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Research Question: How does the consolidation of the NM Prek frame work alter the best practice in 
regards to professional standards of New Mexico’s Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) 
programs?  

Rationale: It is irrefutable the importance of early-intervention for the young child, especially the young 
child with special-educational needs. The complexities and pluralities in early-childhood special 
education are much different than that of general education preschool. Special educators who work in 
early-childhood special education know how important it is to have numerous tools at the ready, and how 
different each exceptional child is. There are some children who benefit highly from some supports while 
others need a different range of interventions. Without this knowledge educators cannot successfully 
intervene to prevent further delays, mitigate impacts of trauma, and provide access to academics. 
Professional standards in ECSE contribute to how students have success in social, affective and cognitive 
learning because high professional standards allow for highly educated teachers to use their tools.       

During the last few years the New Mexico Public Education Department (NMPED) has developed PED-
Focus which consolidates Early Childhood Special Education (PART B ECSE) programs into the 
framework of NM-Prek (state childcare preschool). Therfore no longer requiring professional standards of 
the ECSE field, or requiring teachers to hold special education licenses, or use special education practices. 
The NM-Prek frame-work is rigid and originally designed for day-care workers without higher education. 
It does not accommodate for the public school teacher’s higher level of education, or the higher level of 
public education professional standards, therefore teachers are only allowed to work with planning 
templates created for day-care workers with no or little understanding of complex theory—lowering the 
professional standards severely for ECSE teachers and students—this does not align with best inclusive 
practice.  

Literature Review:  

Inclusive practices are imperative for high-quality early-childhood programs, however, ‘quality’ itself is 
defined by measurements which are challenging to solidify in the complex context of early-childhood.  So 
I relied heavily on resources which focused on three things, 1) New Mexico’s early-childhood framework 
2) resources about the professional standards and growth of teachers and, 3) resources on professional 
development as it impacts inclusion and ECSE programs.   

Research Design 

I used purposeful sampling and semi-structured interviews. Interviews and surveys were completed at the 
institutional levels which impact professional development. Professional standards impact the 
professional field at several different levels. It is important to examine how the state’s expectation of 
professional standards shapes the evaluation of teachers, teacher practices and professional autonomy, as 
well as professional development. The intent of the design was to examine the NM Prek professional 
standard, implemented under PED Focus, which altered the previous K-12 professional standard that 
ECSE programs were previously under.   

Evaluation of teachers: Under PED-Focus ECSE teachers lost professional standing. They no longer are 
held to the K-12 standard, and lost autonomy over their planning, however, they still are evaluated with 
the professional K-12 standard. I interviewed two APS administrators responsible for evaluating 
Albuquerque Public School ECSE teachers for their Domain 4 (an evaluation rubric to show teacher 
growth and use of professional skill) when I asked them to look at the NM Pre-K lesson plan template, 
which ECSE teachers are now required to use, and measure if the template fulfills the requirements for 
lesson planning, the administrators stated that the template does not fulfill the content standards for higher 
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evaluation scores and teachers would score low using the template.  Although the PED K-12 does have a 
measurement of teacher growth through the dossier process, and yearly teacher evaluation procedures 
done by administrators, I found no equivalent in the NM Prek frame work.  It is important to note that 
practice is not doing the same thing over and over again.  Practice improves with innovation, welcoming 
new science, planning with evidence based practices. For teachers this is often shown by their planning 
methods. When forcing restrictive templates, and limiting other professional practices teachers may not 
be able to plan with or for high quality supports which are necessary for their students. 

Professional Development for ECSE Teachers: I interviewed three PED-Focus coaches, as well as 
interviewed four ECSE teachers about their opinions of being ‘coached.’  

NM Prek utilizes coaches as part of the state program, this of course makes sense when teachers have no 
or little formal education in the day-care setting, however, I found that the coaches often had less 
qualifications than the ECSE teachers, such as coaches held bachelor’s degrees and ECSE teachers held 
Master’s degrees or teachers were nationally board certified teachers and coaches were not.  PED Focus 
coaches had no expertise in Deaf or Hard of Hearing education or specialty populations served by ECSE 
classrooms.  Coaches also stated that teachers needed to plan and make goals without utilizing theory 
within their practice. The coaches utilized the practice-based coaching, a method of coaching which the 
coaches are considered experts, even though PED Focus coaches had less qualifications then the teachers 
they were coaching.  

Teachers stated that the coaches did not understand special-education terminology, and were not 
supportive of what the teachers needed, instead were officious and acted as a supervisor critical of the 
teacher’s practice. Teachers were only given general education supplies, and no supplies to support 
children with special-needs such as modified writing implements. Teachers were also told they could not 
modify the classroom environment to support their students’ educational needs.  

Professional Development required by PED Focus for the ECSE Teachers: I examined the required 
professional development for ECSE teachers under PED Focus. All the professional development 
required for teachers is simplified to the lowest common denominator.  It is not developed for highly 
educated ECSE teachers, because it is the same professional development that is required for instructional 
assistants and day-care NM Prek teachers.  There was no recommendation by the PED for ECSE teachers 
to attend more professional venues for their professional development, like their K-12 colleagues, such as 
the Council for Exceptional Children conferences, conferences at the Center on the Developing Child at 
Harvard University, not to mention a plethora of highly educational professional opportunities.  There is 
no pedagogical professional development offered to teachers of specific populations, such Deaf hard of 
hearing educators, because implementing higher levels of pedagogical understanding would not fit into 
the NM Prek framework. Teachers as professionals need to be supported to expand in their professional 
field.  

Professional Autonomy and ECSE: I surveyed 8 ECSE teachers asking the question: How much 
professional autonomy (ability to design and plan how you choose) do you have over your lesson plans 
(Professional design, template)? There were five answers they could choose from, the answers were on a 
spectrum, from ‘a great deal of autonomy, to no autonomy at all.’ Out of the eight surveyed 6 responded, 
out of the 6 responses only one person’s answer was ‘a great deal of autonomy.’ The majority of 
responders did mark ‘a little’ and one respondent marked ‘none at all.’ Although this was inconclusive as 
it was such a small sampling, and the question could have a variant of understanding it still seemed a loss 
that so many teachers who were highly educated were not allowed professional autonomy to invite more 
complex theory into their planning methodology.   
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Equity for diverse learners: I interviewed five NM PreK teachers about supporting students with 
diverse learning needs through the NM PreK frame work.  These teachers had obtained at least a BA 
degree, however, they had no special-ed experience, training, or professional SPED education.  All five 
teachers stated that they did not feel they were qualified to teach special education students. All five 
teachers felt like they were not supported enough to implement specialized supports within the high ratio 
of children in their classroom.  One teacher stated that, “there is no inclusion in New Mexico, just putting 
children with special needs in a gen-ed setting without properly educated teachers is not inclusion.”  
Another teacher stated that there is an issue with equity and the NM Prek framework, and that they could 
not support their students with diverse learning needs using the NM Prek lesson plan but needed to plan 
using other tools entirely.  If teachers are not required by high professional standards to use equitable 
tools, how will they be meeting their student’s needs?    

Lack of Special Education Assessments for Special Education Students: PED Focus removed all 
special education assessments from ECSE students and utilizes only a general education assessment 
called the ECOT. The ECOT does not quantify data as specifically as the AEPS (an early-childhood 
special education observational assessment used in nearly 40 states). The ECOT does not assess 
specifically enough for children’s delays, especially in language. The ECOT does not inform practice or 
allow teachers to develop precise data informed IEP goals.   

Comparative observations of student supports in NM Pre-K CYFD program: In doing observations 
in an NM Prek program where the lead teacher did not have any formal education.  I observed children 
being physically restrained, teachers crying from being injured by children, no structural supports being 
put in place. Children being called liars and other horrific names. No understanding of behaviors 
associated with abuse and trauma.  No theory utilized due to resistance from the teacher that teacher 
education was unnecessary, however, all required NM Prek paperwork was complete.  

In conclusion special education pedagogy and professional standards in early-childhood special 
education are important to a free and appropriate public education for New Mexico’s youngest students.  
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