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II. Effective Research and Advocacy
Table 1 summarizes research 
and advocacy efforts at 
the national, state, county, 
and city level to improve 
early childhood supports 
for families, especially in 
health and early learning, 

with specific reference to their focus and impact on 
Newark. Of note, advocacy efforts in Newark include 
a strong role for family leadership. Stakeholders at the 
state and local levels emphasize the importance of 
developing parent and community leaders to engage 
and lead advocacy efforts alongside researchers, 
campaigners, and policy and funding institutions.

TABLE 1: Research and Advocacy Landscape

LEVEL ORGANIZATION FOCUS ON NEWARK

National
Zero to Three  
Organization

New Jersey is one of the six states in the ZTT Think Babies campaign that 
has advocated for improved childcare and infant mental health services and 
expanded homevisiting. Several city-based stakeholders cite the influence 
of ZTT’s research, programs, and advocacy in their work. 

National
National Association  
for the Education of 

Young Children

The New Jersey Association for the Education of Young Children is the 
state affiliate of the national organization and is engaged in advocacy issues, 
especially related to paid family leave and accreditation of early childhood 
learning centers, including nine childcare centers in Newark. 

National

Center on the Social  
and Emotional  

Foundations for  
Early Learning

CSEFEL promotes social and emotional development and school readiness 
of young children ages birth to five. It is a national resource center funded 
by the Office of Head Start and the Child Care Bureau for disseminating 
research and best practices to early childhood programs across the coun-
try, including in New Jersey and Newark. 

National
Bank Street  
College of  
Education

The College sets national standards in early childhood education and 
preparation of childcare providers. In Newark, the Trust has partnered with 
Bank Street’s Center for Culture, Race & Equity in providing equity-fo-
cused professional development to the childcare community in Newark.

I think the concern about the 
0-3 age group has been more 
than ever in New Jersey. Policy 
makers need to understand the 
importance of 0-3. The brain 
develops quickly at that time. 
We can’t waste it!

— Stakeholder (Advocacy)
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LEVEL ORGANIZATION FOCUS ON NEWARK

National
National Institute 

for Early Education 
Research

Located at Rutgers University in New Jersey, NIEER is dedicated to  
research in early childhood education. NIEER is funded by federal, state, 
and philanthropic organizations. In New Jersey, NIEER is a research 
partner to ACNJ, has conducted studies of health and learning disparities, 
and quality of childcare and preschool, including an influential 2013 study 
on childcare quality focused on Newark and other urban centers within the 
state (Alexandre et al, 2013). In 2019, Nicholson Foundation awarded a 
planning grant to NIEER to launch a center dedicated to 0-3. 

State
Advocates  

for Children in  
New Jersey

Located in Newark, ACNJ’s annual Kids Count highlights disparities in 
health and learning opportunities for low-income children. ACNJ runs 
campaigns and events such as Think Babies, Right from the Start, and 
Strolling Thunder pushing for policy changes favoring greater access to 
affordable, quality childcare in New Jersey. An influential 2017 study by 
ACNJ estimated that only 18 percent of potential demand for childcare by 
families 0-3 could currently be met in Newark (ACNJ, 2017). ACNJ most 
recently received a grant from the Pritzker Foundation to work with a wide 
array of partners to streamline early childhood services for 0-3 in the state. 

State
Early Years  

Funders  
Collaborative

Burke Foundation, Maher Charitable Foundation, Nicholson Foundation, 
Schumann Fund for New Jersey, Taub Foundation, and the Turrell Fund 
form the collaborative. In the field of advocacy, the collaborative supports 
ACNJ’s Right from the Start Campaign directed at state agencies, which 
resulted in increased rates for childcare reimbursement. 

State
SPAN  

Parent Advocacy  
Network

Located in Newark, SPAN conducts several programs in maternal and child 
health, inclusion, early intervention, and parent leadership throughout the 
state. Newark’s communities have access to all of SPAN’s early childhood 
initiatives. Several parent leaders have been trained to conduct these 
programs in Newark. SPAN staff also serve on several Newark committees 
related to early childhood; have been funded by the Newark Public schools 
to provide training and support to parents and professionals around issues 
impacting children, including children with disabilities; and facilitate  
a support group, Grandparents as Caregivers, whose members are pri-
marily from Newark. Several parent leaders have been trained to serve as 
champions, spreading awareness and connecting Newark families to  
SPAN programs. 

State
Coalition for  

Infant Toddler  
Education

The coalition successfully advocated for licensing and credentialing  
standards for infant and toddler care in the state through a years-long 
process. CITE also highlights the need for credentialing to include training 
in socio-emotional learning. With about 300 members statewide, including 
state and county early childhood agencies, childcare providers, and home 
visitors, CITE’s annual conference, and the work of its regional professional 
learning groups reinforce Grow NJ Kids and other quality frameworks in 
early learning. 
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LEVEL ORGANIZATION FOCUS ON NEWARK

State
Sen. M. Teresa Ruiz 

(D-28)

The Senator pushes for increased access to quality, affordable childcare, 
and engagement of parents in initiatives focused on maternal and child 
health, expanded access to homevisiting and early learning, and parent 
leadership, especially in economically stressed communities. 

County
Essex County  

Council for  
Young Children

The Department of Children and Families supports county-level councils 
with 51% parent representation. Councils are spaces for parents to voice 
views and concerns, learn about effective early childhood approaches and 
supports, and communicate these and other priorities to their communities 
as a trusted messenger. The Essex Council, established via a partnership 
between Programs for Parents and SPAN, is a model for New Jersey.  
The Newark Council was launched in 2019.

City

Office of  
Comprehensive  

Community  
Education

The OCCE is focused on improving literacy in Newark for all populations, 
including early learning for infants and toddlers, through an ongoing four-
year initiative titled #NewarkReads. OCCE also partners with city-based 
organizations, including the public library and schools, to host initiatives that 
promote families’ quality of life ranging from arts-based events, health fairs, 
neighborhood safety efforts, and development and maintenance of parks. 
Programs for Parents and Newark Trust for Education are partners of the 
OCCE in articulating and helping implement its early learning priorities.

City
Newark Trust for  

Education

The Trust launched a communications campaign in 2020 that employed 
a strengths-based approach and highlighted critical information on infant/
toddler health and learning, positive parenting, peer support and advocacy, 
and connections to resources in Newark. 

TABLE 2: Preliminary Assessment of Research Advocacy

GUIDELINES MATERNAL AND CHILD HEALTH

Accepted standards

• Early Learning Standards of the New Jersey Council for Young Children
• Conceptual frameworks and best practices promoted by Zero to Three,

              NJAEYC, and others 
• Concurrence and collaboration among early learning funders on accepted

              standards
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GUIDELINES MATERNAL AND CHILD HEALTH

Multi-generation  
approaches

• Emphasis on parent/caregiver leadership and engagement, and peer-to-peer/
parent-to-parent supports to improve access to quality childcare and support 
early learning

• Early learning funders are highly supportive of multi-generation approaches
• Broader emphasis on multi-generation approaches in place of two-

generation approaches

Strengths-based and  
culturally sustaining

• Development and engagement of parent leaders in advocacy
• Emphasis on building on community strengths and supporting community

needs

Equitable access

•     A small percentage of parents are currently engaged in parent leadership/
advocacy

•     The research shows that less than 1/5 of potential childcare demand can be
met by existing childcare slots

•     Implications of limited language access and programs that can service 
families in the full range of languages spoken in Newark

•     Need for childcare that is open for all of the hours that parents work and is
 easily accessible by transportation

•     Need to increase childcare that can serve children with disabilities and delays
and special healthcare needs

Systemic supports

•     Homevisiting programs, Central Intake/ Early Childhood Hub, Programs for 
Parents, Sister-to-Sister Community Doula, SPAN, Essex County Com-
munity Support Organization, medical providers and others routinely 
connect participating families with social service agencies (public and 
non-profit) 

Research and advocacy are areas of strength in New Jersey, and Newark is an active site for state-level 
campaigns and research influencing 0-3 policies and programs. Efforts are aligned with national priorities 
established by thought leaders like Zero to Three, the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children, and Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations of Early Learning. Key research by NIEER 
was influential in establishing the heightened focus of the current state government on maternal and fetal 
health, and has shed light on the uneven quality of childcare in Essex County. ZTT’s national advocacy 
efforts and ACNJ’s studies of childcare costs and availability and related advocacy have paved the way for 
increased investment in birth to 3 programs statewide. A stakeholder said: 

The focus on Pre-K goes back 20 years, because it was easier for people to understand the need to 
improve Pre-K. There have always been some folks pushing for 0-3, but it was a hard push. No one 
wanted to talk about babies. It’s dramatically different for me as compared to even five years ago – 
there’s a broader awareness of the application of the brain research. There’s airtime for infants and 
toddlers now. 
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Parent participation and leadership are recurring 
themes at all levels of advocacy work, as research and 
advocacy efforts firmly embrace a two- or three-
generation approach. Cultural humility is implicitly 
addressed by the emphasis on parent advocacy and 
leadership, where growing numbers of family members 
are engaged through the efforts of ACNJ and SPAN 
in expressing their perspectives and needs to decision-
makers. ACNJ and NIEER’s work address the need for 
improved quality and access to childcare, addressing 
the issue of broadening the scale of childcare services. 
The Early Years Funders Collaborative, SPAN, and the 
Essex County Council for Young Children intentionally 
integrate community supports in their approach to 
addressing health and childcare needs of low-income families. This will be a heightened focus in Newark 
through the campaign planned by the Newark Trust for Education and the evolving work of the parent and 
caregiver-led Newark Council for Young Children. 

We see leadership in every 
parent. We find people at our 
workshops, talk to them, share 
opportunities with them. Part 
of our job is to find and shape 
parent leaders.

— Stakeholder (Parent Advocacy)
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