
A publication of the
Association for Children
of New Jersey’s Early
Learning Initiative

Building Blocks for New Jersey’s Youngest CitizensBuilding Blocks for New Jersey’s Youngest Citizens

Fulfilling the Promise of Abbott:

The 2004 Deadline: 
Supporting an Extension of Time 
for Abbott Preschool Teachers

POLICY BRIEF

The deadline for Abbott preschool teachers to obtain their bachelors’ degrees and P-3 
certifications is fast approaching. The Department of Education indicates that over 80% 
of Abbott preschool teachers are already in compliance.Data from a recent survey finds
that potentially as many as 18% of the teachers sampled will not meet the Court’s
mandate for a preschool teaching certification. This means that of the approximately
2,800 teachers currently working in Abbott preschools, nearly 500 of them will potentially
not be able to retain their position past the Court imposed 2004 deadline.This will
potentially threaten the preschool opportunity for 7,500 Abbott three-and four-year 
old children currently being served.

Furthermore,the survey findings indicate that 33% of teachers enrolled in some kind of
teacher preparation program will not remain in their current jobs once they have obtained
their degree and teaching credential. The future development of a stable, well-trained
workforce in the Abbott preschool programs remains at issue.

This policy brief outlines the rationale for highly qualified preschool teachers, provides
data on the number of teachers who will meet the deadline,and examines the reasons why
some may lose their jobs this September. Immediate recommendations for addressing the
looming potential crisis for 7,500 children will be explored, as well as longer-term recom-
mendations for addressing the ongoing need for qualified preschool teachers.
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Policy 
Progress

Key Recommendations:

■ Extend the 2004 deadline to 
teachers making “diligent
progress” towards their degree.

■ Conduct an assessment and 
develop a plan for each teacher 
not meeting the deadline.

■ Develop and support a long-term
professional development plan for
existing and future early childhood
teachers in New Jersey.
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Barriers to Educational
Attainment
Many New Jersey preschool teachers
demonstrated dedication and hard work
to juggle school and teaching to earn
certification. A certain percentage — the
exact amount is unknown — left teach-
ing, possibly because of the more strin-
gent requirements. A third group is still
working toward attaining certification
but has encountered systemic barriers
that have hampered their progress. The
following issues remain major obstacles:

Limited Access to Universities:  Of the
14 universities offering the required
coursework to obtain a Preschool
through 3rd grade certification (P-3),
only one program is located in the
southern part of the state. To meet the
educational needs of teachers in south-
ern New Jersey, a few of the northern
universities have developed satellite and
implemented programs in the south.

These programs, however, did not
evolve from a statewide higher education
strategy, but rather through the work of
individuals from institutions of higher
education attempting to address a need.
While the satellite programs have allevi-
ated some of the access issues, they can-
not provide the types of comprehensive
education necessary to meet the broader
needs of these teachers. The result is that
Abbott preschool teachers working in
southern New Jersey have had a more
difficult time in meeting the Court’s
2004 deadline.

Not Enough Courses Scheduled at
Inconvenient Times: Ma ny univers i ti e s
also lack an adequ a te nu m ber of cl a s s e s ,
l e aving stu dents unable to get a seat in
the requ i red co u rs e s . Moreover, m a ny of
the co u rses are of fered du ring the day,
wh en it is impo s s i ble for working te ach-
ers to atten d . Abbott te ach ers in com-
mu n i ty programs must work full - ti m e
to receive sch o l a rship do ll a rs . Wh i l e

Teacher Power is 
Key to Learning 
NIEER’s new research shows that
teachers with a bachelor’s degree
and background in child develop-
ment are most effective in the class-
room. Kids are more excited, learn
more, enjoy school more because
these teachers tend to:

■ have stronger literacy skills,

■ design more exciting lessons,

■ be better at handling behavior
problems,

■ individualize learning,

■ identify and work on specific
skill area and be more sensitive
and responsive.

Source: National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER), Preschool
Matters, August/September 2003
Volume 1, No.1. 

Although more than 80 percent of preschool teachers have made progress toward
securing the court-required certifications, an estimated 18 percent—or nearly 500

teachers—will potentially be unable to meet the court’s September 2004 deadline.
Recent data from the New Jersey Department of Education (DOE) indicates that 83

percent of preschool teachers in community-based programs in the 30 “Abbott” dis-
tricts have already earned their bachelor’s degree. In 2000, just 35 percent of these
teachers held bachelors’ degrees, according to the Center for Early Education Research
at Rutgers University.

In a study released by the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER),
it is projected that 82 percent of teachers in community-based programs will potentially
not meet the Court’s mandate for obtaining a preschool teaching certification. Of the
approximately 2,800 teachers currently working in Abbott preschools, nearly 500 could
lose their jobs, causing potential disruption to roughly 7,500 young children in their
classrooms. The possible loss of teachers will come at a time when dist rict enrollments
are required to be increasing.

In addition, 33 percent of teachers enrolled in some kind of teacher preparation
program indicated that they would not remain in their current jobs once they had
obtained their degree and teaching credential, according to the NIEER survey.

The New Jers ey Su preme Co u rt , in a series of ru l i n gs handed down since 1998,
m a n d a ted that 30 of New Jers ey ’s poorest sch ool distri cts provi de high qu a l i ty pre s ch oo l
to all 3- and 4-ye a r- o l d s . Cu rren t ly, over 36,000 ch i l d ren are en ro ll ed in these progra m s .
O f t h o s e , a pprox i m a tely 70 percent attend pre s ch ools in com mu n i ty - b a s ed cen ters .
These cen ters were not requ i red to em p l oy te ach ers with creden tials pri or to the Abb ot t
dec i s i on s . The Su preme Co u rt mandated that all Abbott pre s ch ool te ach ers be certi f i ed
by Septem ber 2004. Te ach ers in distri ct - run pre s ch ools alre ady have certi f i c a ti on .

Research shows that qualified, trained teachers are critical to helping low-income
children overcome their disadvantages and succeed in school. Children taught by highly
qualified teachers score better on social, emotional, linguistic and cognitive assessments.
Also, children who participate in high quality programs are less likely to require special
education, to engage in criminal activity, or to be unemployed 20 years later.1

Unfortunately, children in poverty, who are at the greatest risk for school failure, are
also more likely to attend lower-quality programs.2



s ome pre s ch ool directors permit staff
to take co u rses du ring the sch ool day,
o t h ers do not.

Certification Backlog:  Once teachers
complete their college coursework, they
must apply to the New Jersey
Department of Education, Office of
Licensing, for either their Certificate of
Eligibility (CE) or Certificate of
Eligibility with Advanced Standing
(CEAS). Many teachers have experi-
enced problems at this stage. Once the
application is submitted, it can take
anywhere from one month to two years
to obtain certification.

Ma ny te ach ers have been forced to 
re - su bmit app l i c a ti ons because of l o s t
p a perwork and fo ll ow thro u gh wi t h
mu l tiple fo ll ow - u p s , ei t h er by tel eph on e
or in-pers on . On many occ a s i on s , s ch oo l
ad m i n i s tra tors must intervene just to
obtain inform a ti on on a te ach er ’s licen s-
ing statu s .

Te ach ers cannot sec u re their te ach i n g
l i cense if t h ey have not been men tored .
Th ey cannot, h owever, be men tored
unless they have their certi f i c a te of
el i gi bi l i ty. Some te ach ers , t h ro u gh no
fault of t h eir own , m ay miss the co u rt
de adline simply because of t h e s e
bu re a u c ra tic probl em s .

Slow Tuition Payments:  While Abbo t t
te ach ers can receive sch o l a rships from
the New Jers ey Profe s s i onal Devel opm ent
Cen ter for Early Ca re and Edu c a ti on
( N J P DC ) , the process of tra n s ferri n g
those do ll a rs to va rious univers i ties has
c a u s ed del ays . S tu dents have been cl o s ed
o ut of requ i red classes wh en thei r
tu i ti on paym ent has been late .

Head Start Teachers Behind: Prior to
the Abbott VIdecision, issued in March
2000, the DOE directed Abbott districts
to leave out Head Start from their pre-
school programs. In this decision, the
Court identified standards that would
be required in every Abbott preschool
classroom. Moreover, the decision stat-
ed that those standards were more
demanding than the Head Start stan-
dards. The Court concluded that Head
Start children could only be precluded
from preschool enrollment projections
when it was demonstrated that the
Head Start programs met all of the
standards established by the Court.3

Al t h o u gh distri cts have slowly beg u n
to con tract with He ad Start programs to
provi de pre s ch oo l, i s sues have ari s en

a round federal versus state requ i re-
m en t s , com p l i c a ting the co ll a bora tive
proce s s . The con tracting del ays have
a f fected the abi l i ty of Abbott He ad Start
te ach ers to retu rn to sch ool and to par-
ti c i p a te in the state sch o l a rship progra m .
As a re su l t , m a ny He ad Start te ach ers
wi ll not meet the Co u rt’s 2004 de adl i n e .

Policy Recommendations
Extend the 2004 Deadline:  Si n ce many
pre s ch ools alre ady have a difficult ti m e
a t tracting and retaining qu a l i f i ed pre-
s ch ool te ach ers , it makes sense to all ow
an ex ten s i on to ex i s ting te ach ers who are
working tow a rd certi f i c a ti on . Ot h erwi s e ,
d i s tri cts may be unable to fill te ach i n g
po s i ti on s . This wi ll impact ch i l d ren
a l re ady regi s tered for Abbott pre s ch oo l ,
reversing the progress made tow a rd pro-
viding high qu a l i ty pre s ch ool to thou-
sands of l ow - i n come New Jers ey ch i l d ren .

Su ch an ex ten s i on is parti c u l a rly war-
en ted for te ach ers who are work i n g
tow a rd certi f i c a ti on , but have been unabl e
to attain a degree , pri m a ri ly because of
s ys temic barri ers . Moreover, at the time of
the Abb ott V I dec i s i on , the Su prem e
Co u rt ju s ti ce s , in establishing the ti m e-
l i n e , could not have envi s i on ed the type s
of s ys temic probl ems that te ach ers faced
in retu rning to sch oo l .

However, any deadline extension
must include the following caveats:

An extension should only be granted
to teachers who have made “diligent
progress” toward their degree and
can demonstrate that they can 
complete their education before a
specific date. Data from the NIEER
study indicates that most of the
teachers enrolled in a degree program
leading to a P-3 teaching credential
who will not meet the 2004 deadline,
will obtain their credentials by 2005
or 2006.4 Such an extension will
allow teachers to continue to teach in
Abbott programs and minimize dis-
ruption for the children.

An individual progress assessment
and plan should be developed for
each Abbott preschool teacher who
will not be able to comply with the
2004 deadline.  It is critical for long-
term planning that the DOE know
the educational status and plans for
program completion of each Abbott

Abbott 
Preschool Teacher
Requirements 
(implemented in 2000) 

Bachelor’s Degree

+

P-3 Certificate

Deadlines 
For new hires:
By September 2001 

For existing teachers:
By September 2004 (4 years) 

Exemptions:
■ Licensed elementary teachers

with 2 years experience

■ Teachers w/ nursery school 
certificates 

Source: Coffman, Julia & Lopez, M.Elena.
“Raising Preschool Teacher Qualifications.”
July 2003



preschool teacher affected by the
deadline. Currently, such data does
not exist. In order to ensure unifor-
mity throughout the Abbott districts,
the DOE should develop educational
assessment and planning instruments
and provide necessary oversight to
the districts.

Even with a new deadline, the State
should consider each teacher’s
employment status on a case-by-case
basis. Because the P-3 programs were
devel oped qu i ck ly, s ome progra m
requ i rem ents and standards were
ch a n ged mid-stre a m . This caused
great con f u s i on for many te ach ers
retu rning to sch oo l . In d ivi du a l
te ach er assessment wi ll iden tify those
te ach ers wh o, because of s pecial cir-
c u m s t a n ce s , n eed a modest amount of
ad d i ti onal time beyond the new
ex ten s i on . An indivi dual assessment is
a fair way to en su re that te ach ers , wh o
in good faith have worked tow a rd
com p l i a n ce , wi ll have every opportu-
n i ty to con ti nue te ach i n g.

The State should develop a process for 
districts to follow for addressing issues
around teachers who will not meet the
new deadline: Th ree steps must be
t a ken by state agencies to ad d ress vac a n-
cies caused by the de adl i n e :

DOE must develop an outreach plan
to address teaching vacancies that
will arise when teachers are
replaced. This should inclu de a set of
g u i delines to help distri cts adequ a tely
prep a re for su ch rep l acem ents and a
m echanism to mon i tor vac a n c i e s ;

DOE must be the state leader in 
remedying systems issues that cut
across state agencies and continue 
to be barriers for teachers’ comple-
tion of degrees;

and 

The State, through the Department 
of Human Services (DHS), must 
continue its commitment to provide
scholarships to staff members in
Abbott preschool programs.

ACNJ’s Early
Learning Initiative
AC N J, an indepen dent non prof i t
a gen c y, is the state’s foremost ch i l d
advoc acy or ga n i z a ti on . ACNJ advo-
c a tes on a broad ra n ge of i s su e s
a f fecting ch i l d ren and families
i n cluding early learn i n g, child wel-
f a re , edu c a ti on and health. AC N J ’s
advoc acy is accom p l i s h ed thro u gh
re s e a rch , l egi s l a tive and media advo-
c ac y, p u bl i c a ti on s , training and com-
mu n i ty outre ach .

ACNJ’s early care and education
policy is foc u s ed on the fo ll owing goa l s :

■ Expand access to quality, public
preschool for all four year olds 

■ Monitor and support quality of
current public preschool programs
(in Abbott and Early Childhood
Program Aid Districts) 

■ Promote access to training so
teachers in early learning settings
are well qualified and appropriately
compensated

■ Improve coordination, effectiveness
and efficiency of the state’s early
learning systems 

■ Improve early learning facilities 

■ Educate parents and the public
about early learning 

To reach these goals, the Association
for Children of New Jersey analyzes
public policy, conducts research
and publishes the findings, builds
broad based coalitions, mobilizes 
citizens and educates the public and
elected officials through strategic
communications.

Our funders include The Schumann
Fund for New Jersey, Foundation for
Child Development, The David and
Lucille Packard and Prudential
Foundations, The Pew Charitable
Trusts, and the consortium of funders
that support the Lighthouse project, 
and Fleet Bank. 

1 Ryan,Sharon & Ackerman, Debra. “Creating a
Qualified Early Childhood Workforce: Part I.
Getting Certified “A Report on the Efforts of
Preschool Teachers in New Jersey’s Abbott
Districts to Improve their Qualifications”. 2003.

2 Espinosa,Linda M.“High Quality Preschool:
Why We Need It and What It Looks Like.”
November 2002.

3 Abbott v. Burke, 163 N.J. 95,116 (2000) 
(Abbott VI).

4 Ryan,at 16.

For additional information, contact Cynthia Rice at crice@acnj.org or (973) 643-3876.

Extend the Deadline for Head Start
Teachers: Abbott Head Start teachers
should be afforded additional time
beyond the new deadline to complete
their education. In order to ensure that
Head Start teachers are afforded the
opportunity to complete their education,
the following two caveats are critical:

The same individual progress assess-
ment and plan developed for Abbott
preschool teachers in community
based programs must apply to Head
Start teachers; 

and

Head Start teachers should be 
given continued access to 
scholarship dollars.

Develop and Support a Long-Te r m
Professional Development Plan for
Existing and Future Early Childhood
Teachers in New Jersey: While a limited
ex ten s i on of the de adline wi ll ad d re s s
d i f f i c u l ties Abbott te ach ers have had in
obtaining their bach el ors’ degrees and
c reden ti a l s , the DOE must begin to
ad d ress lon g - term pre s ch ool profe s s i on a l
devel opm ent issues that ex tend beyon d
the Co u rt dec i s i on . More and more
s ch ool distri cts are recognizing the
i m port a n ce of qu a l i ty early ch i l d h ood
edu c a ti on and are implem en ting su ch
programs in their sch oo l s . In order to
en su re that New Jers ey has an adequ a te
su pp ly of qu a l i f i ed early ch i l d h ood
te ach ers , the state must vi ew this issu e
m ore broadly than it has in the past. Th e
s t a te can begin by taking su ch steps as
providing lon g - term profe s s i onal devel-
opm ent stra tegies to ad d ress the edu c a-
ti onal needs of n on - trad i ti onal stu den t s ,
examining wh et h er the current pre s ch oo l
t h ro u gh third grade certi f i c a te (P-3) ade-
qu a tely prep a res early ch i l d h ood te ach ers
for the state’s diverse pop u l a ti on and
i n s ti tuting an early ch i l d h ood te ach er
ex a m i n a ti on . These initi a l , l on g - term
s teps wi ll provi de all New Jers ey early
l e a rn ers , not just ch i l d ren in Abbott dis-
tri ct s , with the opportu n i ty to be part of
a qu a l i ty early ch i l d h ood progra m .


