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1. Project Description
A. Minnesota’s Goal

By 2020, all Minnesota children are school-ready as they enter kindergarten.
B. Taking Stock and Building Capacity

Features of a standards-based and purpose-driven accountability system are
described in Taking Stock: Assessing and Improving Early Childhood Learning and
Program Quality, a report of the National Early Childhood Accountability Task Force.

The features include:

Standards for both children’s learning and development and for program

quality.

= Appropriate assessments that are based on these standards.

= Data analysis and reporting methods that assure reliability, validity and
accuracy of the data and safeguard the rights of individual children.

= Specific plans for using the data to guide and motivate program improvement
initiatives and policy decisions which includes designing and building
systems, funding and oversight of specific programs, improving services in
local agencies, and aligning/integrating pre-kindergarten to grade 3.

= An ultimate goal of enhancing program effectiveness and positive outcomes

for all young children.



Early Childhood Accountability and Program Improvement Approach
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IMPROVED PROGRAM EFFECTIVENESS and ENHANCED OUTCOMES

Minnesota is requesting funding for eight activities that will allow us to take stock
of current challenges and opportunities as well as build capacity for the future. The
activities designed as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funding
application directly address various needs of Minnesota in designing a standards-based

and purpose-driven accountability system.



C. High-Impact Areas

The activities included in the application will also make a difference in five high-
impact areas within the components of the Taking Stock accountability system. Making
progress in these areas will allow Minnesota to move forward in realizing its vision that

all children entering kindergarten are prepared to succeed.

High Impact Area 1: Comprehensive, well-articulated children’s learning and
program standards will drive curricula, instruction, child assessments and
professional development.

Activity A: Develop and implement a mentor and coach community of practice to
enhance practitioner understanding and use of early learning standards, instructional
practice (particularly around the 10 Essential Elements of Effective Care and Education
Programs) and program standards.

Minnesota has two sets of child outcome standards: the Early Childhood
Indicators of Progress (ECIPs) Minnesota’s Early Learning Standards (for children ages
3-5 years) and Early Childhood Indicators of Progress Minnesota’s Early Learning
Guidelines for Birth to 3. In this activity, mentors and coaches in existing programs will
receive consistent and comprehensive training and support as they embed early learning
and program standards in their practice and improve instructional strategies and skills on
providing compensatory education especially in the areas of literacy and language
development and mathematical thinking. Training content will be delivered in face-to-
face sessions as well as online. This network of mentors and coaches will also participate

in a virtual community of practice to augment their skill development.



The purpose of the activity is to integrate early learning (child) standards and
research-based instructional practice and program standards. A number of different
program standards used in various settings such as National Association for the
Education of Young Children Accreditation, Head Start Child Outcomes Framework,
licensing standards and pilot Quality Rating and Improvement System standards will be
introduced.

Once trained, mentors and coaches will embed the new information into their
work with practitioners. Practitioners will improve instructional practice based on this

learning.

Activity B: Create common program standards.

Legislation passed into law in 2009 directed the Departments of Human Services
(DHS) and Education (MDE) to develop a common set of program standards. To
accomplish this statutory directive, the departments have created a cross-agency
workgroup and drafted a workplan to which ARRA funding will contribute outside
expertise.

ARRA funds will be used to contract with national experts to review Minnesota’s
draft of common program standards. An outside facilitator will conduct stakeholder
meetings to arrive at consensus on the draft set of program standards and Quality Rating
and Improvement System (QRIS) indicators. Opportunities for public comment will also
be offered.

Development of a common set of program standards will support policymakers in

assessing program effectiveness and planning for early childhood system improvements



and will support programs in more effectively implementing curriculum, instruction and

child assessment.

High Impact Area 2: Integrated data systems will enable policymakers, state
agencies and the community to better measure school readiness. Data analysis and
reporting methods will assure reliability, validity and accuracy of the data and
safeguard the rights of individual children.

Activity: Design interface and reporting across systems to unify data for the indicators in
the Minnesota early care and education accountability system.

Currently, child-level data exists in program-level databases within state agencies
but there is no method for sharing this data and assuring that it is unduplicated
information. This project will create a plan to link data sets through data-sharing
agreements. The plan will identify and determine the steps that need to be taken to unify
the data elements across agencies.

The ability to link across existing data systems within existing technological and
security protocols will enhance decision-making at minimum cost. Access to data in a
user-friendly format will allow policymakers and practitioners to better assess the
strengths and weaknesses of current early childhood offerings to improve coordination of

programs and activities.



High Impact Area 3: An effective professional development system to prepare early
childhood educators and care providers will be implemented, guided by data and
resulting in improved teaching skills.

Activity A: Research, analyze, and update the Minnesota Core Competencies for Early
Childhood Practitioners to reflect essential skills and knowledge necessary and improve
alignment with the Early Childhood Indicators of Progress (Minnesota’s Early Learning
Standards).

Core Competencies have been identified and used by child care programs to guide
continuous improvement and to assist teaching staff in developing their professional
development goals. These will be updated to reflect current research and changing
demographics of Minnesota’s population. Revising the core competencies will better
reflect the skills early childhood educators and care providers need in order to provide

quality instruction for children.

Activity B: Implement outreach strategies for early childhood professional development
requirements.

High-quality training improves the skills of early childhood educators and care
providers. Early childhood personnel access inservice training through a number of
different agencies, organizations and education programs. Access to and quality of
training varies. To improve the quality of and access to training, the Minnesota Center
for Professional Development has established a registry, training and trainer approval

processes and serves as a statewide clearinghouse.



This activity will inform early childhood professionals about resources and
professional development requirements. Materials will be translated into several
languages to reach underserved communities. Staff from state agencies, partnership
organizations and quality initiatives will distribute translated materials and conduct

outreach activities identified in a preexisting marketing plan.

Activity C: Design and implement an evaluation framework to assess the capacity and
effectiveness of two-and four- year Institutes of Higher Education in preparing early
childhood educators and care providers.

The Early Childhood Advisory Council is charged with determining the extent to
which Institutes of Higher Education in Minnesota are preparing students for their first
teaching experience. To determine the effectiveness of this preparation, data from
institutions of higher education needs to be collected and analyzed. This activity allows
Minnesota to pull existing data together to inform decisions about how to best prepare
teachers to meet the unique needs of young children and assess the effectiveness of

current preparation programs.

High Impact Area 4: At-risk children and families will have increased access to
effective early care and education programs. The design and subsequent funding of
the system will be guided by data.

Activity: Research and analyze the cost and financing mechanism of early childhood

System components.



The Early Childhood Advisory Council (ECAC) has adopted the Ten Essential
Elements of Effective Care and Education Programs (see Appendix A). These are
research-based elements needed for long-term improvements in child outcomes for
children who are at-risk for coming to school unprepared and were agreed to by
researchers, advocates and state agency staff at the Governor’s Summit on School
Readiness sponsored by the National Governors Association. This activity will identify
the costs of a system that increases participation of children in programs which
implement the 10 Essential Elements. A consultant will work with the Access and
Finance committee of the ECAC to determine what is desired, what is currently
underfunded, and what is not funded at all. Once costs are identified, funding

mechanisms that could support the system will be documented.

High Impact Area 5: Improvements in local services will result in increased access
by at-risk children and their families.

Activity: Incentives to communities to support layering or braiding early childhood
Sfunding.

This activity will provide incentive grants to communities to support initiatives
that layer or blend early childhood funding. Layering of existing funds can build capacity
in communities to meet the needs of at-risk children and families. Communities will
share lessons learned about braiding and blending funding across federal, state and local

funding streams.



The Taking Stock chart has been customized to demonstrate how the high impact
areas and activities included in this application take steps to build an accountability and

program improvement approach.



Early Childhood Accountability and Program Improvement Approach
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2. Need for Assistance
A. Background

Minnesota has done much to support the development of young children.
Advocates have outlined the components of a broad early childhood system of programs
and services including early learning, health, early intervention and family support. The
Minnesota Legislature established the Minnesota Early Childhood Caucus in 2002 to
work on a bipartisan and bicameral basis. Publicly funded programs provide service to
children and families.

Privately funded initiatives are doing innovative work in communities throughout
the state. In February 2008, a small group of Minnesota-based foundations and funders
agreed to work together to fund a comprehensive business plan. Groups, such as the
Minnesota Initiative Foundations and Minnesota Early Learning Foundation, are piloting
new programs. Coalitions are being built in communities of all sizes. Parent Aware is a
pilot quality rating and improvement system that rates the quality of early childhood care
and education programs and provides support to improve quality. Scholarships and
public allowances have been used as new methods of portable funding.

Together, these current initiatives provide a strong foundation on which to build.
Further efforts are needed, however, to support the needs of children most at-risk of
coming to kindergarten unprepared.

Needs assessments have been recently conducted that can act as a starting point
on which to build rather than duplicating efforts. Wilder Research conducted a
comprehensive early care and education asset review published in 2008 and a soon-to-be-

released report on the well-being and vulnerabilities of babies in Minnesota.
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The Minnesota School Readiness Study, an annual report done by the Minnesota
Department of Education (MDE) consistently shows that some children, especially
children from families with low incomes and low levels of maternal education, are not
yet demonstrating proficiency in the five areas of development studied. An improvement
in proficiency by these children at kindergarten entrance would help reduce Minnesota’s
achievement gap.

During the 2009 Minnesota legislative session, legislation was passed requiring
the ECAC to create an inventory of early childhood services. Staffs from the
Departments of Education and Human Services have begun to develop this inventory
beginning first with services that support primary care settings such as Head Start, public
prekindergarten, and child care. Minnesota Management and Budget (MMB) was also
charged with developing a children’s budget that will map all state expenditures,
regardless of source, that serve the primary function of supporting the health, safety,
stability, growth, development and education of children. The MMB Commissioner must
report to the Legislature by January 15, 2010. The ECAC recommends that the MMB
document serve as a companion piece to the Inventory of Early Childhood Services as it
includes a more expansive repertoire of children’s programs and services.

Collecting this information and making it available in one place will make it
possible to analyze where gaps exist in providing programs and services, determine
where funding is being spent and look at who is accessing the available programs and
services. The documentation will inform a number of policy decisions. Once developed,
it is anticipated that the inventory will be updated periodically to provide an ongoing

needs assessment.
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B. Minnesota Needs and Need for Assistance

Several needs have surfaced as priorities for the ECAC. These correspond to the high-

impact areas noted. Currently, Minnesota does not have:

1.

An impactful, consistent training model that assists early childhood professionals
in implementing early learning and program standards, teaching them to use child
assessment to inform effective instruction and helping them understand program
quality improvement efforts.

An accountability system for early childhood that articulates three to five key
indicators and underlying indicators with which to measure progress in child
outcomes, program quality and infrastructure effectiveness. Once accountability
indicators are identified, Minnesota needs to link existing data systems to access
data and better measure school readiness.

A coordinated, high-quality professional development system to prepare early
childhood educators and care providers and increase their teaching skills.

An adequately funded system of early childhood programs that increases access
for all at-risk children and families in high-quality programs which implement the
10 Essential Elements. Minnesota needs to define the costs of system
components that can be targeted to at-risk children based on the 10 Essential
Elements.

Enough access to high quality programs for at-risk children at the local level.

The ECAC proposes to address these challenges in this application.
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C. Status of Early Learning Standards

Minnesota has long believed in the value of early learning standards. MDE and
DHS worked with stakeholders to create two sets of child outcome standards: the Early
Childhood Indicators of Progress Minnesota’s Early Learning Standards (first published
in 2000) and Early Childhood Indicators of Progress Minnesota’s Early Learning
Guidelines for Birth to 3 (published in 2007 with the Minnesota Department of Health).
These standards are comprehensive, covering all areas of development. They are
research-based and provide sufficient breadth and depth in each area of development to
offer meaningful information to the user. The indicators are broadly applicable to
children from diverse linguistic, economic and cultural backgrounds and to children with
variations in developmental needs and abilities in different early childhood settings. They
help parents and early childhood professionals look for growth over time and progress on
the path of development. The standards are presented within a context of shared
responsibility among family members, teachers and caregivers, communities and
policymakers for helping children meet the expectations.

The guidelines for birth to three are aligned with the Early Childhood Indicators
of Progress for three to five. These, in turn, are aligned with K-12 academic standards.
The ECIPs are also aligned to the Head Start Outcome Framework. The Alignment of
Minnesota K-12 Kindergarten Academic Standards with the Early Childhood Indicators
of Progress: Minnesota’s Early Learning Standards and the Head Start Child Outcomes
Framework has been created to articulate the alignment to assist early care and education

practitioners in communicating ways they can prepare children for later learning.
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Following the publishing of the ECIPs, MDE and DHS offered training to child
care providers and teachers in ECFE, Head Start and School Readiness and child care
programs. Early childhood professionals learned how to use the documents to support
effective instruction. Now, trainings offered by MDE and DHS embed the standards. In

addition, many school districts offer training on the ECIPs.

D. Status of Governance

The oversight of early childhood care and education programs is split primarily
between two state agencies. The Minnesota Department of Education is responsible for
School Readiness, Early Childhood Family Education, Head Start, Early Childhood
Special Education Parts B and C, Early Childhood Screening, School Readiness Study,
and the Minnesota Parents Know Website. The Department of Human Services oversees
the Child Care Assistance Program, School Readiness Connections, Licensed Child Care
Centers, Licensed Family Child Care, Child Care Development Grants including:
Building Child Care Quality; Family, Friend and Neighbor Care supports; Migrant Child
Care; Minnesota Early Childhood and School-age Professional Development System; and
Providing Information to Parents. Staff from the departments meet regularly to share

information and coordinate efforts.

E. Status of Professional Development Systems
Minnesota has a complex system of licensing requirements and qualifications for
staff, pathways for achieving them, and delivery systems for preparation and continuing

education. Formal training that leads to a degree is offered through two and four year
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Institutes of Higher Education (IHE). Articulation agreements are in place between some
colleges, but not all. Inservice professional development opportunities are offered
through a variety of groups, including but not limited to: Child Care Resource and
Referral agencies, two and four year IHE, and professional membership organizations
such as the Minnesota Family Licensed Family Child Care Association and the
Minnesota Association for the Education of Young Children.

In 2007, the Minnesota State Legislature placed into statute a policy requiring the
development and implementation of a professional development system for practitioners
serving children in early childhood and school-age programs. Metropolitan State
University was awarded a grant from DHS and is in process of developing three key
elements of the system including a professional development registry, a career lattice and
trainer and training approval.

Minnesota’s Core Competencies for Early Childhood Practitioners, released in
2004, serves as a guide for practitioners to improve, measure, and demonstrate their work
with children and families. The Core Competencies are divided into eight content areas
with each content area separated into five levels. The levels build upon one another
beginning with the basic requirements for a practitioner new to the field to a professional
who has both experience and education that reaches the master or doctorate level. Since
the inception of this document, the professional development system of Minnesota
gradually began aligning training to correspond with one or more of the content areas of

the core competencies.

F. Status of Data Systems
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