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Parents and children learn together in First 5 classroom at Hathaway Elementary School in Oxnard,Ventura County 

Star 

In classrooms across Ventura County, children as young as just a few months old are already 

accessing education. By age 3, they’ve learned shapes and colors and how to use scissors. By 5, 

they’re more than ready for their first day of kindergarten.  

But many of these services are funded through the state’s tobacco tax revenue, and that money has 

dissipated to half of what it was at its peak. Changes in the funding for early education programming 

have led to local layoffs and an overhaul to the way parents and their children are getting that crucial 

programming.  

The services are open to any child up to age 5 in the county, regardless of income.  

First 5 Ventura County operates 11 programs under Neighborhoods for Learning and more than 20 

family resource centers that promote school readiness through early learning and strengthening 

parent-child bonds.  

With the decline in Proposition 10 tobacco tax revenue and the depletion of First 5 Ventura County’s 

“sustainability fund,” the local commission approved a seven-year plan that “redesigns the place-

based services, relies on sustainable investments and innovative partnerships with communities and 

focuses on systems-building approaches,” according to the organization’s website.  

“We are working with Interface and the school districts to maintain as many of 

our current locations as possible with the funding we have.” 

Petra Puls, executive director of First 5 Ventura County 
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By 2020, First 5 funding is expected to decrease by 48% from its peak, according to the website. 

The organization’s operating budget this year was about $13 million; next year, it falls to just about 

$6.5 million, according to officials.  

To help streamline its work, First 5 Ventura County is cutting ties with 11 school districts and instead 

partnering with one nonprofit, Interface Children & Family Services, to implement the place-based 

Neighborhoods for Learning. 

‘The path forward is quite exciting’ 

At the start of the next school year, Interface will serve the entire county.  

“The path forward is quite exciting,” said Petra Puls, executive director of First 5 Ventura County. 

“Instead of having 11 contracts for the Neighborhoods for Learning, we will have one with Interface. 

We are working with Interface and the school districts to maintain as many of our current locations 

as possible with the funding we have. We have to reduce some of our services, but we are 

committed to keeping the locations.”  

Ten of the 11 locations for the Neighborhoods for Learning services are in school districts across the 

county and in total there are about 25 “access points” where people can get services, Puls said. Puls 

said the organization will continue to partner with local districts to carve out space for the 

programming moving forward.  

“There’s no way we can sustain all 25, but we are finalizing lease agreements,” Puls said. “I can’t tell 

you yet how many there will be, but it looks like the majority of the locations will continue to serve the 

community.”  

Local layoffs and job openings  

The school districts that worked with First 5 have had to notify employees of layoffs in the past 

several months because most of the workers will no longer be employed by the districts and some 

may not be rehired. Those affected are connected with the Neighborhoods for Learning programs 

currently contracted with First 5 Ventura County. 

Districts like Oxnard School District, Ventura Unified School District, Conejo Valley Unified and 

Pleasant Valley all saw layoff notices on board agendas this spring.  

Pleasant Valley had five staff members affected. Ventura had 11, Conejo had 12 and Oxnard had 

19.  



 

Puls said those employees were encouraged to apply for similar positions within Interface, now that 

services are provided through one contract and not 11.  

“Every decision we have made is asking ourselves if there is something better we can do to make 

sure kids and families have what they need,” Puls said. “It’s been the core of every conversation, to 

maintain that. Moving forward, we are really excited about the possibilities with Interface. There’s a 

lot of opportunity to streamline what we do, and we will continue to be in the neighborhoods where 

families live.”  

Puls said before district employees in their grant-funded positions got layoff notices, Interface started 

to post job descriptions and job openings. She said Interface has been busy recruiting current staff 

members to apply. 

According to the First 5 website, offers were extended to candidates in early April.  

Transitions ahead  

Puls said officials expect to announce how many centers will remain open and where they’ll be.  

“We know there are a lot of changes coming and that parents and families, as well as our current 

staff, have a lot of concerns and questions,” Puls said. “The key message is that with all these 

changes, what’s not changing is our commitment to supporting kids and families and providing high-

quality services.”  

Puls said in some cases, officials are just “waiting for ink to dry” on lease agreements.  



“We do have locations throughout all the communities in Ventura County, but everywhere from 

Ventura to Port Hueneme to Camarillo to Moorpark to Simi Valley, we will have locations continuing 

to provide services to our children,” Puls said.  

‘We are in limbo right now’  

The “place-based services program” starting in August 2019 will offer similar, but modified, services 

to kids and their families across the county.  

“A child’s experiences in the first three years are the bricks and mortar of brain development,” said 

Elizabeth Majestic, director of Neighborhoods for Learning. “When infants and toddlers get what their 

growing brains need, they become healthy kids who are confident, empathetic and ready for school 

and life.”  

Parents from across the county say the development they’ve seen in their children is proof enough 

that the Neighborhoods for Learning program works.  

“I feel like my 3-year-old is learning these skills that you need to learn to be acclimated to school,” 

said Danielle Thomas, a Port Hueneme parent using the Neighborhoods for Learning program.  

Thomas said the teachers use lessons that she never would have considered, such as tearing 

paper, to help children work on their fine-motor skills.  

 



Anya Garcia, age 2, and her mother, Desiree, stack blocks during a First 5 Neighborhoods for Learning class at 

Hathaway Elementary School in Oxnard on April 23. (Photo: ANTHONY PLASCENCIA/THE STAR) 

 

“I would never ask him to do anything like that,” Thomas said. “But it’s helping to be able to cut with 

scissors. I mean, he cuts like a champ. He’s out there using scissors like a 5-year-old.”  

Thomas said the most important part for her is that when her son hits kindergarten, he’s “going to be 

ready to go one day one.”  

Arledy Trejo has seen what the Neighborhoods for Learning curriculum can do for kids through her 

own children in the Conejo Valley. She said because the programs do such good work, a lot of 

parents are anxious about the upcoming changes.  

“I’m pretty worried right now, at this point,” Trejo said. “Because we don’t know what she’s going to 

do next, after this. I know this is a big decision. I’m looking for a place for my 3-year-old. Many 

parents like me are worried and wondering what’s next.”  

Trejo’s daughter has already learned colors and counting and so much more, she said. She and 

other parents don’t want to lose the progress their kids have made.  

She said even though they know Interface will be taking over, they don’t know where the locations 

will be.  

“We are in limbo right now,” Trejo said.  
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