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Introduction

Kerri Ann Chin was working as a home health aide when she first heard 
about the Grow Your Own (GYO) program at Kennedy Children’s Cen-
ter (KCC). She had long been interested in working with children but 
lacked information on how to enter the education field. “And that’s why 
I stuck with home care for so long…because I didn’t know the route to 
take to start,” she recalled. That all changed when she sought assistance 
in finding child care for her new baby and told a staff member of her 
desire to find a new line of work. One of the workers told her about the 
GYO program at KCC and that information helped start her journey to 
becoming a teacher assistant, and hopefully one day, a certified special 
education teacher.

Located in the neighborhoods of East Harlem in Manhattan and East 
Tremont in the Bronx, Kennedy Children’s Center has served pre-
school-aged children with developmental disabilities for the past 64 
years. Like many other early education providers, KCC faces challenges 
in hiring and retaining qualified and certified staff. KCC enrolls nearly 
400 children annually and employs 38 teachers and 76 teacher assistants 
across the two sites. Lead teachers are required to have a master’s degree 
and certification in early childhood special education, while teacher as-
sistants must have a high school degree or equivalent, pass the New York 
State Assessment of Teaching Assistant Skills (ATAS) exam, and take 
numerous required workshops in order to be certified.

Since the requirements to become a certified teacher assistant do not 
include training specific to early childhood or special education, many 
staff members entered KCC unequipped to support this population and 
ended up leaving their positions. Staff attrition was disruptive to student 
learning and exacerbated the center’s existing challenges in creating a 
high-quality learning environment for young children with disabilities. 
To help break this pattern, the center’s leaders decided to grow their own 
teacher assistants, which allowed them to develop the workforce they 
needed on their own terms.

This brief will describe the development of the GYO training program 
at KCC, highlight key features and ongoing improvements, explore how 
the program is expanding to help staff members achieve their long-term 
career goals, and discuss lingering challenges impacting the sustainabili-
ty and reach of the program.
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A homegrown training program

Kennedy Children’s Center is located in a former warehouse in East 
Harlem nestled among bodegas, clothing stores, restaurants, and other 
businesses. The center resembles many other early childhood settings, 
with tricycles parked in a wide and open hallway, rows of classrooms, 
and visuals all over the walls. A guided tour of the center showcases 
the services available to students, including bilingual speech therapists, 
a large physical therapy room, occupational therapy, counseling, and 
social service referrals.

All of the children served at KCC are three to five years old and have a de-
velopmental disability, with about 50 percent exhibiting characteristics of 
autism spectrum disorder. A majority are Latinx (70 percent) and from 
low-income backgrounds (80 percent). KCC is a publicly funded and 
state certified special education preschool which serves children whose 
learning needs cannot be met by their local public schools and are thus 
referred by the New York City Department of Education. The goal is for 
students to be ready to enter the city’s public school system at kindergar-
ten in the least restrictive environment possible.

Nationally, around 7 percent of children between the ages of three and 
five receive special education services, under Part B of the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), as do about 10 percent of stu-
dents aged 6 to 21.1 While the law specifies that children receiving special 
education services must have access to qualified and certified special 
education teachers, localities across the country have experienced 
long-standing shortages that negatively impact students.2

Jeanne Alter, executive director of KCC, has worked in early education 
for over 30 years and noted that there has always been a shortage of spe-
cial education teachers. There is no shortage of individuals who love chil-
dren and want to work with them, she said, but “when it’s you facing 12 
children, you need more than love. You need training and skills.” In 2017, 
Alter and her team took a deep dive into their data to better understand 
their retention rates and why staff members were leaving. They discov-
ered that a third of teacher assistants had left that year, largely due to the 
demands of the job. “The work was too hard and they were not prepared 
for how hard it was,” she told us.
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At the same time, finding a way into the profession can be difficult, due 
to the requirements and cost—in New York state, becoming a certified 
teacher assistant costs at least $600 due to workshop and exam fees. A 
majority of program participants are employed in low-paying jobs and/
or receiving public assistance, which can make paying for certification 
challenging. While GYO programs are often framed as a teacher develop-
ment strategy, it is also a mechanism for helping teacher assistants, who 
are some of the lowest paid staff in early childhood education programs, 
start on a pathway towards higher pay.

In New York City, certified teacher assistants earn between $30,000 
and $33,500 annually, plus benefits, based on their level of experience 
and certification. KCC outlines a 10-step process to earning a master’s 
degree and professional certification in special education, which aligns 
with the certification options available in New York state. Starting at an 
entry level 1:1 paraprofessional position that provides direct support to 
one child and only requires a high school degree, the steps include TA 
positions, substitute positions, and uncertified teaching positions that 
can be obtained as individuals progress through their undergraduate and 
graduate degree. Along each step come opportunities for higher pay. 
Fully certified teachers with an MA earn a starting salary that ranges from 
$68,000 to $77,000 per year, depending on where they work.

With seed money from the Robin Hood Foundation, the team mem-
bers at KCC pooled their knowledge in order to design and implement 
a six-week GYO training program that would equip teacher assistants 
with the knowledge and skills needed to be successful in their role. The 
focus would be on recruiting individuals from the community who share 
the background and culture of the children, and who also may be more 
committed to the work. “If you’re teaching your neighbor’s kids, you’re 
more invested in the community,” asserted Alter. Recruitment focuses 
on word of mouth, local Facebook groups, local schools, workforce and 
community organizations, and even the city’s youth employment program.

GYO programs as a rule seek out community members interested in 
becoming educators and they help remove the barriers to certification. 
GYO offers a mechanism for finding and preparing individuals who can 
succeed as educators, and who have the motivation and skills to manage 
the challenges of the work (see Figure 1). Around 15 percent of KCC pro-
gram participants have children with developmental or other disabilities, 
which help inspire them to enroll.
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Often consisting of partnerships between community-based organiza-
tions and educator preparation providers, GYO programs are designed 
to address local workforce needs. 3 KCC’s program has been developed 
completely in-house, but their mission is much broader; the goal is to 
equip individuals with the tools they need to work at early childhood 
centers across New York City.

Program design and implementation

The curriculum for the six-week training program was developed by 
Alter, associate executive director Mary McKillop, workforce coordina-
tor Mira Handman, and human resources director Victorio Milian. The 
weeks are sequenced using a road map (see Figure 2) that outlines the 
full scope of content, including mandated workshops, the practicum, 
and test preparation. Participants attend the program five days per week 
(M–F), from 8:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., where they spend time in class learn-
ing content, such as how to manage challenging behaviors and the laws 
that govern special education, but also observing and participating in 
classroom instruction and activities.

Figure courtesy of Kennedy Children’s Center

Figure 1: GYO Program Poster
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KCC’s classrooms are all self-contained, so all of the students served 
are identified as preschool students with disabilities. Each classroom 
is staffed by one certified special education teacher and two certified 
teacher assistants. Some students also have a one-to-one paraprofes-
sional who provides them with additional support as specified in their 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP). Teacher assistants are responsible 
for leading and supporting activities that are developed by the classroom 
teacher, assisting with observation and evaluation of children, helping 
maintain a healthy and safe classroom environment, participating in 
planning and preparation of the classroom (e.g., cleaning and care of ma-
terials), and more. Bilingual teacher assistants are also asked to translate 
communications between teachers and families.

Given these responsibilities and expectations, a key component of the 
curriculum is providing participants with 60–90-minute-long work-
shops on key aspects of early childhood education, with attention to 
the policies and practices most relevant to working with children with 
disabilities. For the first week, participants are oriented on the impact 
of effective teachers on students with disabilities, the scale and conse-
quences of teacher shortages, and where participants themselves fit into 
this context as future educators. These discussions are meant to help 
candidates better understand their own passions driving them to be-
come teachers and their role in supporting student learning. From there, 
participants explore topics on everything from the importance of play to 
supporting mindfulness and positive behaviors in classrooms to strat-
egies for supporting children with autism. Participants also spend time 
learning content mandated by New York state, such as school violence 
prevention or student dignity.

Program candidates begin observing different classrooms during the 
second week of the program, and by the fourth week, they spend three full 
days each week interning in a classroom under the mentorship of KCC 
teachers and teacher assistants. The internship component is paid, with 
candidates classified and paid as per-diem substitutes at a rate of $130/day.

As a workforce development program, funded in part by the New York City 
Human Resources Administration, the curriculum also includes profes-
sional skills training. Each week, at least an hour of class time is dedicated 
to helping participants write resumes and cover letters, manage and send 
job application paperwork, and improve their interviewing skills.
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Since the goal of the program is to help participants become certified 
teacher assistants, time is also spent on preparing for the state’s As-
sessment of Teaching Assistant Skills (ATAS) exam. This preparation 
includes tutoring in English language arts and math concepts and re-
viewing practice tests. In the early days of the program, participants 
waited until the end of the six-week training period to take the exam, but 
that was modified after conversations with the city’s Human Resource 
Administration. Now, “all of the participants take the teacher system 
certification exam in week three. And if they don’t pass it that first time, 
they receive additional tutoring and take it again in week six,” accord-
ing to Carolyn Cleveland, chief operating officer at KCC. This change 
means that participants graduate from the program as certified teacher 
assistants, rather than earlier iterations where people graduated prior to 
officially being certified. The cost of taking the ATAS exam is covered by 
KCC.

Candidates are evaluated on their performance using a 100-point rubric 
developed by KCC staff. In order to be awarded a certificate of comple-
tion from the program, they must receive a score of at least 75 on the 
rubric. The program and workforce coordinator evaluate attendance, 
promptness, the quality of classwork assignments, and active class 
participation. The classwork component makes up the largest share of 
points on the rubric. Candidates are expected to be present and atten-
tive during all workshops, and to communicate challenges and needs to 
program leaders so they can receive support along the way.

For the internship component of the rubric, candidates are evaluated by 
their assigned classroom teacher or the program’s education director. In 
addition to maintaining good attendance and being on time, participants 
must cooperate well with the classroom teacher and other school staff; 
interact with children respectfully, appropriately, and energetically; and 
demonstrate an ability to implement their training to meet children’s 
needs. Program leaders must confirm that they would recommend 
each candidate for hire in order for that candidate to receive a certificate 
of completion. Candidates not recommended for hire may still seek 
NYSED teacher assistant certification, just without recommendation 
from program leaders.
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Perspectives of program participants

We spoke with four program graduates—all of whom now work at 
KCC—to learn more about how they came to the program, their experi-
ences in it, their current work, and their career goals.

The educators we spoke with have a range of experiences and heard 
about the program in a variety of ways. Michelle Brown had been work-
ing with children for 14 years, most recently serving as a 1:1 paraprofes-
sional for a special education student in a public school. She lived in the 
neighborhood and noticed a flier advertising that a new cohort would 
soon be starting. Brown was eager to work at KCC and so was grateful 
for the opportunity to be trained there. Nateah Staine experienced KCC 
first as a parent. She would attend the parent workshops, where a KCC 
staff member approached her to gauge her interest in enrolling in the 
GYO program. She said the skills she has developed as a teacher assis-
tant have informed how she supports her son at home. “Having a child 
that’s on the spectrum,” she said, “I actually learned a lot.” She added, “I 
still learn…I see techniques that I can do better…different things that I’m 
taught in the classroom, I take it home a lot of times.”

The wraparound supports offered by the GYO program were invaluable 
and integral to the success of the participants we interviewed. Lackesha 
Squire, who graduated in 2022, explained that resources like paying for 
exam and fingerprinting fees, tutoring, and help finding a babysitter when 
needed allowed her to successfully complete the program. Handman 
and Milian, the workforce coordinator and human resources director, 
teach some of the training courses. They were both lauded in our in-
terviews for their commitment to supporting candidates. Chin told us, 
“they just do everything possible for you to be successful.” Her colleague 
Staine concurred, noting that the resume preparation and job applica-
tion coaching “to get into the field” was extremely helpful.

The program boasts a 90 percent completion rate, with three-quarters of 
participants securing a job in the early education field. Around a third of 
graduates go on to work at KCC, which has proved to be key to sustain-
ing staffing at the center. These outcomes are evidence that the program 
is successfully addressing the problem it was designed to solve. Now 
both Chin and Staine are enrolled in KCC’s next iteration of the program, 
which offers support for participants while they take college courses for 
full teacher certification.
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Growing from short-term training  
to college coursework

In the spring of 2021, KCC launched GYO 2.0, which is a second phase, 
and extension, of its program. GYO 2.0 is geared towards supporting 
GYO graduates as they earn an undergraduate degree in early childhood 
special education. In partnership with the City University of New York 
(CUNY) the cohort is offered assistance with admission and enrollment, 
financial aid application, and tailored study plans. KCC offers supple-
mental financial assistance, help with child care and tutoring, and one-
to-one guidance to help solve problems as they arise.

Most of the financial costs of attendance are covered by scholarships and 
federal financial aid, but for KCC employees participating in the pro-
gram, KCC can step in to cover existing Bursar holds. Those costs are de-
ducted over time from the employee’s paycheck. In addition, it provides 
participants with a stipend of $250 per 3-credit course, paid at the end 
of the semester, as long as participants maintain an overall GPA of 2.5 or 
above.

Thirteen participants are currently enrolled in the program and taking 
classes at CUNY. Chin, who is enrolled in GYO 2.0, described the role 
that KCC staff play in helping her navigate the transition to college, 
offering help in real time, she said. “With [CUNY], you’d have to make 
appointments…[but] sometimes you just need something right now, and 
you guys offer that,” she said. KCC staff members encourage her to let 
them know what she needs, like an English tutor, for example.

“What we envision is that if you’re struggling with writing a paper, don’t 
struggle,” Alter said. “You call someone,” since she “can help, Mira can 
help, or we can get a tutor…so…you don’t just feel like this is impossible.” 
She added, “I never want any of these women to get to that point, be-
cause we have all been there, going back to school and working full time.” 
Her sentiment reflects the grow-your-own ethos that helps to drive the 
program and the larger goal of impacting the community.

Moving the program to the next level requires attention to how KCC’s 
work integrates with the work happening at the CUNY campuses where 
participants are enrolled. Participants attending different institutions 
have a variety of circumstances that make it difficult to develop support 
strategies that fit everyone. “With such a unique set of circumstances,” 
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Milian explained, “it’s hard to group them together in a way where we 
identify patterns and support them.” He said, “We need somebody that 
knows the ins and outs of the college process enough to say, ‘Okay, here’s 
how you work toward that next step.’ Or, ‘I don’t have the answer. But 
give me a week, and I will get the answer.’”

If you want to change communities,  
you change them from the bottom up. 
                                                                                   - Jeanne Alter

The program would likely benefit from a more formalized partnership 
with CUNY that would allow for designated staff members to offer sup-
port and academic advising, help align coursework with candidate expe-
riences in the classroom, and help create a shared vision for the program. 
GYO programs are strengthened by formal agreements where partners 
designate roles and responsibilities and co-create comprehensive 
support structures. 4 While this level of partnership may not be feasible 
given the context and design of KCC’s program, the center would like to 
explore opportunities to strengthen its connection with CUNY.

While GYO is often framed as a strategy to help solve teacher shortages, 
a central goal of the approach is to promote pathways to higher paying 
jobs, and in turn, help boost community development. “If you want to 
change communities, you change them from the bottom up,” Alter said.

Looking forward and lingering challenges

As of the summer of 2022, KCC has graduated nearly 200 teacher assis-
tants from 14 cohorts of its GYO training program. During the height of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the program was offered completely virtually 
and without the practicum, which meant that it “lost a little bit of the 
magic,” according to Cleveland. One of the program’s strengths is the 
sense of community and connectedness that is developed in each co-
hort, and GYO 2.0 was designed to keep people together so that they can 
support each other while working full time and going to school.
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While the program is in an exciting growth phase where it is able to pre-
pare 60 to 80 teacher assistants a year, Alter and colleagues believe that 
they need to train double, or even triple, that number to really feel the 
impact in the broader early education sector. But to meet this goal, more 
funding is needed.

In January 2022, New York Governor Kathy Hochul announced a range 
of investments focused on recruiting and preparing K–12 educators, in-
cluding partial scholarships so that parprofessionals (also called teacher 
assistants) can earn a teaching degree while still working. 5 The state has 
also made investments to support the early educator workforce, includ-
ing tuition reimbursement.6 However, these investments fall short of 
providing direct support to GYO early educator programs that provide 
wraparound services to participants, and other GYO investments ex-
clude teacher assistants who work outside of public school settings. 7   

The lack of public investment means that KCC must rely on private 
philanthropy to support its GYO program. The Stella and Charles Gut-
tman Foundation, the Pinkerton Foundation, and the TD Charitable 
Foundation are the program’s primary funders. But, said Alter, the early 
educator shortage is a public problem and there should be “a publicly 
funded solution.”

Funding for special education is slowly improving. The Biden adminis-
tration and House Appropriations Committee proposed historic invest-
ments in IDEA at $16.3 billion—a $3.3 billion increase from FY21.8  
In addition, funding for special education personnel development would 
be doubled to $250 million to help localities address shortages of special 
education teachers.9 The Preschool Development Grant program, which 
can also be used to support early educator preparation, would also see an 
increase, to $350 million.

The federal government has also elevated GYO, through programs such as 
the Teacher Quality Partnership grants, for which high-need early child-
hood programs are eligible, in partnership with other entities, such as 
higher education institutions and local education agencies. While these ef-
forts are laudable, many of these funding streams come from competitive 
grants that require significant staff capacity to apply for and win. In addi-
tion, these grants have a set end date or may be one-time opportunities, 
which creates funding instability for programs. At the state level, funding 
for GYO programs has grown, but much of this funding is earmarked for 
K–12 educators. More efforts are needed to include early childhood educa-
tors within strategies to strengthen the educator workforce.
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Alter and her colleagues attempted to interest the New York State Educa-
tion Department (NYSED) and the New York City Department of Edu-
cation (NYCDOE) in supporting their GYO program, but those efforts 
were unsuccessful. As a result, KCC shifted to considering GYO a work-
force program, which allows the center to receive some public funding 
through New York City’s Human Resource Administration (HRA), which 
coordinates workforce training for individuals receiving public benefits.10 
Alter would prefer, however, that the need for and benefits of communi-
ty-teacher development were recognized by NYSED and NYCDOE, and 
that those entities invested in GYO programs to address the decades-old 
staffing shortage in early childhood special education.

In the meantime, the staff at KCC will continue exploring ways to ex-
pand. This fall KCC has a new coordinator for the program. Staff mem-
bers are investigating how to create a parallel training program at their 
site in the Bronx, with plans to pilot GYO off-site with a partner com-
munity-based organization in 2023. Program graduates such as Chin will 
continue towards their goals and leverage the support offered. “I was 
so appreciative of everything that they put right in front of me. And I’m 
taking it and running with it,” she said.
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