep them home until they get in that free preschool program.”  

However, for those who served low-income communities, many returned to the theme of governance and how 
district preschool policies were having a trickle-down effect on infant and toddler care. Several directors commented on 
how their partner district had strict policies about children attending specific schools depending on where they resided. As 
a consequence, children could start in an infant/toddler classroom but would have to move when they started public pre-K. 
Leah, director of a center offering care and education to children birth to age 5 explains, 

But what I'm finding is, as soon as our children hit 3, if they're not in [the LEA], whatever point in the year, they're 
transferring out. So we're losing kids because other towns are offering district pre-K, like [several neighboring 
Abbott districts], we're right in the middle… It is a struggle for us to be able to keep some of our children, even fill 
our own Little Bears Learning Center classroom, because as soon as they hit 3 they leave to go to the other.  

 Maria a small provider in the North for 4 years added,  

  When we take in an infant, I always make sure they understand that if they don't live in [the LEA], I can't. They can 
only be in the room until they're about 2 ½.  And then they have to find a different center, unfortunately.  

  Others reported retaining infant and/or toddler classrooms as a strategy to ensure children entered into their 3- 
and 4-year-old classrooms but that this assumption was thwarted by district policies about where children were to attend 
school. Providers in districts where eligible 3- and 4-year-olds were more spread out described how the LEA had particular 
rules about where children could enroll in community classrooms given bus routes. Michael commented, 

Get a feeder, feeder rooms with, you know, toddlers. That's, you know, that has a lot of issues too. There's barriers 
there. One, it starts to pull on your DOE budget, which is fine, I get it, but it is a tricky thing. And then two is those 
kids, even if they decided to move up to your preschool program, they couldn't do it, because if it's not their home 
school, they're not going to be able to go to your school.  

In one large southern Abbott district, Michael discussed how the district’s transportation policy and bussing created 
challenges with enrollment: 

Well bussing for one. So first it starts with we have home-school designations, and they're picked, probably by a 
computer program based on, you know, routes and things like that that make it meaningful. They also have to 
balance how many potential students they think is in that particular area. So the district …they pick your home-
school, and then you're stuck with it. So if your home-school didn't have a good harvest that year, you're out of 
luck. You can get a transfer from another place, but everybody else has to be full first before that child's going to 
come to your school. So we lost parental choice, so to speak.  

 Sophie, director of a large, multi-site Head Start program partnering with several Northern school districts also raised the 
issue of transportation: 
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The idea is that they'll transition into the Head Start pre-K. But what happens is, because we've allotted 
classrooms to school district partnerships, just because it allows us to achieve a higher level of quality and 
provides that additional support, what happens is those classrooms if they're not fully enrolled, [because] the kids 
just don't have access because of the transportation issue. Absent transportation, we are not filling our 
partnerships with districts that are like 2 miles away, because for a Head Start family without a car, 2 miles might 
as well be 100 miles, And the districts are not willing to provide transportation, so without that, so then what 
happens is that we have to look at, well, gee, is it really worth having that partnership?  

  Two directors both working in Northern districts commented that the focus on public preschool, while it had led to 
the creation of so many more spaces for 3-and 4-year-old children and the building of purpose-built spaces for this 
population of children, there had been little planning for very young children. Paul, director of a large, multi-site childcare 
organization explained: 

And that's the situation we're in, that these centers that were designed for the one crisis, you know? And that's 
what I don't think districts are cognizant of, that these buildings can't really be used for anything else. 

Hannah, Director of a small provider working with the same LEA, added: 

Because even we looked at we're building a 9,000 square foot center. We're turning it now into a Literacy Center 
because we started out as an infant/toddler center, but you won't be able to sustain a building with infants and 
toddlers. It's just the math, because it doesn't work out, yeah, especially if you want quality.  

In summary, the expansion of preschool seemed to have the unintended consequence of limiting infant and 
toddler childcare slots whether it was because center owners had made the choice to focus their efforts on preschool, or 
because district policies potentially limited family choice as to where they could attend preschool. As Sophie, a seasoned 
veteran in early care an education observed, “But the idea [is] it’s a birth to five continuum” but it seems from the Directors 
we spoke to the continuum tended to begin with 3-year-olds. 

Discussion/Key Takeaways and 
Implications 

New Jersey’s mixed delivery preschool program has long been recognized as a model of high quality preschool 
education because of its certified teaching workforce, early learning standards, small class sizes, and curriculum 
expectations. What began as a targeted program in a small number of “high needs” communities where LEAs were 
expected to partner with local community child care providers and received guidance in implementation, has now become 
a much larger program, operating in districts who serve less economically disadvantaged children, whose leaders have 
been able to make choices about partnering with community providers, and who have not necessarily had the same level 
of technical assistance supports or oversight from the state. Focus group conversations with child care directors partnering 
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with LEAs to provide public preschool provide key insights into the ways in which this new policy landscape is being 
implemented in local communities. Analysis of this dataset suggests 2 key issues that have implications for policy and 
practice at the state and local levels: a) partnership relationships varied depending on who was leading the preschool 
program in the LEA, and b) interpretation and implementation of preschool policy at the local level impacted child care 
supply and demand.  

First, regardless of participants’ histories in providing public preschool, the auspice in which their program was 
located, or the size of their programs, every leader in the focus groups unanimously recognized and valued what partnering 
with LEAs contributed to their centers, the workforce, and to children’s development. However, community program 
leaders’ relationships with districts seemed to vary depending on who they worked with, their understanding of public 
preschool policy, and how they viewed the role of partnering providers. Many of the directors who had been partnering 
since the beginning of New Jersey’s state preschool program lamented how their partnerships had become less 
collaborative and, given changing enrollment patterns, more competitive to ensure that district classrooms remained at 
maximum enrollment. Leaders who were operating small centers and newer to partnering with LEAs to provide preschool 
seemed to present as the most vulnerable to district policies; willingly investing in hiring qualified teachers, running classes 
with smaller sizes and upgrading their facilities, unsure of the district’s commitment to their partnership from one year to 
the next. Directors who might be partnering with more than one district could speak to the differing ways districts operated 
their programs despite the same state requirements and expectations. Given that directors identified the quality of the 
relationship with their district administrator based on the individual in the position suggests that not only is public 
preschool policy being implemented quite differently, but also that the sustainability of particular implementation 
agreements could easily change if the person leaves their role with preschool. 

Second, focus group conversations with directors reflected the fragmented nature of the early care and education 
system, where often little consideration is given to how investments in one sector of the system may have implications for 
other sectors. As such, it is not surprising that the child care and Head Start directors we spoke with struggled with 
navigating the competing demands of child care licensing requirements as well as those required to meet public preschool 
reporting requirements. These concerns are not new. However, while the Directors in this study reported taking on the role 
of “translator” for their LEA contacts, they also reported that their expertise as early childhood specialists was not 
recognized or necessarily sought with regard to implementation of preschool. This is concerning given that just over 2/3 of 
participants had a Master’s degree and held specialized qualifications in early childhood education and all but 4 
participants had been working in child care for 10 years or more. In talking with these professionals, they highlighted how 
local policies concerning preschool implementation impacted not only how they operated as a preschool partner, but also 
that preschool policy implementation was impacting the supply and demand for child care, especially for very young 
children. Procedures around where children attended public preschool, transportation routes in relation to where children 
lived and therefore could attend preschool, as well as whether community leaders opted to offer infant and toddler care in 
addition to preschool or to become a preschool-only site, all interplayed with the availability of infant and toddler child 
care spaces. Moreover, and as recognized in other studies of the impact of preschool on local child care markets (e.g., 
Bassok et al., 2016: Weiland et al., 2025), for families from middle class backgrounds, there was also the potential to begin 
out-of-home care at 3 years in the public preschool program and therefore not necessarily interface with community child 
care providers. 
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 Taken together, the findings of this study would suggest that a system as complex and consequential as public 
preschool cannot be sustained through informal relationships or localized decision making alone. Instead, it requires 
durable, statewide structures that persist across leadership transitions and political cycles while remaining responsive to 
local context and the other sectors of the early care and education system serving children birth through age 5. To be sure 
these structures were present when public preschool began, the 31 former Abbott districts formed a community of 
practice, recognizing each other’s expertise and working together to operationalize partnerships in action. However, the 
expansion of public preschool into a diverse range of districts with little institutional memory of Abbott, along with changes 
in state leadership and resources, has led to differing interpretations of policy, of responsibility for policy, and 
miscommunications and missed opportunities to engage productively to ensure local communities benefit from a high-
quality preschool education.  

This study is limited to the self-reports of community providers on partnering for preschool, and does not examine 
these perspectives in action through observation or by talking with LEA administrators involved in these partnerships. 
However, the combined insights from this educated and experienced group of early childhood leaders suggest several 
strategies state policymakers might employ to ensure that the state’s standards for high quality preschool education are 
delivered through partnerships that operate by a common set of principles and expectations while allowing for local 
adaptation.  

 First, the state should consider prioritizing the development of formal partnership protocols that establish 
consistent expectations for governance, decision-making, communication, and the use of shared expertise across districts 
and providers. These protocols should articulate how responsibilities are shared and communicated and include some 
kind of accountability and reporting mechanism. Importantly, they must recognize the professional knowledge and 
operational realities of child care providers as integral to the success of mixed delivery preschool.  One way to do this 
would be to create guidelines for establishing and maintaining partnerships with community providers that might include 
information about program goals and standards, what partnering means, examples of effective partnerships and suggested 
strategies that local districts can use to initiate and sustain partnerships with community providers. These protocols could 
be developed in consultation with key stakeholders to ensure they provide the necessary state perspective but also allow 
for considerations of local conditions.  Central to this work is the establishment of procedures that include community 
providers as partners and collaborators in implementation decisions.  The State now has on its website a Mixed Delivery 
Handbook which is a great starting point for any leader in a district. It provides information about roles and 
responsibilities, but does not offer what could be pivotal guidance on the human collaboration, communication and 
decision-making relationships that mediate all partnerships. It is hoped by establishing partnership protocols that reflect 
mutual regard, communication, and decision making that it might be possible to move beyond leader-dependent 
preschool partnerships to durable partnership structure at the local and state level. 

 Second, attention needs to be given to educating preschool early childhood systems leaders at the local level. The 
public school system, child care, and Head Start sectors have all developed independently of one another. LEA leaders may 
be highly qualified but have limited experience with preschool, and may be overseeing instructional staff who have more 
early childhood experience and expertise. Therefore, in addition to the development of partnership protocols, the state 
might want to develop online training resources and materials that can help systems leaders (no matter their particular 
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role) to understand the sectors comprising the early care and education system, the aims of public preschool and strategies 
for building and sustaining high quality programming for 3- and 4-year-olds beyond a particular leader or group of leaders. 
This is where higher education institutions or professional organizations like the New Jersey Association for the Education 
of Young Children and the New Jersey Principal and Supervisors Association (NJPSA) could be asked to develop resources 
and link to micro credentials and/or other certificate programs. Again, some of this work has been done (e.g., NJPSA’s 
leadership academy) but these opportunities are not explicitly focused on partnering for preschool at a state-wide level 
and how this can feed into localized P-3 systems implementation.  In engaging in this professional development work, it is 
important to capitalize on what has been done in the past through various grant- and state-funded efforts, and to use the 
insights collected from studies of preschool implementation and key stakeholders in communities to make sure the focus 
remains on leadership for systems-building that includes community partnering and all this entails. 

Third, policymakers and early childhood leaders must develop a program evaluation, improvement, and 
sustainability strategy linked to data. New Jersey in many ways has been a model of how to use data to improve program 
delivery, given it has the preschool Self-Assessment Validation System (SAVS), Preschool Program Implementation 
Guidelines, and has collected data on child outcomes. However, much of the data that has been collected does not 
represent what child care and Head Start leaders are experiencing and enacting, nor is the data shared and acted upon to 
strengthen partnerships at the local level. Public preschool implementation is part of a complex web of early care and 
education programs that, as this study suggests, when implemented can lead to shifts in other early care and education 
offerings. As part of community partnership protocols, school and child care leaders need to be encouraged to engage in 
collecting data to inform ongoing efforts to work together as leaders of a mixed delivery system of preschool, producing 
data that are useable and responsive to local needs while also communicating to policymakers the ways their funding and 
policies shape improvements for young children and their families.  

In many ways, New Jersey has already started this important work with 2 recent pieces of legislation that can 
improve partnerships at the local level. The first, the New Jersey Universal Preschool and Kindergarten Act, S3910/A5717, 
(P.L.2025, c.100) formally establishes annual funding for the expansion of public preschool, and requires school districts to 
“make every effort to partner with local ready, willing, and able licensed childcare providers and Head Start programs” 
(P.L.2025, c.100). To that end, school districts are required to demonstrate via an annual program plan that they are 
working to contract with private providers who are willing to meet the state’s standards for public preschool. The 
legislation goes further to require the NJDOE to publish an annual report to the legislature on the status of mixed delivery 
in public preschool, to develop the previously mentioned Mixed Delivery Handbook to help districts and providers 
understand how to work together, and to post a list of school districts and licensed providers to help partners find each 
other. Another important aspect of the law serves to protect public preschool classrooms in private provider sites by 
requiring school districts to obtain approval from NJDOE before removing classrooms from contracted provider locations. 
Finally, the law establishes a Universal Preschool (UPK) Implementation Steering Committee with representatives from 6 
state agencies overseeing programs for young children, as well as representatives from the State Assembly and the State 
Senate. One duty of the Committee is to suggest ways to motivate school districts to partner with private providers for 
public preschool delivery.  
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The second piece of legislation is the Preschool Services Contracts Act, S4476/A5780, (P.L.2025, c.101) which allows 
school districts to enter into multi-year contracts with child care and Head Start providers participating in the state 
preschool program. Previously, districts and providers could only enter into a 1-year contract. This arrangement made it 
more challenging for providers to negotiate competitive rent for classroom space, obtain loans for facility improvements, 
and retain qualified staff. The new bill allows up to 3-year contracts between districts and contracting providers, however it 
does not require school districts to offer multi-year contracts. 

With this legislation, state and local leaders and policymakers involved in the implementation of New Jersey’s 
mixed delivery model of preschool now have renewed opportunity to reinforce the mixed delivery preschool system by 
shifting from a leader-dependent model to a resilient, system-driven approach. By building political will, formalizing 
district–provider partnerships, and balancing statewide coherence with local flexibility, the state can strengthen program 
stability, improve implementation consistency, and ensure that high-quality preschool remains accessible to children and 
families across all communities. However, as this study and the body of work collected on the implementation of preschool 
in New Jersey have shown repeatedly, it is easy to lose the systems-wide, collaborative, and strengths-based approach to 
partnering for preschool at the state and local levels. It is therefore hoped that by creating explicit partnering protocols and 
procedures, professional development resources, and documenting and communicating specific efforts to deliver a 
partnership model, that it might be possible to honor what has worked in the past while creating space for necessary 
change. 
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