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Growing Resilient Children: 

FALC is Making it Happen 

1199 Future of America Learning Center (FALC) 

Celebrates 25 Years 
of Committed Care and High Quality Service 
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“In this season, we have 
planted resilience. We have 
measured its growth. We have 
nurtured it to bloom…” 

- Bonnie Lou Mallonga, Ph.D.  

As 1199SEIU/Employer Child Care 

Corporation (CCC), Future of America 

Learning Center (FALC), embarks upon 

celebrating its existence for a quarter of 

a century, it coordinates with the 

Devereux Center for Resilient Children 

(DCRC) to reflect upon and take stock of 

its identity and impact on changing 

society … one child at a time.  

F 
ounded in 1993, FALC is dedicated to 

providing a high standard of early 

education and quality child care to the 

children of working 1199SEIU parents and 

to those from the broader community. The 

dynamic program is built around safe, nurturing 

and responsive environments that encourage the 

healthy development and resilience of children 

and youth. It fosters comprehensive and 

prepared learning experiences from which they 

thrive in their cognitive, linguistic, socio-

emotional and physical development. The 

Corporation values people and works hard to 

bring out the best in its dedicated staff, the 

children under its care and the parents and 

community served. 

At the core of CCC’s organizational strategy for 

operating early childhood and youth programs is 

the Future of America Learning Center (FALC), a 

nationally-accredited early childhood education 

center. This program is centered upon the Plant-

A-Dream curriculum, developed by Bonnie Lou R. 

Mallonga, Ph.D., chief operating officer, which 

aims to develop children’s social and emotional 

competence based on the belief that “self-

regulation, emotional knowledge and social 

problem-solving predict success in life, including 

kindergarten adjustment and academic 

readiness” (Denham, et al, 2014). FALC’s Plant-A-

Dream Curriculum cultivates content that is 

meaningful to the children, relevant to society 

and anchored on the formation of values among 

all its stakeholders. It strengthens children’s work 

through engaging and intentional conversation 

between child and adult and/or child-to-child 

interaction. It also scaffolds teachers’ practice 

through a seamless tapestry of well-organized 

and finely interwoven processes of action-

reflection-action and teaching, learning and 

assessment. 
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The notable curriculum and philosophy connects 

children to the natural and real world. It 

celebrates the whole child and provides museum-

like, socio-dramatic learning stations within the 

world of work for pre-K students; and strength-

based sensorial learning centers for toddler and 

preschool students. Each area is equipped with 

relevant materials that allow for physical, socio-

emotional, cognitive and cultural development – 

a setting necessary for children to grow and 

become who they dream to be in the future. The 

plan implements an eclectic crosswalk and skill-

building approach of the NYS Common Core 

Standards, Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence Theory, 

Bloom’s Taxonomy, the Devereux Early Childhood 

Assessment (DECA) Program and Work Sampling 

System (WSS) in developmentally-appropriate 

ways for the center staff, families and children of 

varying ages.  

FALC is guided by a mission to develop an Early 

Childhood Education Strategy that fosters peace, 

justice, diversity, community involvement and 

child advocacy with an opportunity for each child 

to reach their full potential. Additionally, it has 

been Dr. Mallonga’s career commitment to 

ensure that those who teach and influence our 

children must have the opportunity to achieve 

higher education and develop their skills through 

their participation in a system that fosters lifelong 

learning, continuous improvement and 

community collaboration. 

More than the tangible and measurable 

benchmarks of both structural and process 

quality, FALC’s culture is the spirit and the energy 

that defines its DNA. This is what drives the work 

to nurture the dreams of our children and staff.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FALC and DCRC Working Together 

Try to imagine the following scene: 

A group of 3- and 4-year-old children are actively 

engaged in several learning stations across the 

classroom. Several are in the “kitchen” preparing a 

meal, more are in the “publishing house” writing a 

story, a couple are in the “restaurant” ordering 

their lunch, others are in the “music studio” singing 

one of their favorite songs and another child is in 

the “oasis” relaxing and reading a story. The 

teaching staff are close by, observing the children’s 

play and making sure that everyone is engaged, 

included and safe.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The feeling in the classroom is one that every 

preschool teacher hopes to achieve each day - a 

balance of creativity and engagement; safety and 

security; and of peace and happiness. This is what 

it feels like at the Future of America Learning 

Center (FALC) in Bronx, NY.  

So, how exactly does this child care center 

dedicated to serving racially, ethnically and 

economically-diverse families create this 

experience?  
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Dr. Mallonga is committed to sharing her story. “I 
am so proud of the environment that we have 
created at FALC and I want others to know that it 
is possible. Fundamental to our success is the focus 
on social and emotional skills - not only for the 
children, but for the staff and parents, as well. 
This focus guides all aspects of our day, looking 
intentionally at each and every interaction with 
children and between staff as an opportunity to 
be strength-based, to teach social and emotional 
skills and to collaborate. When staff feel safe, 
respected and part of a team that has high 
standards, they come to work every day looking 
to learn from one another and to do their best. 
When children are in classrooms with staff who 
model respect, a commitment to learning and 
problem-solving, and who listen and engage 
them in age-appropriate activities - they thrive.”  

 

DECA Resource Kits, Infants/Toddlers, Preschoolers 2nd Edition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In order to create a framework to teach and 
foster these social competence skills, FALC uses 
the Devereux Early Childhood Assessment (DECA) 
Program. The DECA Program is a strength-based 
assessment and planning system that allows 
teachers and parents to measure a child’s social 
and emotional skills with a nationally-
standardized, reliable and valid tool; and then use 
research-based strategies to strengthen any areas 
of need. Based on resilience research, the three 
skills that the DECA emphasizes include healthy 
attachment/relationships, self-regulation and 
initiative. “The beauty of the DECA Program is 
that it takes the best of what resilience research 
tells us about what children need and puts it into 
a practical framework that teachers can use every 
day in the course of their instructional practice. 
The fact that both teachers and parents can 
complete the assessment offers such a valuable 
opportunity for us to work in partnership with 
families,” shares Dr. Mallonga. “The behaviors 
that the DECA measures become the focus of 
what teachers and parents are encouraged to 
observe to better understand children’s social 
and emotional strengths and needs.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Power of Observation 

The power of observation cannot be 
underestimated in FALC’s overall success. When it 
comes to understanding a child’s social-
competence skills and being able to complete the 
DECA, authentic observations are essential. FALC 
places a strong emphasis on developing teachers’ 
skills of conducting accurate, objective and 
comprehensive observations. 

Ms. Alexandra, an FALC Preschool Teacher, 
acknowledges the power that observations have 
in guiding her understanding of children’s social 
and emotional skills: 

“What you see of a child’s behavior in a single 
moment does not tell the full story. We have a 
child who, at the beginning of the year, would 
push another child upon entering the classroom. 
One would wonder why. What emotions is he 
feeling early in the morning? His behavior could 
have been perceived as aggression. But, we 
stopped and watched him ... 

We later figured out that he actually wanted to 
say and do things with other children, but he just 
didn’t know how. So, we tried prompting him, 
‘How about you say ‘Hi?’ Can you say ‘Hi?’ He 
started repeating this until he was able to say, ‘Hi, 
Joey,’ without pushing him. Mapping the words 
with him was helpful because it gave him the 
language to use in these instances … 

Taking time to reflect upon situations like that; 
holding back and observing closely is important. 
Otherwise, teachers may think, ‘He is just 
pushing,’ and their response would have been 
strategies on self-regulation; when in actuality, 
the child just really wants to establish 
connections and wants to make friends.” 
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Ms. Nila, a pre-K teacher, states “Observation is 
the main ingredient for drawing evaluation or 
assessment. It makes up the bulk of 
information in determining whether children are 
learning (what and how are they learning) and 
how effective is my teaching. There are various 
modalities in observation: picture, video, 
dictation. A large percentage of my observation 
includes anecdotal notes about what I see and 
hear from a child to ensure I am teaching them 
intentionally. I look at observation as little 
snapshots in the child’s timeline of learning and 
development.”  

 

Strategies, Tips and Tools 

Teachers at FALC have learned how to analyze 
observations and use that data to inform 
instructional strategies. According to Ms. Katie, 
“Observations help me see patterns of behavior, 
language and cognition; and I use them to set 
goals together with the parents and apply the 
appropriate strategy.” 

The commitment that FALC has made to this 
process of observing social competence skills is 
evident. Bulletin boards throughout the center 
offer visual reminders, tips and tools about what 
to observe, how to observe and how to track 
progress. For example, one bulletin board has a 
list of specific behaviors measured by the DECA. 
Since the DECA is a measure of social and 
emotional strengths and skills, the behaviors that 
teachers are reminded to look for include things 
like:  

 Show patience  

 Play well with others  

 Try different ways to solve a problem  

 Keep trying when unsuccessful  

 Appear happy when playing with 
others  

 Handle frustration well  

 Cooperate with others  

 

When a teacher sees a child engaging in these 
behaviors, there is another bulletin board where 
the teacher can jot down an observation on a 
Post-it note and attach it to the appropriate place 
on the board with the child’s name for further 
review, discussion and planning. These are just 
two examples of reminders and tools for teachers 
to remain intentional, focused and reflective 
throughout the day in capturing information 
about a child’s use of critically-important skills.  

Teacher Intentionality While Children Play 

It is clear that the teachers understand the 
importance of observing children’s behaviors and 
using the data to guide their instruction. What is 
also clear is that teachers have learned how to 
embed the practice of building social and 
emotional skills into their everyday activities, 
routines, and interactions with children. Children 
learn how to have healthy relationships, to self-
regulate and to take initiative when they spend 
time in classrooms where they feel safe, where 
there is a plethora of activities that interest and 
engage them and where they can explore, create 
and have fun. This means that children are 
learning these skills while they are at play - be it 
in the learning stations of the Art Gallery, Farm, 
STEAM Lab, Blink Fitness, on the playground, 
during their work period or meeting times. 
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Additionally, teachers use their observations and 

DECA results to better understand when a 

particular child may need more targeted 

assistance. As a nationally-standardized measure, 

DECA results can be used to determine when a 

child’s behaviors related to attachment/

relationships, self-regulation and initiative need 

to be strengthened. When this is the case, 

teachers use specific strategies and individualize 

action plans to teach and reinforce the skills. For 

example, one tool that is very popular with the 

children is the “STAR” necklace.  

STAR stands for: 

Self-Discipline 

Trustworthiness 

Accountability for One’s Words and Actions 

Respect and Responsibility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Several and unique STAR necklaces are available, 

highlighting various skills in these four character 

traits. When a teacher, or another student, sees a 

child implementing any of these skills, they can 

make the suggestion that the child be given the 

STAR necklace. The necklace is a simple, tangible 

way to acknowledge the child’s use of a particular 

skill and to reinforce and celebrate the positive 

behavior by giving the child some “shine” with 

cheer from the class and teachers. Children 

proudly wear and showcase the STAR necklace, 

often posing like this young boy below.  

 

Partnership with Families 

Family engagement is key when it comes to 
promoting children’s resilience, and FALC 
understands this.  

According to Dr. Mallonga, “The type of 

engagement that parents are involved in is more 

than just attending a special class event or 

enjoying a potluck meal on Multicultural Day. We 

help parents learn to view their child’s behavior 

objectively and with more depth; we help to carve 

out time for teachers and parents to discuss the 

research-based child data in order to strengthen 

their child’s resilience and social competence 

skills. The type of conversation in the Parent-

Teacher Conference is more focused on what we, 

as a center, believe is the foundation for life 

success and positive academic outcomes- and 

that is resilience and overall happiness.” 
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Teachers at FALC work in tandem with parents to 
better understand the results of the DECA and to 
put action plans in place for both school and 
home that will ensure consistent efforts to 
strengthen these skills. Ms. Nila shares her 
thoughts on working with parents: “Teachers help 
guide parents to conduct observations and rate 
their own child using the same assessment tool: 
the DECA form.” From Miguelina German, mother 
of 4-year-old Ariela Mercado: “I appreciate FALC 
using a standardized form which compares my 
daughter Ariela to a representative sample in the 
U.S. In other words, DECA provides valuable 
information for me to know how she is doing in 
her development compared to other children her 
age ... 

I really like the subscales 
(attachment/
relationship; self-
regulation; initiative). It 
helps me reflect as a 
parent on how she is 
doing in these important 
areas of social and 
emotional 
development ... 

Thinking about these 
subscales impacts my 
parenting in a way 
because I am more 
mindful to try and 
develop these qualities in her. 
Sometimes, it makes me sad to 
see her grow up because part 
of me would like her to remain ‘my baby’ forever, 
but I understand how it is that she be 
independent and that I need to encourage that in 
her, as well.”  

FALC’s DECA Program Journey 

FALC made a commitment to the implementation 
of the DECA Program more than 10 years ago, 
when Dr. Mallonga attended a workshop in 2007. 
She was drawn to the particular focus of the 
DECA on assessing a specific area of social and 
emotional health: protective factors related to a 
child’s resilience. “The DECA offers a very specific 
look at three protective factors that are 
fundamental to a child’s social competence, 
including healthy relationships, self-regulation 
and initiative. When I learned about how the tool 
was to be completed by teachers and parents - 
those adults who know the child best - I really felt 
confident that this was something that staff 
would understand, embrace, be empowered by 
and really change in the way they teach and treat 
children.”  

FALC then set about using all of the key social 
competence skills that are needed to adopt any 
new initiative, including patience, persistence and 
collaboration. “It took several years until all of our 
teaching staff were able to attend a formal DECA 
Program training, conducted by DCRC Lead 
Trainer Nefertiti Poyner, Ed. D., and to put the 
infrastructure in place that would allow us to 
really implement the process in a way that would 
set us up for success and positive results.”  

FALC needed to ensure that the DECA Program 
materials would be in the annual budget each 
year; that teaching staff would have the time to 

attend professional development; that staff 
meetings and in-service trainings would allot 
time to focus on DECA discussions and that a 
process for better engaging families could be 
developed. “This process took time, but it has 
been well worth it. Using the DECA is now just 
part of how FALC operates. Staff understand 
its value; they look intentionally at the results; 
they use the data to guide their practice; and 
they observe children day in and day out for 
their use of skills in healthy relationships, self-
regulation and initiative. “ 
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Positive Outcomes 

Children who experienced the DECA Program at 
FALC showed significant improvements in their 
overall within-child protective factors over both 
the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 program years, 
when rated by teachers. The bar graph below 
provides a depiction of each cohort’s scores 
across the three DECA descriptive categories 
(Strength, Typical, Area of Need). As can be seen 
in this graph, the percentage of preschoolers with 
overall protective factors in the Strength range 
increased across both program years, while the 
percentage of children in the Area of Need range 
decreased across both program years, indicating 
positive improvements in both cohorts’ overall 
protective factors. By each spring, the percentage 
of children demonstrating within-child protective 
factors in the Strength range exceeded the 
national average, with nearly all children 
exhibiting strong-to-typical within-child 
protective factors overall.  

 

A large proportion of the individual children who experienced the DECA 
Program showed positive improvements in overall within-child protective 
factors during their time at FALC. 78% of children in the program exhibited 
improvements over the 2016-2017 program year, while 86% of children in 
the program exhibited improvements during the following year. 

Children who experienced 
the DECA Program at FALC also showed 
significant improvement in the three individual 
protective factors assessed by the DECA 
(attachment/relationships, self-regulation, 
initiative) across both program years, with the 
number of children showing strengths in these 
areas growing over each year. After experiencing 
a year of the DECA Program, children in both 
cohorts exhibited significantly fewer behavioral 
concerns. Parent ratings supported these findings 
by widely trending in the same direction.  

*Note: The full DECA Report is available upon request. 

Teachers’ Reflective Practice 

“What is the secret sauce of FALC’s success?” This 
is the question always asked about FALC. During 
debrief, Dr. Mallonga turned to others for 
answers, and here are some of their responses:  

 “Budget - your ability to acquire the materials 
you need.” - Teacher/Observer 

 “PD - targeted professional development.” - 
Principal 

 “It’s not one or two classrooms that both 
teachers and children are engaged, but all of 
them - even 
babies.” - Union 
Members and 
Management from 
California 

 “The philosophies 
can be seen in 
action-Piaget, 
Gardner. I have not 
seen this done 
before.” - 
Educational Director 

 “...the tools used are well-implemented … and 
support from leadership and active parents.” - 
Teacher 

“Children are natural creators and can make more 
complex connections than many adults give them 
credit for. At this pre-K in the Bronx (FALC), 4-
year-olds produced amazingly graphic paintings 
on climate change. The symbolism of polar bears 
struggling to sit on a shrinking iceberg was far 
more powerful than words. Although written 
language eluded these children, they were 
communicating volumes through their art.” - 
Former NYC Schools Chancellor, Carmen Fariña 
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Both the common question and those answers 
compelled the FALC team to dive deeper into 
their self-identity as an early childhood 
organization: Who they are; What they are about; 
Why they do what they do. As the team 
continued to reflect, they realized that there is no 
singular component in their curriculum, their 
philosophy, their organizational structure or 
professional development that answers this 
million-dollar query. One thing they know is that, 
as a center, their focus is on process over 
product, while living up to their C

4
HI culture - the 

energy that pushes all of them to perform and to 
give their best. C

4
HI stands for Culture of Peace 

and Joy; Creativity, Collaboration, Continuous 
Improvement through Critical Thinking; Hard 
Work and Humility; Inner-directedness and 
Integrity. Dr. Mallonga states, “when the heart of 
their work is on process, they see people and 
their journey; the pinnacles and foothills that they 
traveled, more than just seeing the product of 
what they have done or the destination to which 
they arrived. Immersed in the process, FALC 
experiences with them the joy borne out of their 
accomplishments - big or small; the humility to 
see, accept and rework areas of need; their 
creative thoughts and actions while reflecting; 

planning and implementing collaboratively and 
their struggle to be inner-directed. Meaning, the 
motivation to work hard comes not from any 
external factors, but from within - from one’s 
belief in FALC’s mission; deep respect for 
children; one’s passion; and the strong drive to 
achieve.“ So, how does one develop this 
mindset of a process-centered practitioner?  

For 25 years, FALC has utilized the same cyclical, 
strategic-reflective practice called the PIER Cycle 
of Engagement which stands for: Plan, 
Implement, Evaluate, and Reflect and Rework; 
and then, establish time and structure to 

practice it daily and document it weekly. What is 
the impact of this reflective practice? Reflective 
practice develops the teachers’ ability to 
understand how children learn and the best ways 
to teach them. It allows everyone involved in the 
teaching-learning community to be accountable 
for the children’s progress and do something 
about the barriers of learning.  

“What’s the secret to FALC’s success?” There’s 
more to success than just counting achievements. 
It is process over product; people over policy; 
passion over pride. 

But, in a result-driven society where metrics are 
required to measure success, FALC has graciously 
stood the test of time. When success is defined as 
achieving their overarching mission to change the 
world one child at a time, the figures and graphs 
have shown to support this claim. The past two 
years of DECA research study among FALC’s 4-
year-olds have shown empirical evidence that, 
indeed, FALC has grown and will continue to 
grow resilient children. 

What a way to celebrate 25 
years of committed care and 
high-quality early education!  
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