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Introduction 

Early Childhood Education and Literacy Intervention Programs Since 2015 

“Staying the course” has become Nevada’s mantra for describing Governor Brian Sandoval’s continued 

support of the education initiatives launched during the 2015 Legislative Session.1 During his January 2017 

State of the State address, Sandoval renewed his financial commitment to several programs aimed at 

improving educational outcomes in the Silver State. The 2017-2019 biennial budget maintains—and in 

some cases, expands—programs that aim to ensure that “Generations to come” will have access to high 

quality, 21st-century jobs.2  

To accomplish this objective, several of the programs in the education budget specifically target Nevada’s 

youngest and most vulnerable student populations. These five initiatives are: (1) preschool expansion, (2) 

voluntary full-day kindergarten, (3) Nevada K.I.D.S. Read (formerly Read by Grade Three),3 (4) Victory 

Schools, and (5) Zoom Schools.  

Funding for the 2017-2019 biennium for these interventions is as follows:  

Table 1. Early Childhood Education and Literacy Intervention Programs, 2017-2019 Biennium Budget 
 Account in Budget 2017-2019 

Budget 
2015-2017 

Budget 
Change over 
Biennia (+/-)  

Percent Change 
over Biennia 

Pre-
Kindergarten 

State General Fund $13.8M $13.8M – – 

Full-Day Kinder. Distributive School 
Account 

$170M $170M – – 

NV K.I.D.S. Read Other State Education 
Programs 

$45M $28M $17M 37.8% 

Victory Schools Other State Education 
Programs 

$80M $50M $30M 37.5% 

Zoom Schools Other State Education 
Programs 

$142M $100M $42M 29.6% 

 

This policy brief provides an update on these educational investments, as discussed in the Kenny C. Guinn 

Center for Policy Priorities 2015 policy brief, “Examining Nevada’s Education Priorities: Which Initiatives 

Are Worth the Investment?” (with Nevada Succeeds).4 That earlier policy brief provided an analysis of each 

of these initiatives and suggested that many of these proposed interventions are successful only under 

the specific conditions.  

In the pages that follow, the Guinn Center evaluates the implementation and initial outcomes of the five 

early education and literacy interventions since 2015. In doing so, this policy brief will explain how these 

five education initiatives, for which there exists strong evidence to suggest that these initiatives – under  
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certain conditions – are robustly correlated with improved outcomes. To do this, we will also weigh these 

initiatives against a set of principles, which serves as a means-test for the efficacy of various education 

initiatives in our State.5 Based on this body of data-driven research, we strongly encourage the Nevada 

Legislature to continue to invest in these programs and ensure that the correct conditions are met to 

guarantee the strongest outcomes for our students. Long term, we believe districts can and will continue 

to focus and invest in these programs enabled by a weighted funding model, and aligned with their 

student improvement strategy. However, we believe that a set of conditions and systems must be in place 

prior to transition in order to ensure that students will benefit from the focused interventions.  

 

Alignment to Principles for Education Reform 

In advance of the 2017 Legislative Session, the Guinn Center developed a set of Principles for Education 

Reform that serve as a framework for change management through responsible and strategic education 

policy-making.  The Principles for Education Reform framework contain four guiding principles against 

which we seek to evaluate and improve education policies. Briefly, the four principles are the following:  

1. Every child deserves the opportunity to love school and learn in school. Policies and resources should 

be allocated in ways that elevate the educational journey (e.g., the experience and access of our 

children and families) to the level of educational outcomes (e.g., college and career readiness) in order 

to better align the overall system to a broader definition of student success. 

2. Teachers and principals have significant impact on the learning and experience of children in school. 

Policies and resources should be allocated in a way that elevates the teaching profession. Teachers, 

principals, and those who support student success should be compensated as professionals, treated 

as professionals, and held to the high expectations that our students deserve.  

3. Decisions should be made closest to the point of impact and with autonomy comes accountability. 

Policies about resource allocation and key decision-making rights should orient around the school site 

as the unit of analysis. By moving key decisions closer to our teachers, students, and families, we 

distribute leadership, set strategy responsive to the unique needs of each school community, and 

enable our system to adapt, respond, and scale success in a more efficient way.  

4. Public education is a system of interconnected pieces. The overall education ecosystem should be 

integrated, vertically aligned, responsive, and able to adapt to meet the evolving needs of those within 

the system. 

The following matrix illustrates the status of the five early education and literacy intervention initiatives 

that are part of the 2017-2019 biennium budget. This matrix provides an overview of how these programs 

have performed since initiated, and our recommendations for maximizing the return on investment for 

each. The remainder of this policy brief contains a robust and detailed analysis that illustrates the rationale 

behind the matrix.  
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Table 2.  Early Childhood Education and Literacy Programs Measured Against Principles for Education 
Reform 

 Principle 1: Student 
Outcomes and Journey 

Principle 2: 
Educators as 
Professionals 

Principle 3: School as 
Unit of Impact 

Principle 4: Public 
Education is an 

Ecosystem 

P
re

-K
  

Aligned 
The Pre-K program in 
Nevada is part of an ongoing 
federal grant that targets 
high-need communities and 
offers a jump-start on 
learning that benefits 
students for many grades to 
come.  
 
The curriculum in all state 
pre-k programs must follow 
the Nevada Pre-K Content 
Standards, which are geared 
toward preparing students 
to be ready for the academic 
rigor they will encounter in 
kindergarten and 
throughout their school 
career.   

Somewhat Aligned  
Pre-K teachers are 
required to be fully 
licensed to teach early 
childhood education.  
We would encourage 
ongoing professional 
development, 
especially on literacy 
and language 
acquisition, to be 
offered to all pre-k 
teachers.   
 
Teacher recruitment 
and retention 
statewide continues to 
be an ongoing 
challenge to expanding 
high-quality pre-K 
programs. The State 
should consider 
offering incentives to 
help improve 
recruitment and 
retention. The State 
needs to be somewhat 
cautious in expanding 
seats without sufficient 
numbers of highly 
qualified staff to serve 
these students.  

Somewhat Aligned 
Pre-K programs are 
expected to partner with 
community organizations 
to provide wraparound 
services for children. The 
programs are offered in 
low-income areas of the 
state where there had 
previously been little to no 
access to pre-k programs, 
but where having a pre-k 
program could result in 
positive outcomes for 
students going forward. 
 
The statewide Nevada Pre-
K Content Standards 
provide for little flexibility 
in approaching the 
curriculum. Additionally, 
some of the requirements 
for setting up a center have 
been barriers to expanding 
the program at the 
projected scale in low-
income neighborhoods.   
 
 
 
 

Somewhat Aligned 
The parameters of the 
federal pre-k grant 
require continuous 
monitoring and 
evaluation of 
programming to ensure 
high-quality instruction.   
 
The State should consider 
monitoring pre-k 
enrollment in the poorest 
zip codes to ensure that 
the need in this 
community is being met.  
 
The State should also 
monitor waiting lists at 
existing pre-k programs 
and prioritize funding to 
schools in the highest-
need areas with the 
longest waiting lists. 

Fu
ll-

D
ay

 K
in

d
e

rg
ar

te
n

  

Aligned 
Students are receiving early 
exposure to the Nevada 
Academic Content 
Standards. 
 
Like pre-k, the opportunities 
for early learning and 
language acquisition that 
result from kindergarten 
prove to be invaluable to a 
student’s educational 
outcomes in the long-term. 

Somewhat Aligned  
All kindergarten 
teachers should be 
given ongoing 
professional 
development, 
especially on literacy 
and language 
acquisition.   
 
Teacher recruitment 
and retention 
statewide continues to 
be an ongoing 
challenge to expanding 
high-quality programs. 

Aligned 
Schools, especially those in 
high-need areas, are able 
to begin making need-
based decisions and 
providing the necessary 
supports and interventions 
to help start students on a 
path toward success.  

Aligned  
We would encourage the 
state to develop a 
universal kindergarten 
assessment and ongoing 
monitoring and 
evaluation of 
kindergarten programs to 
ensure continuous 
improvement and high-
quality standards.  
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e
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a 
K
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Somewhat aligned 
Students are building 
foundations for literacy and 
academic success through 
the strategies implemented 
through the Read by Three 
grants.   
 
There is a major concern 
about what could happen in 
2019 when the state has 
mandated that third-graders 
who are not reading on 
grade level will be held back.  
As the system currently 
stands, a child who is not on 
grade level could be 
disadvantaged for the 
school’s inability to provide 
the right interventions for 
that child.  

Aligned 
We support the efforts 
to have literacy 
specialists and literacy-
focused professional 
development at every 
school. We would 
encourage the State 
and districts to require 
rigorous reporting 
requirements for 
literacy strategist to be 
sure they are 
maximizing their 
impact at the schools 
and sharing best 
practices. 
 
We would encourage 
the state and school 
districts to construct 
strong accountability 
measures to ensure 
evidence-based 
practices are being 
used in every 
classroom and are 
being emphasized in 
every professional 
development. 
 
The State should 
consider offering 
incentives to help 
improve recruitment 
and retention.  The 
State needs to be 
somewhat cautious in 
expanding seats 
without sufficient 
number of highly 
qualified staff to serve 
these students. 

Aligned  
Schools are implementing 
a series of interventions 
aimed at getting all early 
elementary school 
students to be reading on 
grade level by third grade, 
including screening and 
identifying struggling 
readers, communicating 
with parents about the 
status of their child’s 
reading, providing strategic 
interventions to struggling 
readers and more 
professional development 
and support for K-3 
teachers, especially 
through the on-site 
learning strategist.  
  
Schools can be flexible in 
providing interventions 
that are specific to the 
needs of their student 
populations.   

Misaligned 
We would encourage 
greater accountability 
measures from the state 
and school districts to 
ensure schools are using 
best practices with 
fidelity.  
 
The State (and districts) 
should provide technical 
assistance to principals at 
schools that support 
selection of research 
based literacy programs.   
 
They should also have an 
independent third-party 
evaluate the effectiveness 
of the literacy programs.  
Schools also need to be 
held accountable in 2019 
if large numbers of their 
third graders need to be 
held back.  
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V
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ry

 S
ch

o
o
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Aligned  
At-risk students are 
receiving needed support 
services aimed at increasing 
literacy and achievement.  
 
Students at Victory Schools 
also receive wraparound 
services that help support 
their needs as they journey 
toward academic success. 
When these needs are not 
met, it can have a 
detrimental effect on a 
student’s likelihood of 
success.   

Aligned  
Teachers are offered 
professional 
development on 
instructional practices 
and strategies that 
have proven to be an 
effective means to 
increase pupil 
achievement in 
populations of pupils 
like those served by the 
school.  
 
Teachers also receive 
for hiring and retention 
incentives. These 
measures have been 
linked to a decrease in 
teacher vacancies at 
Victory Schools, which 
shows the positive 
impact on educators as 
professionals.  
 

Aligned 
Schools are given the 
autonomy and flexibility to 
develop programs and 
services specific to the 
needs of their student 
population. Schools are 
offering evidence-based 
services that have been 
shown to be effective in 
boosting the academic 
achievement of low-
income students, such as 
full-day kindergarten, 
before and after school 
programs and summer 
academies, social and 
health services, a positive 
school culture, and 
increased family 
engagement. 

Somewhat aligned 
The State lacks robust 
data that documents the 
early success of Victory 
Programs at all schools.  
The State should continue 
tracking and reporting 
data on Victory Schools’ 
performance.  
 
The State (and districts) 
should provide technical 
assistance to principals at 
schools that support 
selection of research 
based literacy programs.  
They should also have an 
independent third-party 
evaluate the effectiveness 
of the literacy programs. 
We are concerned with 
the limited ability and 
readiness of schools to 
maintain the focus and 
intent of the program in 
the absence of a 
categorical allocation of 
funds.    
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o
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Somewhat aligned   
English Language Learners 
are being given the 
additional support to help 
them gain the literacy skills 
they need to be able to 
succeed in school.  There is 
not yet enough evidence to 
conclude that Zoom funding 
is truly contributing to 
positive student outcomes.  

Somewhat Aligned 
It is unclear if the Zoom 
program has enabled 
schools to attract and 
retain effective 
teachers (however, this 
may be reconciled in 
the Governor’s 2017 
proposal to add funds 
for teacher incentives). 
While teachers are 
offered professional 
development, there is 
no accountability to 
require these 
professional 
developments to be 
specifically geared to 
literacy or the student 
population in the same 
way that Nevada 
K.I.D.S. Read and 
Victory School 
professional 
development does.  
Literacy coaches, who 
could be an invaluable 
asset for helping 
support teachers, are 
also not included in 
Zoom funding.   

Somewhat aligned 
Schools in the Zoom 
program have little 
autonomy about how they 
can use their funds to best 
serve their students.  
 
Schools should be given 
more flexibility in how they 
use their funds, including 
increased teacher 
incentives and hiring 
reading strategists who are 
training in working with 
ELLs.  

Somewhat aligned  
The number of schools 
receiving Zoom funding 
has more than doubled 
since 2013, but there is 
limited evidence to 
indicate that Zoom 
programming is 
significantly improving 
student outcomes in both 
the short- and long-term.  
 
The State should increase 
accountability measures 
and create a menu of 
professional development 
services that schools can 
use to ensure teachers 
are equipped with the 
right tools to help their 
student populations. We 
are concerned with the 
limited ability and 
readiness of the school 
districts to maintain the 
focus and intent of the 
program in the absence of 
a categorical allocation of 
funds.    
 
 
 

 

 

Recommendations 

Based on our analysis of these programs and their alignment to the Theory of Action Principles, we make 

the following recommendations to the State and school districts:  

1. Hold all interventions and programs to the same level of transparency and reporting requirements 

that the federal grants programs currently require. Pre-K programs in Nevada are required to 

participate in both annual and longitudinal evaluations, comply with NDE data reporting 

requirements and other assessments, and maintain health and safety standards. We recommend that 

all interventions in the state are held to the same standards. Increased transparency and reporting 

requirements includes district- and school-level reporting on how the resources allocated are being 

used to fund evidence-based programs, services, and incentives that increase student achievement.6  

This level of transparency should continue to be the expectation as Nevada moves toward weighted 

funding. 

2. Increase transparency of data around literacy. Schools should track and report student progress and 

other school performance indicators to the State and the public. This includes creating and 

disseminating user-friendly reports to families about the progress of both their child and their child’s  
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school, holding public meetings about a school’s progress, and allowing more parental involvement 

in decisions about a school.  

3. Combine Nevada K.I.D.S. Read, Victory, and Zoom School programs into a single grant program. 

Because the three English Language Acquisition programs have duplicative goals, this would remove 

the artificial barriers between these programs and recognize that all targeted schools have a 

combination of both ELL and FRL students. This would also move the focus to individual student needs 

as opposed to creating different labels for schools.   

4. Design effective, evidence-based intervention programs that reduce retention rates. The State (and 

districts) should provide technical assistance to principals at schools funded by English Language 

Acquisition funds that support selection of research based literacy programs. The Nevada 

Department of Education (and third party evaluators) should conduct an independent review of the 

selection of literacy programs.  

a. The State and school districts need to develop a plan for 2019, when it seems likely that 

a high number of students in third-grade will be retained. This plan should address how 

schools will address the needs of these non-proficient readers, prevent further retention 

for future years, and hold schools accountable when they have high retention rates.  

5. Use both formative and summative assessments across K-3 to ensure growth, identify deficiencies, 

and monitor progress.  

a. Require districts to test students at the beginning and end of the pre-K programs for skill 

development.  

b. Implement a statewide assessment for kindergarten to measure academic outcomes at 

the end of kindergarten.  

6. Continue the availability of high quality professional development for effective teaching and monitor 

professional development offerings across the state to ensure that they are aligned with district and 

statewide literacy plans. The professional developments for pre-k teachers, Nevada K.I.D.S. Read, and 

Victory are targeted toward helping teachers work with their specific student populations. The state 

and districts should offer a menu of menu of professional development services that schools could 

use to ensure teachers are equipped with the right tools to help their student populations. 

7. Provide flexibility in what evidence-based interventions are allowable: NDE should provide flexibility 

in the type of interventions that can be provided under Nevada K.I.D.S. Read. All interventions should 

align to the Nevada State Literacy Plan and should be evidence-based. Each school district or charter 

school should maintain responsibility for providing evidence demonstrating the effectiveness of 

interventions included in their literacy plans.  

8. Ensure that NDE and schools continue annual external program evaluations for all programs receiving 

dedicated state funding. 

9. Expand pre-K programs and ensure pre-K students filling new classroom seats come from sub-groups 

that have low levels of language and reading proficiency, including ELLs, Special Education students, 

and low-income students eligible for Free and Reduced Price Lunch (FRLs).  
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10. The Nevada Department of Education and the districts should devise a system for identifying which 

teachers may have had specific training in early intervention and/or literacy programs. We would 

encourage the State and school districts to develop incentive programs, such as a higher salary and 

bonuses, to recruit and retain highly effective (and experienced) teachers at these high-need school 

sites, rather than filling all vacancies at high-need schools with new teachers.  

a. Zoom schools should leverage incentive dollars to attract and retain effective Teaching 

English as a Second Language (TESL) certified educators.  

b. The State, districts, and teachers’ unions should offer scholarships and incentive 

programs to assist more teachers in pursuing the TESL endorsement on their license.  

c. Similar steps should be considered for school leadership training, regulations, and 

incentives. 

11. Focus on teacher recruitment and training through programs such as the Great Teaching and Leading 

Fund, the Teach Nevada scholarship, and the Nevada Teacher Corps. Schools should also be given 

greater flexibility in how they can use these funds to provide incentives to teachers.  

12. NDE should create a readiness assessment to determine district readiness to keep the focus of the 

intervention without the set aside of categorical funding. The long-term goal is to move resourcing 

and decision making rights closest to the point of impact, but first the system must build the 

infrastructure and leadership capacity to support this transition. NDE should then use the readiness 

assessment information to set budgetary recommendations (including the amount and distribution 

method). At present, we have significant concerns with the effort to add new dollars into the 

Distributive School Account and recommend that all (or most) of the current categorical investments 

(e.g., in Zoom Schools and Victory schools) remain restricted until there exists an appropriate 

assessment of program efficacy, analysis of return on investment, and district readiness to maintain 

the focus of the program as it currently exists in the unrestricted funding context.  

Given current conditions (e.g., structural barriers and technological limitations), it is not clear that 

school districts can effectively direct (spend) a weighted state allocation in alignment with the 

intended populations. Consequently, there is some concern that should dollars be shifted to the 

Distributive School Account – without accompanying policy and spending reforms, Zoom School and 

Victory School dollars would be distributed across the entire district, thus undermining the targeted 

focus on those select schools with high populations of ELLs and low-income students), or funds might 

be diverted entirely to other programs. Here we note that Nevada K.I.D.S. Read is one program with 

the potential to maintain its focus through a nonrestrictive allocation method.  
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Conclusion 

Overall, preliminary evidence indicates that these targeted interventions are helping students achieve, 

and potentially close the achievement gap. Collectively, these programs contain important elements or 

characteristics of successful reform efforts around the country. Among these are: targeted and 

accountable resourcing, leadership, autonomy, teacher leadership, community support, and flexibility. 

The salient features of these literacy acquisition programs are that, within a broad set of parameters and 

prescribed services, they have established greater autonomy and flexibility at the school site, allowing 

school leadership teams to design interventions that support the specific needs of their students and 

empower their teachers. 7 The recommended infusion of resources to enable Zoom School programs to 

implement efforts to attract and retain effective educators demonstrates the continued evolution and 

improvement of this program. Given the preliminary impact of this program, policy makers should stay 

the course and continue efforts to monitor and improve the program. 
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Changes to Funding Mechanisms Since 2015 

For the 2017-2019 biennium, several of these interventions will now be funded through different 

mechanisms than in previous years. First, full-day kindergarten is now funded as part of the Distributive 

School Account (DSA) because full-day kindergarten is now offered in 100 percent of public school districts 

and 93 percent of charter schools.8  In addition, Senate Bill (SB) 508 (2015) raised the per-pupil funding 

formula for kindergarten students from 60 percent to 100 percent of the per pupil amount.9 

Zoom and Victory Schools are now funded under the State Supplement School Support Account, a 

categorical fund designed to provide money for programs meant to raise student achievement and 

decrease dropout rates. They were transferred from the School Remediation Trust Fund, which supports 

the creation and implementation of plans to increase student achievement.10 NDE is now proposing a 

budget bill to allow Zoom Schools to use more of their funding toward teacher recruitment and retention. 

Moving English Language Acquisition Interventions into the Funding Formula in the Long 

Term 

Governor Sandoval has recommended that the proposed English Language Acquisition programs remain 

as separate categorical programs and that they be moved into the funding formula at a future date. This 

guidance is designed to ensure that school districts continue to prioritize these interventions and monitor 

outcomes. Some stakeholders have argued that these intervention programs should not be placed into 

the funding formula until they have demonstrated effective results.  

In the long term, placing the English Language Acquisition interventions in the funding formula as the 

funding weights for under-resourced (e.g., FRL) students and English Language Learners can provide 

schools with the flexibility to implement data-driven practices tailored to student needs. In return for this 

flexibility and prior to the change in funding streams, strong accountability provisions should be put in 

place and regularly evaluated.  

Current accountability provisions should be revised to include:  

(1) district and school level reporting on the resources allocated to high needs schools as evidence of 

implementation of the weighted funding formula  

(2) comprehensive integration between the school budget and the goals in the School Performance Plan 

(3) technical assistance to assess and select research-based programs, develop goals, benchmarks and 

intervention plans, and manage program funds and accountability measures  

(4) oversight by an external entity (NDE and external evaluators) to evaluate progress towards goals, 

provide technical assistance, and help the school district retool interventions  

(5) concrete interventions for schools that do not make sufficient progress, and  

(6) greater emphasis on teacher quality and effectiveness.  

To ensure that there is significant benefit from this intervention, it is also critical that decision makers 

accelerate efforts to rigorously monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of these interventions. 
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Transitions from funding Categorical Programs to Weighted Funding 

The long-term goal is to move resourcing and decision making rights closest to the point of impact. 

However, this shift requires significant systems-change at level of local education agencies (i.e. districts). 

Districts must build the infrastructure and leadership capacity to support and sustain this fundamental 

reorientation of the delivery of educational services. There is significant risk to transitioning prematurely 

before the infrastructure and system supports are in place. First, in the absence of a system to track funds 

as they follow the student and determine whether interventions have had an impact, there is concern 

that resources could easily be diverted to other spending priorities. Second, because existing categorical 

programs are relatively new, it is not clear that there is sufficient information to learn from and codify 

best practices in effectively educating all children (especially students in underperforming subgroups). 

Third, in the absence of building leadership capacity, reforms efforts may languish. 

Therefore, we propose that NDE take a proactive role in identifying and establishing the conditions for 

successful transition by developing a simple and clear ‘Readiness Framework’ that districts can leverage 

to prepare to transition from categorical investments to weighted funding. Through an approach of focus, 

collaboration, and support, LEAs can continue to benefit from the focus of the restricted funding offered 

by the categorical model, while empowering the LEA to set its own transition timeline in accordance with 

the principles of the ‘Readiness Framework.’ We have included a conceptual outline here: 

Table 1. Example of Readiness Matrix 
Category 1. District Systems in Place 2. Clarity of Strategy 3. Talent Plan 

Rationale The categorical model ensures 
resources were spent as 
intended. Districts systems 
should enable transparent 
tracking and monitoring of 
resource and impact 

Programs funded through 
categorical model deliver high 
intensity interventions for a 
target student population. 
Districts should demonstrate 
continuous improvement and 
codify lessons learned to 
inform strategy 

Given Nevada’s educator 
and leader pipeline 
challenges, a district should 
demonstrate presence of 
an effective talent plan for 
the target student 
population 

Potential 
Indicators 
for NDE 
Matrix 

Financial systems (and 
business practices) are in 
place that track resource 
allocation to the point of 
impact 
 
Monitoring and reporting 
dashboard for student level 
outcomes for focus student 
subgroup 
 
Full implementation of site 
based budgeting as 
articulated in the CCSD 
reorganization plan would 
meet this criterion (if actual 
staff salaries are used) 

Research and analysis of 
impact of programs (through 
NDE assessments and 
strengthening LEA research 
and assessment using 
allowable federal funds per 
ESSA and making this a focus 
area) 
 
Use of evidence-based 
interventions (aligned to the 
language of Federal ESSA Law) 

Target schools exceed 
district averages in terms of 
access to effective 
educators 
 
Evidence of an active 
pipeline program 
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Table 2. Example of Analysis 

Category 1. District Systems in 
Place 

2. Clarity of Strategy 3. Talent Plan Readiness 
Level  

Nevada 
K.I.D.S. 
Read 

The 3rd grade proficiency 
benchmark is very clear 
and measurable and the 
effort to add literacy 
specialists to schools is 
easy to track and 
monitor. 
 
315 schools were 
awarded funds in the 
2016-17 school year, 
which means that this 
program reaches most 
Nevada elementary 
schools.  

Schools are required 
report to NDE on their 
use of evidence-based 
practices and hold 
professional 
developments to ensure 
that teachers are 
sufficiently prepared to 
work with struggling 
readers.  
 
Schools are given some 
flexibility in choosing 
reading interventions, 
provided they are 
proven, research-backed 
methods.   

The professional 
development focus for 
Nevada K.I.D.S. Read is 
targeted toward helping 
teachers work with their 
specific student 
populations. 
 
Literacy specialist roles 
have been funded and 
staffed. 
 

Yes – ready 
for transition 
to DSA  

Zoom 
Schools 
and 
Victory 
Schools  

Current spending at the 
level of local education 
agencies (LEA) is 
misaligned to Zoom and 
Victory funding. For 
example, Clark County 
School District reports 
that it does not currently 
fund schools in 
alignment with Free and 
Reduced Lunch price 
student population. The 
financial systems for 
school based budgeting 
or to track the impact of 
our dollars on student 
learning is not yet in 
place (full 
implementation of CCSD 
Reorganization may 
change this eventually). 
 
Given that these funds 
concentrate in a 
relatively small number 
of the highest need 
schools, a school grant 
funding mechanism 
ensures that dollars are 
not diverted (to other 
programs). 

NDE reports that it lacks 
sufficient data to 
provide an authentic 
analysis of Zoom 
Schools, which suggests 
more time is required to 
analyze the impact of 
categorical investment 
and optimal strategy. 
 

There is mixed evidence 
around talent plan in 
place in Districts. It 
appears that Victory 
Schools programs are 
improving retention 
compared to past 
performance but unclear 
how this compares to 
district average. We 
suggest Zoom schools 
leverage incentive 
dollars to attract and 
retain effective Teaching 
English as a Second 
Language (TESL) 
certified educators. 

No – not 
ready for 
transition to 
DSA 
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Overview and Analysis of Programs 

Pre-Kindergarten 

Purpose: To expand access to high-quality pre-kindergarten programs in high-need communities. 

Budget Item: $13.8 million over the biennium, plus $25.1 million in federal funding.  

 2017-2019 Budget 2015-2017 Budget 2013-2015 Budget 

Pre-Kindergarten $13.8M $13.8M $3.5M 

 
The Governor’s proposed budget includes $13.8 million in matched funds to the $25.1 million received 

through a pre-kindergarten grant from the U.S. Department of Education.11  In 2014, Nevada was named 

as one of five states to receive preschool development grants from the federal government.  The purpose 

of these grants is to build a high-quality preschool program infrastructure in the state.12   

Leveraging federal funding, Nevada is working toward increasing the number of instructional hours in pre-

kindergarten programs and creating new pre-k classrooms. Much of this work is done via sub-grantees, 

such as local education agencies, private entities, non-profits, and faith-based programs.13 To ensure that 

the programs are delivering high-quality services to students, they are required to address:  

● Teacher licensure: All teachers providing direct instruction must be fully licensed in early 

childhood education.  

● Curriculum: The curriculum must follow the Nevada Pre-K Content Standards. Programs must be 

full day, with at least five hours per day or 25 hours per week.  

● Child/staff ratios: No more than 20 children and at least two adults per class, who must be a 

licensed teacher and a licensed teaching assistant.  

● Participation in program evaluation: Program sites must participate in both annual and 

longitudinal evaluations, comply with NDE data reporting requirements and other assessments, 

and maintain health and safety standards. 

● Parent involvement: Evaluations will be used to assess the longitudinal effectiveness of parental 

engagement. 

● Coordination of wrap-around services: Must be made with existing community services.   

● Equal access/ collaboration with special education and Title I programs: Families seeking to 

enroll their child in the program must have an income level below 200 percent of federal poverty 

line. Students with disabilities must also be provided access to the programs.14 

NDE has identified Clark, Churchill, Lyon, Nye, and Washoe counties as the areas in the state with the 

greatest need for pre-k infrastructure and development.15 Through these efforts, the State hopes to more 

than double the number of students enrolled in pre-k by the end of the grant period. Achieving this goal 

would mean that roughly 15 percent of four-year-olds in Nevada’s high-need communities would be 

enrolled in a pre-k program. 16 
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Analysis 

Data collected by the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s KIDS COUNT initiative shows that Nevada is slowly 

reducing the number of three- and four-year-olds living 200 percent or more below the poverty line who 

are not enrolled in an early childhood education program. Between 2005 and 2009, 18 percent of such 

children were enrolled in pre-k. Between 2010 and 2014, 25 percent were enrolled, an increase of seven 

percent. Between 2011 and 2015, 26 percent were enrolled, an increase of one percent.17 As of 2016, 32.8 

percent of three- and four-year olds are enrolled. 

While pre-k enrollment is trending positively, there are still an alarming number of children living in 

poverty in the state–approximately 29,000–who are not receiving the jump start on education that pre-k 

can provide.18 And, compared to the Intermountain West, Nevada had the lowest rate of three- and four-

year-olds living below 200 percent of the federal poverty line enrolled in school between 2011 and 2015.  

Table 3. Low-Income Three- and Four-Year-Olds Enrolled in Pre-K in Intermountain West (2011-2015)19 
State Percent of Three- and Four-

Four-Year-Olds in School  

Arizona 28.0% 

California 40.0% 

Colorado 41.0% 

Nevada 26.0% 

New Mexico 37.0% 

Texas 35.0% 

Utah 34.0% 

 

An extensive body of research has well documented the benefits of quality pre-K programs. Nobel Prize 

winning economist James Heckman and Paul Gertler find that when pre-K can successfully close the 

achievement gap before kindergarten, students are more likely to have greater future academic success, 

higher lifetime earnings, more developed cognitive skills, and even better health outcomes.20 Heckman et 

al (2011) estimated that “every dollar spent on early childhood education returns 10 cents annually over 

the life of a child.”21 The landmark Perry Study followed 120 individuals from pre-K to the age of 40 and 

found that “adults at age 40 who had the preschool program had higher earnings, were more likely to 

hold a job, had committed fewer crimes, and were more likely to have graduated from high school than 

adults who did not have preschool.”22 Collectively, these widely respected studies provide convincing 

evidence that an investment in early childhood education can save the state money over the long term. 

Additionally, evidence suggests that pre-K interventions have the greatest impact on Special Education 

students, English Language Learners (ELLs), and African-American students.23 

While the positive gains and improvement in outcomes may not be realized immediately, effective pre-K 

programs significantly and positively impact student outcomes into third grade and beyond.24 Most 

recently, a study found that two pre-K programs in North Carolina that successfully exited students from 

Special Education in pre-K maintained their gains through third grade.25 These gains were very similar 

across all subgroups and led to significant cost savings for the state.26 
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Some critics argue that the gains of pre-K are short-lived and fade by the time students reach third grade, 

if not sooner.27,28 Further analysis, however, suggests that the biggest predictor of the ability to sustain 

the advantages of pre-K interventions over the long-term is the quality of teaching in grades 1-3. Quality 

of classroom instruction is the most important factor for student success.29 In the absence of high quality 

teachers at all levels of a child’s education, the gains from effective pre-K interventions are likely to 

diminish over time.  

This finding underscores the importance of coupling pre-K programs with initiatives to invest in developing 

high quality classroom teachers. A high-quality pre-K program requires professional, skilled teachers in 

the classroom. Studies suggest that pre-K programs have been most successful when teachers are licensed 

and paid similarly to their K-12 counterparts.30 Additionally, job-embedded, sustained professional 

development can improve classroom instruction and significantly improve student achievement.31 Armed 

with the necessary training to properly educate our youngest students, these skilled teachers are more 

likely to close the achievement gap for those students who enter behind their peers.  

More importantly, high quality pre-K programs must include rigorous evaluations to ensure that students 

are meeting expected outcomes. In the short term, students should be able to pass a Kindergarten 

Readiness Assessment to ensure they begin Kindergarten on grade-level. In the long run, pre-K should 

help students stay on grade level throughout their academic careers. All pre-K interventions should have 

a third party external evaluator conduct a program evaluation and assessment.  

Nevada conducts an annual evaluation of its existing Early Childhood Education (ECE) programs.32 The 

2011-12 evaluation concluded that over the short term, “Nevada ECE children made large cognitive gains 

in preschool and were clearly better prepared to enter kindergarten academically than if they had not 

participated in Nevada ECE.”33 Over the long term, the evaluation concluded that children have 

maintained the significant learning gains achieved in preschool and that participation in the program may 

have decreased the need for intervention services in elementary school.34 

 

Challenges to pre-K expansion  

While the benefits of pre-K are well documented, efforts to expand pre-K in Nevada could face several 

challenges. The first is related to the shortage of teachers. Nevada currently faces a shortage of teachers, 

including pre-K teachers. The State, in conjunction with the Nevada System of Higher Education, should 

work together to develop a plan for addressing the shortage of qualified, professional pre-K teachers.  

The second issue is rural access to pre-K programs. As of 2010, most early childhood care in 13 of Nevada’s 

17 counties is administered by family, friends, and neighbors (FFN) care or home care. In Eureka, 

Esmeralda and Lincoln counties, 100 percent of early childcare was FFN care or home care.35  

A third major concern for school districts is facilities. In Clark and Washoe counties, elementary schools 

are currently over capacity, which can make it difficult to add additional pre-K classrooms.36 In August 

2017, CCSD will open six new elementary schools to help offset overcrowding at its schools.37 Last 

November, Washoe County voters approved WC-1, a ballot initiative to increase the local sales tax to 

support building, construction, and maintenance of school buildings.38 
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Voluntary Full-Day Kindergarten 

 
Purpose: To maintain high numbers of students enrolling in full-day kindergarten, especially in high-need 

areas. 

Budget Item: $170 million to maintain the program and maintain class-sizes at 21:1. 

 2017-2019 Budget 2015-2017 Budget 2013-2015 Budget 

Full-Day Kindergarten $170M $170M $80.6M 

 
Background  

The Nevada Department of Education (NDE) reports that 100 percent of all public school districts and 93 

percent of all eligible charter schools in Nevada had implemented full-day kindergarten by Fiscal Year (FY) 

2016. Nevada is currently ranked fifth in the nation for full-day kindergarten enrollment.39 The Governor’s 

proposed budget would provide continued support for these classes. 

Senate Bill (SB) 515 from the 2015 Legislative Session stated that school districts and charter schools 

should first fund schools with high populations of students who are eligible for free and reduced price 

lunch (FRL). However, if such schools already had full-day kindergarten, tuition-free kindergarten 

programs that are funded through federal dollars or other funding sources, the funding these schools 

received could go toward other remediation programs at the school.40 School districts and charter schools 

were given some discretion in how they were allowed to phase-in tuition-free full-day kindergarten after 

addressing schools with high FRL populations.41  

One of the primary goals of the increased funding in 2015 was to eliminate the tuition-based full-day 

kindergarten classes offered at some public schools.42 Prior to the expansion in 2015, kindergarten 

students were funded at 60 percent of the funding rate provided for other students, making it difficult for 

school districts to provide full-day kindergarten without additional funds. In some areas where state-

funded full-day kindergarten was not provided, parents could opt to pay for full-day kindergarten.  

Tuition-based programs were allowed to continue during the 2016-2017 school year, although schools 

were encouraged to use other available funds to cover the cost of tuition.  For the 2015-2016 school year, 

districts could use Zoom School funding to cover the cost of full-day kindergarten. But the $20 million 

increase in kindergarten funding for 2016-2017 would separate Zoom School and full-day kindergarten, 

as both programs were transferred from the School Remediation Trust Account. 43  

 

Analysis  

Academic research on the impact of full-day kindergarten versus half-day kindergarten is mixed. One 

review of several empirical studies indicates that the weight of evidence shows that full-day kindergarten: 

(1) contributes to school readiness; (2) leads to higher academic ability that persists over time; (3) 

improves student attendance; (4) supports literacy and language development; (5) benefits children 

socially and emotionally; and (6) reduces costs by reducing retention and remediation rates.44 Students in 

full-day kindergarten also receive more instructional time in reading and math than students in half-day  
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programs. As such, some educators have expressed concern that there is not enough time in the half-day 

program for students to master the Nevada Academic Content Standards (NVACS).  

Other research finds that the academic impact of full-day kindergarten is significant during the 

kindergarten school year but that positive effects fade as early as first grade.45 Other arguments against 

full-day kindergarten include: (1) the curriculum of full-day kindergarten is overly demanding; (2) half-day 

kindergarten is more appropriate for the short attention span of five-year olds; (3) half-day kindergarten 

provides more time for informal play and exploration; (4) half-day kindergarten leads to more parental 

involvement; and (5) some parents feel as though half-day kindergarten is more developmentally 

appropriate for their child.46  

In the context of this debate, several studies suggest that full-day kindergarten programs can be successful 

in the short-term and the long-term, if certain conditions are set. For example, research suggests that 

effective kindergarten programs emphasize language development and appropriate pre-literacy 

experiences, and assess students' progress through close teacher observation and systematic collection 

and examination of students' work, often by using portfolios.47 

 

Impact of Kindergarten in Nevada  

Nevada should implement a universal assessment for kindergarten students to measure improved 

outcomes. The State should also measure long-term outcomes through third grade, when students begin 

taking state-mandated assessments. Currently, Nevada lacks a universal assessment to determine 

academic outcomes for kindergarten. Instead, each school district uses its own assessments, which often 

vary within a school district.  

Following the 2015 mandate to expand full-day kindergarten across the state, the University of Nevada 

Las Vegas School of Community Health Sciences conducted a health impact assessment of the program.  

The researchers found that Nevada students who attend full-day kindergarten have higher test scores in 

the short-term compared to students in half-day kindergarten. Moreover, at-risk student populations, 

including students in poverty, students of color, and English Language Learners (ELLs), that attended full-

day kindergarten were found to have higher long-term math and reading scores in third and fifth grade.48 

Despite the absence of a state-mandated assessment tool, several school districts have conducted 

research on the effectiveness of full-day kindergarten. CCSD conducted a longitudinal study of students 

in full- versus half-day kindergarten in FY 2006 and tracked these students through fourth grade.49 The 

study concluded, “The positive effects of attending full-day kindergarten remain through third and fourth 

grade. When they are in third and fourth grade, students who attended full-day kindergarten continue to 

outperform students who attended half-day in both reading and mathematics.”50  

Washoe County School District conducted a comparison of student achievement in full- versus half-day 

kindergarten in FY 2009 using the WCSD Kindergarten Portfolio assessment. The research suggests that 

students in full-day kindergarten began the school year academically behind their peers enrolled in half-

day kindergarten, but caught up by the end of the year. The district also found that ELL students in full-

day programs had better academic outcomes than ELL students in half-day programs. In addition, the 

district’s longitudinal data provides evidence that ELL students in full-day programs have acquired English 

language skills faster than previous cohorts that attended half-day programs in the same schools.  
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Thus, preliminary results from local Nevada districts support further implementation of full-day 

kindergarten. Moreover, the fact that some districts, including the two largest districts, have had positive 

experience with these programs increases the likelihood that an expansion of these programs would be 

successful. Maintaining high standards in existing programs will be critical to long-term success. It might 

therefore be necessary to use some of the new funds to support continued improvement in existing 

programs. There must be a continuing focus on improving skills for students in targeted categories who 

are at greater risk of being skill deficient.  

 

Class-Size Reduction  

Part of the funding for full-day kindergarten in the 2017 budget is intended to maintain a student-teacher 

ratio of 21:1. Between 1991 and 2017, Nevada spent $2.8 billion on class-size reduction (CSR).51  However, 

a research suggests that CSR is not a high-impact investment, according to a meta-analysis conducted by 

Stanford University professor Dr. Eric A. Hanushek.52 Currently, Nevada law allows school districts to 

submit variance requests when they are unable to meet the staffing requirements for kindergarten 

through grade 6.53 Under the supervision of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, some schools have 

applied CSR funding toward evidence-based remediation programs for students in grades 1 through 3.54 

Kindergarten CSR funding cannot currently be reapplied to alternative intervention programs, even 

though 67 percent of schools in the state requested CSR variances in the first quarter of FY 2017 because 

they are unable to meet CSR ratios.55 

 

Maximizing Choice  

Nevada’s two largest school districts, Clark County School District and Washoe County School District, now 

offer full-day kindergarten exclusively.56 Since the mandatory school age remains age 7, parents who do 

not want their children to participate in a full-day program would have the option of educating their 

children at home or enrolling their children in a private half-day kindergarten program.a 

 

Potential Obstacles 

Even though full-day kindergarten provides benefits, especially to students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, Nevada faces several challenges in expanding full-day kindergarten. Nevada’s school 

districts continue to face high numbers of teacher vacancies.  As of January 2017, CCSD had 478 reported 

teacher vacancies.57  For the 2017-2018 school year, NDE estimates that it will need 1,630 kindergarten 

teachers across the state, nearly 1,000 more than it had in 2014 before the push for universal voluntary 

full-day kindergarten began.58 

                                                        
a If passed, Assembly Bill 186, currently under consideration in the 79th Legislative Session, would: (1) require the 
board of trustees of each school district to establish, equip and maintain a pre-K education program and a 
kindergarten in each elementary school or school attendance area in the district; (2) revise provisions governing 
the age at which a child is required to be enrolled in and attend school; and (3) authorize a child who is 4 years of 
age on or before September 30 of a school year to be admitted to a pre-K education program. 
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Session/79th2017/Bills/AB/AB186.pdf 

https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Session/79th2017/Bills/AB/AB186.pdf
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Language Acquisition Interventions 

The following section will discuss the three initiatives (Nevada K.I.D.S. Read, Victory Schools, and Zoom 

Schools) aimed at ensuring all at-risk students can read on grade level and acquire academic English.  

The Governor’s proposed intervention programs all seek to ensure that high-risk students can read on 

grade level and acquire academic English. However, political considerations (namely, concern by 

lawmakers that local education agencies may not use designated funds as intended) and federal funding 

constraints, have given rise to different models and approaches. Regardless, we treat these programs 

collectively as English Language Acquisition programs that seek to ensure students from all backgrounds 

can read on grade level. Given that targeted literacy interventions, when grounded in evidence-based 

practices, can positively affect third grade reading proficiency outcomes, the Guinn Center believe that 

literacy/English language acquisition interventions should be treated as high priority items for 

consideration.  

Nevada K.I.D.S. Read (Read by Grade 3)  

Purpose: To ensure all students are proficient in reading by the end of third grade.  

Budget Item: $45M to support effective activities in improving the academic achievement of students in 

reading across Kindergarten through third grade, such as literacy coaches and grants.  

 
 2017-2019 Budget 2015-2017 Budget 2013-2015 Budget  

NV K.I.D.S. Read $45M $28M $0 

 
Background  

A cornerstone of Governor Sandoval’s education package in 2015 was improved literacy rates for all 

students in Nevada. Senate Bill (SB) 391, passed during the 2015 legislative session, established the Read 

by Grade 3 Program, which required the governing bodies of all school districts and charter schools to 

develop a literacy plan to ensure that students were proficient in reading by the end of third grade. The 

bill also mandated increased professional development focused on reading and literacy skills for early 

elementary school teachers and created a new learning strategist position at elementary schools. 

Additionally, the bill created a series of grants that schools could apply for to use toward reading 

programs.59 

The 2017 budget calls for a $17 million increase in the program, which will be used to support professional 

development, learning strategists, and grant-based funding for individual reading programs across the 

state.60 

In 2010, the Annie E. Casey Foundation published a report titled, Early Warning! Why Reading by the End 

of Third Grade Matters, which demonstrated the long-term societal costs of poor literacy by the end of 

the third grade.61 High school graduation rates, along with prison construction projections, are correlated 

with grade level reading proficiency by the end of third grade. The report highlighted the adoption by 

many states of Florida’s Read by 3 law, passed in 2002, which has resulted in significant gains over the last  
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decade on both the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and Progress in International 

Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) assessments.62 Referencing the positive results in Florida, Governor 

Sandoval chose to replicate a similar program here in Nevada, which is outlined in the Nevada State 

Literacy Plan: A Pathway to Possibilities.63 Reading by third grade is the primary goal of the statewide 

elementary literacy school plan, and middle school and high school literacy interventions are part of the 

Zoom and Victory Schools initiatives to ensure all students can acquire academic English skills.  

 

Analysis  

The Nevada Department of Education and school districts have reported the early success of Read by 

Grade 3, which has been rebranded as Nevada K.I.D.S. Read (All Nevada K-3 students are “Keeping their 

Individual Dreams Strong”).64  Since the initiative began in July 2015, 34 different reading programs in 379 

schools across the state have been implemented.65   

Some of the early successes of the program include:  

 Screening and identifying struggling readers in grades K through 3.  

 Communicating with parents about the status of their child’s reading.  

 Providing strategic interventions to struggling readers.  

 More professional development and support for K-3 teachers, especially through the on-site 
learning strategist.  

 Holding schools and school districts accountable for creating their own literacy plans that are 
aligned to the state literacy objectives.66 

 

Moreover, during the 2017-2018 school year, the State will administer a K-3 reading assessment that will 

provide data and an evaluation of the Read by 3 interventions thus far.67 

 

Student Retention 

A major concern stemming from SB 391 is that students in third grade in 2018-2019 who are not proficient 

by the end of the school year will be held back.68 These students will have been in the first cohort of 

kindergarten classes participating in the program during the 2015-2016 school year. However, 

kindergarten is not mandatory in Nevada, and students who did not attend kindergarten are still expected 

to meet the same literacy benchmarks as their peers, despite not necessarily having the same number of 

years of support and access to literacy interventions.   

On the 2015-2016 Nevada Criterion Referenced Test (CRT) in reading, only 46 percent of students were 

proficient.69  If the rate of reading proficiency on the CRT does not improve in the next two years, it is 

possible that 54 percent of third graders could be held back in 2019. Moreover, when the 2015-2016 

reading proficiency for third graders is further disaggregated, African-American and Latino students, 

students with IEPs, students who are eligible for free and reduced-price lunch, and ELLs have significantly 

lower pass rates (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Reading Proficiency Rates of Nevada Third Graders on the Criterion Referenced Test (2015-
2016) 

 
 
The potentially large numbers of non-proficient readers that could be retained in third grade in 2019 raises 

the questions of funding and capacity across the State to: (1) provide sufficient staff and classroom/ school 

space to accommodate an unprecedented number of third grade students, (2) fund even more targeted 

interventions to ensure that the third graders in 2019 and going forward are proficient in reading by the 

end of the school year. 
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Victory Schools 

Purpose: To provide increased literacy support and wraparound services at schools with high 

concentrations of poverty. 

Budget Item: $50 million in support of existing Victory schools, plus an additional $30 million to expand 

the program. Additional funding will be given to underperforming schools in the poorest zip codes in the 

state to provide wraparound services, especially in the areas of integrated support and family 

engagement.  

 2017-2019 Budget 2015-2017 Budget 2013-2015 Budget  

Victory Schools $80M $50M $0 

 
Background 

A second critical piece of the literacy funding package is the Victory Schools program, which specifically 

targets schools that have high numbers of low-income students and a low rating on the Nevada School 

Performance Framework (NSPF).70,71  

Following the early success of the program since 2015, the governor’s budget calls for a 62.5 percent 

increase in Victory School funding for the upcoming biennium. This $30 million increase in funding will 

expand the program to an additional 30 schools.72 NDE has indicated that this figure reflects 

approximately the right amount of resource infusion on a per pupil basis to see improved outcomes. 

Per the parameters of Senate Bill (SB) 432, Victory Schools are designed to be more independent than 

Zoom Schools, and principals will submit a detailed plan outlining how they plan to use additional funds 

to increase student achievement.73  

Fifty-one percent of Victory School funding must be applied toward one or more of the following: (1) a 

pre-kindergarten program free of charge, if not paid for by another grant or funding source, (2) an 

expansion of full-day kindergarten classes, if not otherwise paid for through legislative appropriation, (3) 

a summer academy or other instruction for pupils free of charge at times during the year when school is 

not in session, (4) additional instruction or other learning opportunities free of charge at times of day 

when school is not in session, (5) professional development for teachers and other educational personnel 

concerning instructional practices and strategies that have proven to be an effective means to increase 

pupil achievement in populations of pupils similar to those served by the school, (6) incentives for hiring 

and retaining teachers and other licensed educational personnel who provide any of the programs or 

services, and/or (7) employment of paraprofessionals, other educational personnel and other persons 

who provide any of the programs. 

The remaining 49 percent of a school’s Victory funding can be applied toward providing one of more of 

the following: (1) evidence-based social, psychological or health care services to pupils and their families, 

including, without limitation, wrap-around services, (2) programs and services designed to engage parents 

and families, (3) programs to improve school climate and culture, and/or (4) evidence-based programs 

and services specifically designed to meet the needs of pupils who attend the school, as determined using 

the needs assessment.74  
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Analysis 

The Victory School program has been implemented in 36 schools across Nevada, and each received an 

additional $1,137.45 per pupil to support student learning.75 Currently, 26 urban schools in Clark and 

Washoe counties, four rural schools, and five Native American schools are in the program. 76  

 

Academic Outcomes 

Victory Schools have the highest rates of FRL-students in the state, and they are also typically among the 

lowest-rated schools on the NSPF. As of May 2016, early results from Victory Schools showed mostly 

positive results, with increases in literacy proficiency rates across most schools.77 For the 2015-2016 CRT 

in reading, third graders at Victory elementary schools had a proficiency rate of 28.5 percent, only 6.1 

percent lower than the statewide proficiency rate for all students who are eligible for free and reduced-

price lunch. For eighth graders at Victory middle schools, the reading proficiency rate on the CRT was 27.1 

percent, only 8.4 percent lower than the proficiency rate for all FRL students. These results reflect a 

smaller achievement gap by nearly 2 percent than the difference in reading proficiency between all FRL 

students in the state and these same schools in 2013-2014, the closest school year for which data is 

available and prior to the creation of the Victory School program. These small gaps in proficiency suggest 

that the literacy interventions in place in Victory Schools are working.78  

Teachers and other stakeholders also reported that they have seen positive results for students through 

the Victory Schools program. They stated that the increased funding—and the flexibility of how those 

funds could be spent—allowed the school to make specific and strategic decisions about which 

interventions would be most beneficial for the student population.79 

 

Teachers 

Recently, ACS Ventures, the third-party external program reviewer, reported that the program is being 

implemented as intended and is reaching its targeted high-poverty populations.80  Part of Victory School 

funding must go toward professional development for teachers and other educational personnel that 

addresses evidence-based, effective instructional practices and strategies that have helped increase pupil 

achievement in populations of pupils similar to those served by the school. In addition, because Victory 

Schools can use funding to provide teacher incentives of up to $3,000 per year, the schools report lower 

teacher vacancy rates than other schools with similar student demographics and/or star ratings on the 

NSPF.81 ACS Ventures found that the financial incentives, along with the increased professional 

development and the flexibility to implement targeted interventions using Victory School money, have 

increased teacher retention rates. 82  

During the 2015-2016 school year, 235 different professional development opportunities were offered 

for teachers and staff at Victory Schools. All such professional development trainings were focused on 

alignment with the specific needs of students at the school sites.  The most common topics were: 

instructional capacity, literacy, formative assessment, academic interventions and instructional 

techniques, and social-emotional learning and school climate.83  
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Zoom Schools 

Overview: To increase literacy and support services for schools with high English Language Learner (ELL) 

populations.  

Budget Item: $100 million to support existing Zoom Schools, plus an additional $42 million over the 

biennium to support 25 new Zoom middle and high schools with high ELL populations.  

 2017-2019 Budget 2015-2017 Budget 2013-2015 Budget 

Zoom Schools $142M $100M $50M 

 
Background 

In 2013, Nevada legislators authorized the Zoom Schools program to allow more customized interventions 

in low-performing schools with high concentrations of ELLs.84 Since the program began, an estimated 

45,800 students in 108 schools in Nevada have benefited from the increased interventions provided 

through Zoom School funding.85  

The 2017-2019 budget calls for an increase of $42 million from 2015. The additional funding will expand 

the Zoom School initiative to 25 middle and high schools across the State to provide increased English 

language acquisition and long-term ELL services. High schools were not previously eligible for Zoom School 

designation, but the new budget allocates funds to high schools with high populations of ELLs.  

Unlike the flexibility with Victory Schools, Zoom Schools are required to follow a prescribed list of 

interventions. Elementary schools are required to provide all of the following services: (1) tuition-free pre-

kindergarten programs, (2) tuition-free, full-day kindergarten classes, (3) reading skills centers, (4) 

summer academy or intersession activities, (5) professional development opportunities for teachers, (6) 

recruitment and retention incentives, and (6) family engagement opportunities.  

Middle and high schools are required to provide all of the following services: (1) an extended school day, 

(2) a summer academy or an intersession academy, which may include transportation, (3) professional 

development for teachers and other licensed educational personnel regarding effective instructional 

practices and strategies for pupils who are limited English proficient, (4) recruitment and retention 

incentives for teachers and other licensed educational personnel, (5) family engagement opportunities, 

and (6) other approved evidence-based programs and services that are specifically geared toward ELLs.86 

No more than 2 percent of Zoom School funding can be used for teacher incentives, teacher recruitment, 

or family engagement for all schools in the program.  

 

Analysis 

Senate Bill 504 (2013 Legislative Session) targeted Washoe and Clark County School Districts, which have 

the highest concentrations of ELLs in Nevada. Roughly 31,300 students at 38 schools in CCSD, 11,500 

students at 23 schools in WCSD, and 3,000 students in 47 charters schools and other districts across the 

state are designated as Zoom Schools for the 2016-2017 school year.87 This is nearly triple the number of 

students and more than double the number of schools that were served in the first year of this initiative.  
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Academic Outcomes 

Earlier this year, NDE and ACS Ventures reported that their preliminary findings suggest the Zoom Schools 

literacy intervention has had a slightly positive effect on student literacy.88 However, more data is needed 

to confirm the impact of Zoom in the short-term. Additional time is also needed to determine whether 

these early positive results translate to positive gains for students as they reach higher grades. Many 

schools self-reported an increase in oral language proficiency among Pre-K students based on local 

assessments. All Zoom Schools also said that service delivery was consistent with the goals of the program, 

including increased support for literacy among students, more professional development opportunities, 

and a decrease in credit deficiency.89 

Adequate growth percentile (AGP) data is only available for the 2014-2015 school year and therefore 

cannot be compared across years.90 There is also not yet any comparative data for the CRT tests on the 

new standards because this standardized test was only first given in 2015-2016. The State has asked the 

legislature for more time to assess the effectiveness of the program, but notes that the preliminary 

evidence it has gathered thus far indicates the program will lead to improved outcomes for students.91  

Specifically, NDE reported that the AGP for ELL students in Zoom elementary schools is nearly on track 

with ELLs in non-Zoom elementary schools for the 2014-2015 school year. Zoom elementary school 

students had an AGP of 61.3 percent, only 1.9 percent lower than the AGP for non-Zoom students.92 

Broken down by elementary grades, ELL students in early elementary school grades, which are the primary 

targets of Zoom literacy interventions, met AGP at a rate equal to their non-Zoom counterparts.   

The State also compared these 2014-2015 results for Zoom Schools with schools that were designated as 

Next Zoom Schools.93  These schools began services in 2015-2016, and accordingly, their school test results 

from 2014-2015 do not reflect any ZOOM services.94 These schools are the most similar in student 

population and school performance to the original Zoom Schools. NDE’s analysis of these schools found 

that the AGP for these students was mostly lower than the Zoom School students (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2. English Learner Adequate Growth Percentile (AGP), by Grade Level (2014-2015) 
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Teachers 

Unlike Victory Schools, Zoom Schools continue to struggle with teacher recruitment and retention.  They 

did not report the decrease in vacancies and job satisfaction found in Victory Schools. As of June 2016, 

Zoom Schools accounted for 14.7 percent of all teacher vacancies in CCSD, but Victory Schools accounted 

for only 5.0 percent of vacancies.95 This difference is likely due to the high prescriptive nature of Zoom 

programming, and the low amounts of incentives teachers can receive. In Clark County School District, for 

example, district officials set a flat rate of $350 per year per teacher for incentives at Zoom Schools. 96 

Professional development to provide supports for teachers in Zoom Schools continues to be a challenge. 

Moreover, it is not clear that best practices for teaching ELLs have been effectively implemented at Zoom 

Schools. A comprehensive review of studies of interventions for struggling readers, including ELLs, 

identified that the best programs have a strong focus on classroom instruction and use licensed teachers 

to provide one-to-one, phonetic tutoring to students who experience difficulties.97,98 The authorizing 

legislation deferred to the judgment of the school districts regarding which reading practices would be 

implemented under the program. In CCSD, Reading Skills Centers were implemented using 

paraprofessionals, and student teachers conduct small group tutoring under the supervision of a licensed 

teacher.99 

Additionally, while there are a handful of individual schools that have been very successful in determining 

strategies that ensure academic English Language achievement among most of their students, no district 

or charter school network in Nevada has mastered a system that works across multiple sites to 

consistently increase academic English Language proficiency. This owes in part to a lack of prioritization 

but also a weak system of monitoring and evaluation so that education officials can identify what 

interventions are working and scale them up.   

Many teachers and administrators expressed frustration at the changes in curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment practices under the Zoom Program. They reported to the NDE’s external outcomes evaluation 

team that they were not given sufficient instruction on the new expectations under the Zoom School 

program. Overall, however, 83 percent of teachers said the Zoom program was having a positive effect in 

their classrooms.100 
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Progress Since 2015 and Recommendations 

In 2015, the Guinn Center created a series of benchmarks that these five interventions [(1) preschool 

expansion, (2) voluntary full-day kindergarten, (3) Nevada K.I.D.S. Read (formerly Read by Grade Three), 

(4) Victory Schools, and (5) Zoom Schools] should strive to meet to demonstrate a return on investment 

and to support further expansion of these programs, as applicable.101 In this section, we tie these 

benchmarks together with our recommendations.  

 

Pre-Kindergarten 2015 Benchmarks 

1. Higher numbers of students enrolled in high quality pre-K programs  
2. For those students in pre-K programs, an increase in the percentage of students who can pass the 

required Kindergarten entry readiness assessment  
3. An increase in the percentage of students reading on grade level in third grade  
4. An increase in the percentage of quality instructional personnel  
5. A decrease in the achievement gap among language poor subgroups (ELLs, FRLs, and Special Education 

students)  
 

Table 4. Pre-Kindergarten 2015 Benchmarks 
Benchmark Met? 

(Y/N) 
Rationale Recommendation  

Higher numbers of 
students enrolled in high 
quality pre-K programs  
 

Yes More three- and four-
year-olds living below 200 
percent poverty were 
enrolled in school per 
recent figures. 

● Ensure pre-K students filling new classroom 
seats come from sub-groups that have low 
levels of language and reading proficiency, 
including ELLs, Special Education students, 
and low-income students eligible for Free and 
Reduced Price Lunch (FRLs).  

 

For those students in pre-K 
programs, an increase in 
the percentage of students 
who can pass the required 
kindergarten entry 
readiness assessment. 
 

TBD NDE has not released this 
data. 

● Use both formative and summative 
assessments across K-3 to ensure growth, 
identify deficiencies, and monitor progress. 
Require districts to test students at the 
beginning and end of the pre-K programs for 
skill development.  

 

An increase in the 
percentage of students 
reading on grade level in 
third grade.  
 

TBD The effects of the pre-k 
expansion on third grade 
reading levels will not be 
available until 2020 at the 
earliest.  

● Design effective, evidence-based intervention 
programs that reduce retention rates. The 
State (and districts) should provide technical 
assistance to principals at schools funded by 
English Language Acquisition funds that 
support selection of research based literacy 
programs. NDE/3rd party evaluators should 
conduct an independent review of the 
selection of literacy programs.  

 
 
 

An increase in the 
percentage of quality 
instructional personnel. 

No Teacher vacancies 
continue to be a challenge 
statewide.  

● Focus on teacher recruitment and training 
through programs such as the Great Teaching 
and Leading Fund, the Teach Nevada 
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 scholarship, and the Nevada Teacher Corps.  

Schools should also be given greater flexibility 
in how they can use these funds to provide 
incentives to teachers.  

● The Nevada Department of Education and the 
districts should devise a system for identifying 
which teachers may have had specific training 
in early intervention and/or literacy programs.  

 

A decrease in the 
achievement gap among 
language poor subgroups 
(ELLs, FRLs, and Special 
Education students)  
 

TBD While pre-k programs are 
enrolling more children 
from high poverty areas, 
data on whether these 
programs have helped 
closed the achievement 
gap is not yet know.   

● Increase transparency of data around literacy. 
Schools should track and report student 
progress and other school performance 
indicators to the State and the public.  

● Ensure pre-K students filling new classroom 
seats come from sub-groups that have low 
levels of language and reading proficiency, 
including ELLs, Special Education students, 
and low-income students eligible for Free and 
Reduced Price Lunch (FRLs). 

 

 

Kindergarten 2015 Benchmarks 

1.  Higher number of children enrolled in kindergarten. 

2. Improved achievement in reading/phonics and mathematics during kindergarten.  

3. An increase in the percentage of students reading on grade level in third grade. 
 
Table 5. Kindergarten 2015 Benchmarks 

Benchmark Met? 
(Y/N) 

Rationale Next Steps  

Higher number of children 
enrolled in kindergarten. 
 

Yes Nevada is fifth in the 
nation for full-day 
kindergarten enrollment.  

● Focus on teacher recruitment and training 
through programs such as the Great Teaching 
and Leading Fund, the Teach Nevada 
scholarship, and the Nevada Teacher Corps.  
Schools should also be given greater 
flexibility in how they can use these funds to 
provide incentives to teachers.  

● The Nevada Department of Education and the 
districts should devise a system for identifying 
which teachers may have had specific training 
in early intervention and/or literacy programs.  

 

Improved achievement in 
reading/phonics and 
mathematics during 
kindergarten. 

Unknown There is no statewide 
assessment for 
kindergarten in Nevada.  

● Use both formative and summative 
assessments across K-3 to ensure growth, 
identify deficiencies, and monitor progress. 
Implement a statewide assessment for 
kindergarten to monitor progress.  

 

An increase in the 
percentage of students 
reading on grade level in 
third grade. 
 

TBD The long-term effects of 
universal full-day 
kindergarten will not be 
measurable until 2019 at 
the earliest, when the 
kindergarteners from the 
first districts to implement 

● Design effective, evidence-based 
intervention programs that reduce retention 
rates. The State (and districts) should provide 
technical assistance to principals at schools 
funded by English Language Acquisition funds 
that support selection of research based 
literacy programs. NDE/3rd party evaluators 
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the program will be in 
third grade. 

should conduct an independent review of the 
selection of literacy programs.  

● Hold all interventions and programs to the 
same level of transparency and reporting 
requirements that federal grants programs 
require.   

● Increase transparency of data around 
literacy. Schools should track and report 
student progress and other school 
performance indicators to the State and the 
public.  

 
 
 

Language Acquisition Interventions 2015 Benchmarks  

1. An increase in the percentage of students reading on grade level in third grade and beyond. 
2. An increase in high school graduation rates. 
3. A decline in the retention gap between students of color and the general population.  
4. A decline in the achievement gap between ELL/FRL students and the general population as measured 

by grade level reading. 
5. Identification of a measure of relative effectiveness of teachers/schools in completing successful 

student interventions. 
6. An Increase in the percentage of students exiting ELL status each year as measured by World-Class 

Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) Scores. 
7. An increase in the percentage of teachers who are determined effective or highly effective on the 

NEPF in these schools.  
 
 

Table 6. Language Acquisition 2015 Benchmarks 
Benchmark Met? 

(Y/N) 
Rationale Next Steps  

An increase in the 
percentage of students 
reading on grade level in 
third grade and beyond 
and decrease achievement 
gaps. 

TBD The reading proficiency of 
third graders in 2019 will 
be the measure of the 
initiative’s effectiveness, 
per the retention clause in 
SB9291.  

● Design effective, evidence-based intervention 
programs that reduce retention rates. The 
State (and districts) should provide technical 
assistance to principals at schools funded by 
English Language Acquisition funds that 
support selection of research based literacy 
programs. NDE/3rd party evaluators should 
conduct an independent review of the 
selection of literacy programs.  

● Hold all interventions and programs to the 
same level of transparency and reporting 
requirements that the federal grants 
programs require.   

● Increase transparency of data around literacy. 
Schools should track and report student 
progress and other school performance 
indicators to the State and the public. 

An increase in high school 
graduation rates.  

TBD The first kindergarten class 
to participate in Read by 3 
will not graduate until 
2028. 

● Design effective, evidence-based intervention 
programs that reduce retention rates. The 
State (and districts) should provide technical 
assistance to principals at schools funded by 
English Language Acquisition funds that 
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support selection of research based literacy 
programs. NDE/3rd party evaluators should 
conduct an independent review of the 
selection of literacy programs.  

● Use both formative and summative 
assessments across K-3 to ensure growth, 
identify deficiencies, and monitor progress.  

● Provide flexibility in what evidence-based 
interventions are allowable: (Department of 
Education) NDE should provide flexibility in 
the type of interventions that can be 
provided under Read by 3. All interventions 
should align to the Nevada State Literacy Plan 
and should be evidence-based. Each school 
district or charter school should maintain 
responsibility for providing evidence 
demonstrating the effectiveness of 
interventions included in their literacy plans. 

 

An increase in the 
percentage of teachers 
who are determined 
effective or highly effective 
on the NEPF in these 
schools. 

TBD  This data is not yet 
publicly available on the 
NSPF.  

● Continue the availability of high quality 
professional development for effective 
teaching and monitor professional 
development offerings across the state to 
ensure that they are aligned with district and 
statewide literacy plans.  The professional 
developments for pre-k teachers, Nevada 
K.I.D.S. Read, and Victory are targeted toward 
helping teachers work with their specific 
student populations.  The state and districts 
should offer a menu of menu of professional 
development services that schools could use 
to ensure teachers are equipped with the 
right tools to help their student populations. 
The Nevada Department of Education and the 
districts should devise a system for 
identifying which teachers may have had 
specific training in early intervention and/or 
literacy programs. Zoom schools should 
consider creating reading strategist positions 
that should be filled by teachers with 
extensive experience working with ELLs and 
can offer support to both educators and ELLs. 
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Recommendations 

Based on our analysis of these programs and their alignment to the Theory of Action Principles, we make 

the following recommendations to the State and school districts:  

1. Hold all interventions and programs to the same level of transparency and reporting requirements 

that the federal grants programs currently require. Pre-K programs in Nevada are required to 

participate in both annual and longitudinal evaluations, comply with NDE data reporting requirements 

and other assessments, and maintain health and safety standards. We recommend that all 

interventions in the state are held to the same standards. Increased transparency and reporting 

requirements includes district- and school-level reporting on how the resources allocated are being 

used to fund evidence-based programs, services, and incentives that increase student achievement.102  

This level of transparency should continue to be the expectation as Nevada moves toward weighted 

funding. 

2. Increase transparency of data around literacy. Schools should track and report student progress and 

other school performance indicators to the State and the public. This includes creating and 

disseminating user-friendly reports to families about the progress of both their child and their child’s 

school, holding public meetings about a school’s progress, and allowing more parental involvement 

in decisions about a school.  

3. Combine Nevada K.I.D.S. Read, Victory, and Zoom School programs into a single grant program. 

Because the three English Language Acquisition programs have duplicative goals, this would remove 

the artificial barriers between these programs and recognize that all targeted schools have a 

combination of both ELL and FRL students. This would also move the focus to individual student needs 

as opposed to creating different labels for schools.  

4. Design effective, evidence-based intervention programs that reduce retention rates. The State (and 

districts) should provide technical assistance to principals at schools funded by English Language 

Acquisition funds that support selection of research based literacy programs. The Nevada Department 

of Education (and third party evaluators) should conduct an independent review of the selection of 

literacy programs.  

a. The State and school districts need to develop a plan for 2019, when it seems likely that a high 

number of students in third-grade will be retained. This plan should address how schools will 

address the needs of these non-proficient readers, prevent further retention for future years, 

and hold schools accountable when they have high retention rates.  

5. Use both formative and summative assessments across K-3 to ensure growth, identify deficiencies, 

and monitor progress.  

a. Require districts to test students at the beginning and end of the pre-K programs for skill 

development.  

b. Implement a statewide assessment for kindergarten to measure academic outcomes at the 

end of kindergarten.  
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6. Continue the availability of high quality professional development for effective teaching and monitor 

professional development offerings across the state to ensure that they are aligned with district and 

statewide literacy plans. The professional developments for pre-k teachers, Nevada K.I.D.S. Read, and 

Victory are targeted toward helping teachers work with their specific student populations. The state 

and districts should offer a menu of menu of professional development services that schools could 

use to ensure teachers are equipped with the right tools to help their student populations. 

7. Provide flexibility in what evidence-based interventions are allowable: NDE should provide flexibility 

in the type of interventions that can be provided under Nevada K.I.D.S. Read. All interventions should 

align to the Nevada State Literacy Plan and should be evidence-based. Each school district or charter 

school should maintain responsibility for providing evidence demonstrating the effectiveness of 

interventions included in their literacy plans. 

8. Ensure that NDE and schools continue annual external program evaluations for all programs receiving 

dedicated state funding. 

9. Expand pre-K programs and ensure pre-K students filling new classroom seats come from sub-groups 

that have low levels of language and reading proficiency, including ELLs, Special Education students, 

and low-income students eligible for Free and Reduced Price Lunch (FRLs).  

10. The Nevada Department of Education and the districts should devise a system for identifying which 

teachers may have had specific training in early intervention and/or literacy programs. We would 

encourage the State and school districts to develop incentive programs, such as a higher salary and 

bonuses, to recruit and retain highly effective (and experienced) teachers at these high-need school 

sites, rather than filling all vacancies at high-need schools with new teachers.  

a. Zoom schools should leverage incentive dollars to attract and retain effective Teaching 

English as a Second Language (TESL) certified educators.  

b. The State, districts, and teachers’ unions should offer scholarships and incentive 

programs to assist more teachers in pursuing the TESL endorsement on their license.  

c. Similar steps should be considered for school leadership training, regulations, and 

incentives. 

11. Focus on teacher recruitment and training through programs such as the Great Teaching and Leading 

Fund, the Teach Nevada scholarship, and the Nevada Teacher Corps. Schools should also be given 

greater flexibility in how they can use these funds to provide incentives to teachers.  

12. NDE should create a readiness assessment to determine district readiness to keep the focus of the 

intervention without the set aside of categorical funding. The long-term goal is to move resourcing 

and decision making rights closest to the point of impact, but first the system must build the 

infrastructure and leadership capacity to support this transition. NDE should then use the readiness 

assessment information to set budgetary recommendations (including the amount and distribution 

method). At present, we have significant concerns with the effort to add new dollars into the 

Distributive School Account and recommend that all (or most) of the current categorical investments 

(e.g., in Zoom Schools and Victory schools) remain restricted until there exists an appropriate 

assessment of program efficacy, analysis of return on investment, and district readiness to maintain  
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the focus of the program as it currently exists in the unrestricted funding context.  

Given current conditions (e.g., structural barriers and technological limitations), it is not clear that 

school districts can effectively direct (spend) a weighted state allocation in alignment with the 

intended populations. Consequently, there is some concern that should dollars be shifted to the 

Distributive School Account – without accompanying policy and spending reforms, Zoom School and 

Victory School dollars would be distributed across the entire district, thus undermining the targeted 

focus on those select schools with high populations of ELLs and low-income students), or funds might 

be diverted entirely to other programs. Here we note that Nevada K.I.D.S. Read is one program with 

the potential to maintain its focus through a nonrestrictive allocation method.  

 
 

Conclusion 

Overall, preliminary evidence indicates that these targeted interventions are helping students achieve, 

and potentially closing the achievement gap. Collectively, these programs contain important elements or 

characteristics of successful reform efforts around the country. Among these are: leadership, autonomy, 

teacher leadership, community support, and flexibility.103 The salient features of these literacy acquisition 

programs are that, within a broad set of parameters and prescribed services, they have established 

greater autonomy and flexibility at the school site, allowing school leadership teams how to best design 

interventions that support their students and empower their teachers.  
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