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Executive Summary

For the reporting year, please provide a summary of your State’s (1) accomplishments, (2) lessons
learned, (3) challenges, and (4) strategies you will implement to address those challenges.

Accomplishments

Illinois' Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC) Grant initiatives reflect the State's three strategic
reform priorities. In each of these areas, lllinois has accomplished a great deal in its fourth year of
implementation.

Priority 1: Deepening the integration of State supports to create a unified framework for all early learning and
development programs.

In 2016, lllinois continued the strong momentum of the first three years for its system-building efforts.
Accomplishments include:

e Continuation of strong progress towards program participation goals for ExceleRate Illinois during an
unprecedented and ongoing state fiscal crisis. By the end of 2016, Illinois had met 89% of its ambitious
performance measure targets. Nearly 3,000 early childhood programs in lllinois achieved quality
recognition by the end of 2016. These include:

o

100% of the State's school-based Preschool for All programs, from zero in 2012
0 73% of the Head Start sites in lllinois, up from 3% in 2012

0 44% of the licensed child care centers, up from 17% in 2012 - nearly triple

0 5% of the licensed family child homes, up from 2% in 2012 - more than double

e Continued growth in the number of early childhood professionals holding one or more Gateways
Credential. In 2016, 4,578 credentials were awarded, exceeding targets in all categories: Early
Childhood Education (ECE), Infant Toddler Credential, and the lllinois Director Credential. At of the
end of Calendar Year 2016, a total of 16,440 individuals currently hold Gateways Credentials, including:

O 8,224 ECE Level 2 and above (159% of 2016 target)
= Level 4 (AA degree): 3,372
= Level 5 (BA degree): 3,142
0 3,375 Infant Toddler Credentials (146% of 2016 target)
0 1,657 lllinois Director Credentials (129% of 2016 target)
e Implemented pilot to test-launch three new credentials, with the following awards earned in 2016:
O Technical Assistance Credential: 53
0 Family Support Specialist Credential: 115
0 Family Child Care Credential: 167

e Deepened integration and alignment of day care licensing system with both ExceleRate and Gateways,
moving towards a more efficient and effective system of monitoring and continuous quality
improvement.

e Determined school readiness indicators across five domains of development to be collected statewide
during the 2017-18 school year. Kindergarten Individual Development Survey (KIDS), which is aligned
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to the lllinois Early Learning and Development Standards, is now available at no charge to public
schools statewide.

e Completed inaugural report of matched data, providing for the first time an unduplicated view of children
enrolled in Preschool for All, Prevention Initiative, and the Child Care Assistance Program.

e Two-thirds of lllinois' Institutions of Higher Education with early childhood programs (20 universities and
37 community colleges representing all regions of the state) participated in the EPPI Grant Program to
collaboratively redesign early childhood educator preparation programs with focus on improving
articulation and transfer pathways, meeting new state standards for licensure, and including Gateways
Credentials as stackable elements within degree programs.

e Expansion of Early Childhood Interagency Team (IAT) to include additional state agencies, the Governor's
Cabinet on Children and Youth, and re-boot of IAT purpose to ensure continuation of strong
collaboration as RTT-ELC funded initiatives wrap up.

Priority 2: Connecting the most-at-risk children with the supports and services they need.

Although Illinois has an adequate level of services for children with high needs, too many of the most
vulnerable young children in the state are not being served. Through its State Plan, lllinois is working to
identify and remove barriers to participation for these children and their families. Accomplishments in 2016
include:

® 91,232 children with high needs are enrolled in the top tiers of ExceleRate (Gold and Awards of
Excellence)

0 Nearly 30% of children from birth to age five in the Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) are
cared for in a Gold-rated center or home, up from 13% at the inception of RTT-ELC.

0 Another 27% of CCAP children are enrolled in programs rated Bronze or Silver.

0 All children served in school-based Preschool for All programs are enrolled in a quality-
recognized program, 74% at or above the Gold Circle.

0 The upcoming re-competition of the Early Childhood Block Grant is expected to include a
competitive priority for community-based Preschool for All programs with quality ratings.

e Innovation Zones in 11 communities are demonstrating effective strategies for identifying, engaging, and
enrolling children with high needs in high quality programs, such as:

0 Coordinated outreach, screening, and enrollment across Preschool for All, Head Start, and child
care programs within a community

0 Building referral pipelines with local partners to engage priority populations including children
who are experiencing homelessness, involved in the child welfare system, have teen parents,
or are recent immigrants or refugees

0 Forging partnerships with local support system --food pantries, refugee organizations, public
housing, hospitals, home visiting programs, public schools

0 Developing parent leadership/parent ambassadors (including grandparents)

O Creation of “warm line” to provide information and referrals to all parents

Priority 3: Increasing program quality: From adequate to good and from good to great

Illinois recognizes that all early childhood programs --even those already meeting high quality standards --need
support and guidance in developing and implementing continuous program improvement strategies. Research
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demonstrates what is required in terms of program intensity, rigorous curriculum, and high-quality teacher-
child interaction to significantly impact the developmental trajectory of children with high needs. lllinois is
working to translate that research into strengthened practices in classrooms across the State.
Accomplishments in 2016 include:

o Achievement of 84 Awards of Excellence - 21 for Inclusion of Children with Special Needs, 26 for Family
and Community Engagement, 11 for Linguistically and Culturally Responsive Practice, 21 for Preschool
Teaching and Learning, and 5 for Infant and Toddler Services.

¢ Implementation of comprehensive strategy (targeted outreach, financial incentives, and bundled training)
to promote participation in the Bronze Circle of Quality, resulting in a 7-fold increase in participation.
In 2016, 392 centers and 138 Family Child Care homes achieved this level of quality.

¢ Following the completion of the Head Start/Early Head Start expedited pathway, launched the
“Presumptive Silver” initiative in 2016, which will enable more robust participation of Head Start
programs in ExceleRate in 2017.

e Innovation Zones developed and demonstrated remarkable capacity to support the full range of early
learning and development programs engaging in continuous quality improvement activities. Strategies
have included ExceleRate cohorts, communities of practice, directors' roundtables, coaching and
mentoring models, and cross-sector professional development. The most striking results come from
Greater East St. Louis (GESTL), one of lllinois lowest income communities. GESTL exceeded the
statewide goal with 91% of its child care centers above Licensing and 27% achieving the Gold Circle of
Quality.

Lessons Learned

The mindset of continuous quality improvement (CQl) has permeated RTT-ELC funded initiatives and is
essential for lllinois' continued progress towards ambitious goals for system transformation. CQl requires
strength, resiliency, flexibility, and adaptive capability, not just among individual providers, but also within the
system itself. Policymakers, program managers, and implementers throughout the state infrastructure have
been deliberately and intentionally focused on the implementation processes and activities of ExceleRate. This
has been accomplished through the flexibility of policy, which is open to adjustment based on feedback from
the many perspectives of multiple stakeholders throughout the state. RTT subcontractors have reinforced this
mindset by remaining open to meeting programs where they are, and adapting plans to move them toward
their goals incrementally. Programs, in turn, value the supports and opportunities to advance practice at every
level, and remain engaged and invested in improvement - as summarized by one panelist at a regional CQl
gathering: “Just because I'm not sick doesn't mean | can't get better.” In spite of challenging financial
circumstances in our state, outreach and engagement activities, training and technical assistance resources and
special initiatives remain flexible and resilient to the changing circumstances and context, which surround
them.

Another profound lesson learned from RTT-ELC is the extraordinary power of communities --when provided the
opportunity, resources, and explicit permission to collaborate and innovate. Through our community systems
development work, nearly two-dozen communities have built enduring local capacity to work together to
identify, engage, and enroll high needs children in high quality programs. They are also demonstrating a range
of approaches to support the ongoing work enhancing program quality. Factors for success in those
communities include:

o Use of data from multiple sources to inform planning and implementation;
e Dedicated staff at the local level to facilitate cross-sector coordination;
e Coaching, peer learning opportunities, and knowledge of tools and processes for effective collaboration;

o Feedback loop between local projects and state-level policymakers that enable barriers to be
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communicated and remediated quickly.

The early childhood system is taking to heart lessons learned from community-level efforts. The most notable
example is found in the Illinois State Board of Education's FY2018 redesign of the Early Childhood Block Grant.
This recompetition promotes a community systems approach to program development, an effort that is being
supported by public and private organizations through the creation and dissemination of tools, resources, and
technical assistance to support local programs to work collaboratively within a community to build pipelines
and comprehensive service networks.

One of the most remarkable takeaways is how hard the early learning system is willing and able to work within
a resource-constrained environment. That said, ensuring equitable access to effective services for children
with high needs is not sustainable without intentional and strategic policymaking across our State's child and
family serving systems. lllinois' current fiscal crisis aside, early learning programs have historically been funded
at levels below what cost models suggest is necessary to implement and sustain best practice for young
children. Through ExceleRate, we have raised the level of expectations for child care, including requirements
for credentialed staff, but did not fully compensate programs for the higher costs associated with higher
quality. It did not escape notice that most of the Awards of Excellence achieved by child care centers had
collaborative funding (Preschool for All and/or Head Start). That fact is confirmation that funding really
matters, and adequacy of funding is essential to program capacity to implement and sustain program quality at
scale. Until and unless we create other financing strategies, the promotion of blended funding models along
with the continuation of differentiated rates within the Child Care Assistance program are the most important
policy levers we have in lllinois to ensure that children with high needs have equitable access to high quality
early learning programs.

Challenges & Strategies to Address Challenges

In the fourth year of the grant, Illinois is facing obstacles and barriers to full implementation of the ambitious
goals we set forth for ourselves in the Phase Il Application. As described throughout this report, OECD strives to
find creative strategies to overcome those obstacles. However, there are some that may not have a readily
visible solution. The unrelenting reality of Illinois' fiscal situation, reduction in state agency capacity, and sense
of instability and uncertainty throughout state-funded programs, have challenged our State's efforts to
advance an ambitious agenda of system-building and continuous quality improvement.

Data system integration work continues to be a challenge in lllinois. lllinois chose to build its early learning data
system in conjunction with the State's larger P-20 lllinois Longitudinal Data System (ILDS). This has many
advantages, including far greater sustainability of the system. However, it has been challenging to move this
complex work forward at the pace originally outlined in the State Plan. Data sharing agreements have
encountered numerous delays; most recently, delays have been caused by new policies around information
security that requires inter-agency alignment. However, OECD is committed to working with its public and
private partners to ensure the long-term sustainability needs of the data systems are met. Indeed, data-
informed decision-making is a top priority for the new gubernatorial administration, and there are several
initiatives underway in the State that are well-aligned with RTT-ELC projects. OECD and its partners at
Participating State Agencies are working to prioritize the early childhood part of this work and make any
adjustments necessary to complete planned data integration and support research and evaluation.

Competing priorities and demands on state agencies have also presented challenges to the full implementation
of lllinois' early childhood system reform agenda. This tension is most visible within the child care system, as
the State agency responsible for CCDF administration contends with both new federal requirements from
CCDBG reauthorization and unprecedented fiscal strain. Implementation of GATA (Grants Accountability and
Transparency Act) has also had an impact as agencies adjust to new operational processes. The IAT continue to
offer opportunities for conversation as to how it is possible for agencies to continue development of core
infrastructure while advancing work toward new priorities set forth by agency leadership.

A final challenge is with regard to the continuation of cross-agency infrastructure and leadership for highly
collaborative cross-system projects without RTT-ELC funding. The core cross-agency functions of workforce
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development, data and outcomes management, ExceleRate policy and governance, community systems, and
Interagency Team leadership have been funded through RTT-ELC. In addition, there is no longer dedicated
funding to staff Early Learning Council Committees. Over the past year, the committee and subcommittee
structure has been streamlined with an eye towards reduced staffing capacity. The diminished capacity to lead
and support cross-agency projects will have significant impact on early childhood system building when RTTE
ELC funding ends. Moreover, state agencies continue to lose experienced staff (through resignation, removal,
and retirement) in programmatic areas responsible for early childhood. This loss of institutional knowledge
about core programs and systems is a significant challenge. Through the Interagency Team, the Early Learning
Council, and involvement with national organizations that support states such as BUILD and the National
Governor's Association, we continue to engage and develop emerging leadership around shared goals and
strategies for our State's children.

Concluding Thoughts

When lllinois first applied for the RTT-ELC Grant in 2011, the lllinois Early Learning Council and leadership in the
Governor's Office and state agencies proposed an ambitious reform agenda to work towards a shared vision for
an early childhood system that prioritized children with highest needs. Not winning the competition in the first
year provided a critical opportunity for lllinois' early childhood system leaders to commit to that vision --with or
without the federal resources to help it along. When awarded a Phase Il grant, lllinois was ready to take on the
challenging work of implementing an array of cross-sector initiatives, involving dozens of organizations in the
public and private sectors.

Over the course of the grant, lllinois and the early childhood system experienced a myriad of challenges. For
nearly half of the grant period, lllinois has been without a fully enacted state budget. Ongoing payment delays
to providers have put undue strain on programs and engendered a sense of instability and vulnerability.
Leadership changes, both anticipated and unexpected, have also challenged the early childhood system and
tested its resiliency and adaptability. And still, the early childhood community has persisted. Programs have
continued to engage in continuous quality improvement activities and strive for excellence. The number of
children who are enrolled in high quality programs continues to increase, most notably among children in the
Child Care Assistance Program.

The Early Learning Challenge provided the critical, first foundation-building investment for a sustainable system
that prioritizes equitable access to effective services. With continued focused resources and efforts, Illinois has
the opportunity to see exponential gains for communities to strengthen and children to learn, grow, and fulfill
their highest potential.
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Successful State Systems

Aligning and coordinating early learning and development across the State (Section A(3) of
Application)

Governance Structure

Please provide any relevant information and updates related to the governance structure for the RTT-
ELC State Plan (specifically, please include information on the organizational structure for managing
the grant, and the governance-related roles and responsibilities of the Lead Agency, State Advisory
Council, and Participating State Agencies).

Illinois has continued to focus on implementing early childhood systems reform that will lead to an increase in
the number of children - especially children with high needs - who enter kindergarten ready to engage in a
challenging curriculum. Despite changes in leadership across state agencies and unprecedented state budget
challenges, the state's early childhood agenda has remained committed in 2016 to its three strategic priorities:
(1) deepening the integration of state supports to create a unified framework for all early learning and
development (ELD) systems; (2) connecting the most at-risk children with the services and supports they need;
and, (3) increasing the quality of both learning environments and instruction in early learning and development
programs (from “adequate to good” and from “good to great”).

The vision for system reform has remained steadfast throughout a series of increasingly challenging budget
years and a change in the governorship. Capacity built within the Governor's Office of Early Childhood
Development (OECD), the lllinois Early Learning Council (IELC), and among private-sector intermediaries who
have done the heavy lifting of Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC) account for the continuation
of vision and purpose during challenging fiscal times.

Illinois has continued to effectively implement the governance structure that was described in the RTT-ELC State
Plan. The lllinois State Board of Education (ISBE) serves as the fiscal agent and OECD manages the grant,
including monitoring of contracts and work performed by sub-grantees. An Intergovernmental Agreement
(IGA) between ISBE, OECD, lllinois Department of Human Services (IDHS), lllinois Department of Children and
Family Services (IDCFS), and the lllinois Board of Higher Education (IBHE) provides the framework to accomplish
the work of the grant. IDHS, IDCFS, and IBHE voucher ISBE directly for funds to support vendors that are
contracted to do the work within each agency's scope. OECD works closely with ISBE to monitor the entire
budget for the grant and approves all sub-contractor's budgets prior to grants or contracts being awarded.

OECD monitors all of the projects and tasks in the Scope of Work to ensure timely completion and also
implements the State's monitoring plan. Staff from the individual State agencies participate in monthly and
guarterly monitoring meetings with the subcontractors to ensure that RTT-ELC work is well-coordinated with
other efforts to strengthen and effectively administer the State's early learning system.

The Interagency Team (IAT), which consists of early childhood leadership from each of the Participating State
Agencies (ISBE, IDHS, and DCFS) has successfully led the implementation of the RTT-ELC state plan. In 2015, the
IAT grew to include staff leadership from the lllinois Department of Public Health and the Illinois Board of Higher
Education. IAT has continued to meet at least monthly to ensure the cross-agency coordination necessary to
successfully complete the RTT-ELC scope of work as well as move toward a more unified early childhood system
in lllinois. The lllinois Early Learning Council continues to play a key advisory role for the implementation of the
RTT-ELC. Both the full IELC and its Executive Committee have been updated at every meeting on the
implementation of the grant and consulted for input on major initiatives. The Executive Committee receives
more detailed implementation information and provides input to the IAT and OECD on implementation
direction. The IELC Committees have also played a key role in developing the policy for the implementation of
RTT-ELC objectives.

In 2016, Governor Rauner launched the Governor's Cabinet on Children and Youth (“the Children's Cabinet”) as
an effort to align state agency efforts towards shared goals and outcomes for children and youth. This initiative,
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along with the administration's complementary Health and Human Services Transformation, has highlighted the
need for a higher level of interagency coordination. OECD and the Early Learning Council worked to ensure
good alignment between Children's Cabinet goals and metrics (for example, Cabinet indicators mirror those on
the Early Learning Council dashboard). Advancing the early childhood workforce was selected as one of three
projects to be worked on by the Cabinet in 2016-17. This project builds on RTT-ELC workforce development
projects around credentials and alignment with higher education.

Stakeholder Involvement

Describe State progress in involving representatives from Participating Programs, Early Childhood
Educators or their representatives, parents and families, including parents and families of Children with
High Needs, and other key stakeholders in the implementation of the activities carried out under the
grant.

The Illinois Early Learning Council (IELC), which functions as Illinois' State Advisory Council, is comprised of over
75 members from throughout the early childhood spectrum. In 2015, the IELC restructured, reducing the
number of committees and subcommittees and forming new charges. Through this structure, hundreds of early
childhood stakeholders from across the state, including parents of young children, participate in the state early
childhood system. The Council has made it a priority to ensure stakeholder input in the implementation of the
RTT-ELC. The State has sought input on all major implementation decisions related to its State Plan through
Council committees, other state-level advisory committees (e.g., the Child Care Advisory Committee,
Professional Development Advisory Committee, Kindergarten Individual Development Survey (KIDS)
Implementation Advisory Committee, and the Day Care Licensing Advisory Committee), and/or through special
purpose ad-hoc committees.

In addition to these more formal opportunities for stakeholders to provide input, OECD staff has prioritized
being accessible to providers and parents to receive timely input. OECD staff have presented at numerous
conferences and local meetings around the state to communicate the State's vision and plan, and to hear and
respond to questions and concerns raised by practitioners and other stakeholders. The OECD and ExceleRate
Illinois websites have a “contact us” function, which is frequently used by stakeholders to communicate their
thoughts about the system development work. In addition, OECD publishes a monthly newsletter, which also
generates dialogue about emerging trends and initiatives in the field.

Another avenue for stakeholder input is through OECD's monitoring system for sub-recipients. In the first few
months of the grant, OECD began quarterly meetings with sub-recipients as a tactic to ensure there was shared
knowledge of what everyone else was doing. Over the course of the years, these meetings grew larger in size
and more substantial in conversation, often including additional cross-sector meetings organized by sub-
recipients themselves. lllinois' sub-recipients found great value in these cross-sector conversations, learning
and building on one another's work, avoiding duplication of and leveraging one another's efforts, and
collaborating when opportunities presented themselves.

Proposed Legislation, Policies, or Executive Orders

Describe any changes or proposed changes to state legislation, budgets, policies, executive orders
and the like that had or will have an impact on the RTT-ELC grant. Describe the expected impact and
any anticipated changes to the RTT-ELC State Plan as a result.

lllinois Budget

Illinois' fiscal challenges continued and worsened during 2016. For 364 days of FY 2016, lllinois was without a
state budget. Illinois' State Fiscal Year (FY) runs from July 1 until June 30; FY 2016 ended on 6/30/16 and FY
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2017 began on 7/1/16. Certain General Fund spending continued in the absence of a budget, including grants
for elementary and secondary education (which includes the Early Childhood Block Grant, the funding source
for Preschool for All and the Prevention Initiative). However, early childhood programs within the lllinois
Department of Human Services (IDHS)--child care, Early Intervention, some home visiting programs, and other
family services--were not appropriated. A number of programs were able to continue operating without a
budget or appropriation because of consent decrees, court orders, or legislation that allowed for use of federal
funds.

In late June 2016, lllinois lawmakers passed an 18-month “stop-gap” budget, which retro-funded FY2016 and
the first half of FY 2017 --at a level that was just 65% of FY 15 appropriations. The Illinois State Board of
Education received a full FY17 budget, but for the rest of the state the “stop gap” budget expired on 12/31/16.
As of this writing, lllinois is again without a state budget.

Despite the State's fiscal challenges, Governor Rauner and the lllinois General Assembly understand the value
and critical importance of early childhood education. The FY 17 ISBE enacted budget contained a $75 million
increase in the Early Childhood Block Grant (ECBG), which supports Preschool for All and the Prevention
Initiative, which restored funding cuts from past years and enabled Illinois to meet its commitment under the
federal Preschool Expansion Grant.

Impact of Budget Crisis on the Early Childhood System and RTT-ELC Initiatives

Illinois' ongoing fiscal crisis continues to contribute to significant volatility and instability in the early childhood
system. Lack of a fully enacted budget and other related fiscal issues has also significantly impacted payment to
providers across the early childhood system, as substantial payment delays have become routine. The home
visiting system has been particularly impacted, with layoffs and caseload reductions reported by community
agencies.

The child care system has also not fully rebounded from emergency rules put in place in 2015 that limited Child
Care Assistance Program (CCAP) eligibility. While the rules were rescinded in late 2015, eligibility has not been
fully restored, which has reduced the overall caseload. As shown in Table B(4)(c)(2), the number of children
with high needs participating in programs receiving Child Care and Development Funds (CCDF), has decreased
from the baseline of 115,188 in 2012 to 71,912 in 2016, a reduction of 37.5%.

Impact of Illinois' fiscal situation is noticeable within state agencies. As mentioned earlier, there have been
important changes in key leadership within early childhood programs along with critical staff in both
programmatic and operational staff. This decreasing human capacity within state agencies has resulted in
slower processes, including budget and contract amendments and decision making.

Challenges outlined in this section have not substantially changed lllinois' planned work under the RTT-ELC
grant. While some projects have proceeded more slowly than expected, and ExceleRate participation was
clearly impacted in 2015, lllinois has continued to make steady progress towards its performance measures.

Legislative and Administrative Action

On a more positive note, a number of enacted and proposed regulation changes within early childhood
programs reflect and embed a systemic approach:

o Senate Bill 238 codified an agreement to increase the Infant/Toddler Set-aside within the ECBG from 14%
to 20% by increasing the allocation of new funds for birth to three programs until the 20% level is
reached.

o The General Assembly passed a bill to add social-emotional screenings to the school health examination.
This bill is awaiting the Governor's signature.

e A proposed bill to prohibit expulsion in publicly funded Pre-K programs was introduced in 2016, but did
not progress to passage. The bill will be amended and reintroduced in 2017 to include bolstered
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licensing standards.

Licensing standards for Day Care Homes and Group Day Care Homes have also been amended to reflect new
Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) requirements.

Also in 2016, Illinois submitted an 1115 Medicaid waiver. Included in that application is a proposal to expand
early childhood mental health consultation within early childhood programs. If approved, this will provide a
unique opportunity within the early childhood system to expand the reach of consultation and move towards
more systemic approaches to this critical resource.

Participating State Agencies
Describe any changes in participation and commitment by any of the Participating State Agencies in
the State Plan.

Despite changes in leadership and key staff positions, there are no changes in participation and commitment of
Participating State Agencies.
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High-Quality, Accountable Programs

Developing and adopting a common, statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
(TQRIS) (Section B(1) of Application).

During this reporting year of RTT-ELC implementation, has the State made progress in developing or
revising a TQRIS that is based on a statewide set of tiered Program Standards?

If yes, these standards currently apply to (please check all that apply):
State-funded preschool programs

Early Head Start and Head Start programs

Early Learning and Development programs funded under section 619 of part B of IDEA and
part C of IDEA

Early Learning and Development Programs funded under Title | of ESEA
Early Learning and Development Programs receiving funds from the State's CCDF program:

Center-based
Family Child Care

If yes, these standards currently apply to (please check all that apply):
Early Learning and Development Standards

A Comprehensive Assessment System
Early Childhood Educator Qualifications
Family Engagement Strategies

Health Promotion Practices

Effective Data Practices

The State has made progress in ensuring that (please check all that apply):
TQRIS Program Standards are measurable
TQRIS Program Standards meaningfully differentiate program quality levels

TQRIS Program Standards reflect high expectations of program excellence commensurate with
nationally recognized standards that lead to improved learning outcomes for children

The TQRIS is linked to the State licensing system for Early Learning and Development Programs.
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Describe progress made during the reporting year in developing or revising a TQRIS that is based on
a statewide set of tiered Program Standards. Please describe the State's strategies to ensure that
measurable progress will be made in this area by the end of the four-year grant period.

In 2016, lllinois continued its substantial progress implementing the cross-sector Quality Rating and
Improvement System (QRIS), ExceleRate lllinois, and completed the transition of its previous quality rating
system (Quality Counts) to new, expanded, and significantly higher standards. ExceleRate lllinois is a cross-
sector, five-level QRIS that is inclusive of all early learning and development programs serving children from
birth to kindergarten entry in group settings. These include licensed child care centers, licensed family child care
homes, State-funded preschool in public schools, and Head Start programs in community- and school-based
settings.

e [n 2013, the State focused its system development activities on establishing common standards for
licensed child care centers, school-based preschool classrooms, and Head Start/Early Head Start
programs. These standards were cross-walked across all settings and program requirements.
Procedures and protocols to transition existing quality-rated child care centers were developed and
implemented.

e |n 2014, the State focused on the development of standards for licensed family child care and group
homes, establishment of the Awards of Excellence (Tier 5 of ExceleRate lllinois), and the formation and
piloting of expedited pathways for Head Start programs to achieve quality ratings. Multiple national
accreditations were approved for reciprocity with ExceleRate, and multiple curricula were reviewed for
alignment with the lllinois Early Learning Guidelines (IELGs) and the Illinois Early Learning and
Development Standards (IELDS). Standards and evidence requirements for Tier 5/Awards of Excellence
were completed, and procurement for supports and technical assistance for programs to achieve Tier 5
was implemented for the five content areas of Preschool Teaching and Learning, Infant and Toddler
Services, Inclusion of Children with Special Needs, Family and Community Engagement, and
Linguistically and Culturally Responsive Practice.

e |n 2015, ExceleRate lllinois for family child care was launched with full transition and alignment protocols
for existing quality-rated homes, and enrollment of new home providers. This included creation of a
custom pathway for homes accredited by the National Association of Family Child Care (NAFCC).
Integrated with this work was the pilot of a new Family Child Care Credential, and the development of a
full series of ExceleRate-required trainings embedded in that credential. Robust professional
development and technical assistance supports were fully implemented for the Awards of Excellence,
along with the development of application processes and portfolio review protocols. Content area
experts were recruited to serve on advisory review panels in the five practice domains.

e [n 2016, all initiatives continued to be informed by ongoing implementation through the lens of system-
wide continuous quality improvement. Awards of Excellence supports and technical assistance
continued in 2016, with a total of six full Awards of Excellence application cycles implemented to date.
All licensed child care centers provisionally-enrolled in ExceleRate from Quality Counts completed their
alignment to the new standards; licensed family child care homes are 65% complete in their alignment.
Curriculum reviews for alignment with state early learning standards continued, and a sixth national
accreditation, AdvancEd, was approved for reciprocity with ExceleRate. Special initiatives were
launched to engage providers in training to achieve the Bronze Circle of Quality. Based on outcomes
from the two-year pilot of the expedited Head Start pathway, presumptive eligibility for the Silver Circle
of Quality was approved for all directly-operated Head Start sites based entirely on federal monitoring
results. Enrollment protocols were developed, and will be implemented in 2017.

Quality of Implementation to Date

Illinois has sustained a high quality of implementation among all its quality improvement activities. The entire
system is focused on continuous quality improvement, and that lens has been deliberately and intentionally
focused on the implementation processes and activities of ExceleRate Illinois, in addition to individual providers.
This has been accomplished through the flexibility of policy, which is open to adjustment based on feedback
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from the perspectives of multiple stakeholders throughout the state. It has been reinforced by the Race to the
Top-Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC) subcontractors, who remain open to changing plans, and adjust content
and delivery of their many initiatives in order to remain nimble and relevant in this endeavor. In spite of
challenging financial circumstances in our state, outreach and engagement activities, training and technical
assistance resources, and special initiatives remain flexible and resilient to the changing circumstances and
context which surround them.

There has been flexibility of multiple policies with regard to ExceleRate implementation. Most of these
decisions are the result of aspirational program standards which existing resources, infrastructure and state
conditions cannot yet fully support. As a "block" system QRIS, we are mindful of the fact that every program
that falls down because of one standard may in turn lose any incentive to meet the other 14 standards. This
contradicts the entire purpose of the QRIS; and as a result, we focus on maintaining program engagement with
the use of Continuous Quality Improvement (CQl) where warranted. Examples include:

e We have departed from “all or nothing” approaches on assessment results, particularly with
regard to threshold scores on ERS, CLASS or PAS. Programs are afforded a prioritized “re-do”
on assessments (or portions thereof) where they fell short, while items that met standards are
allowed to stand without re-verification. In addition to creating efficiencies for the state, this
keeps programs engaged in ExceleRate as partners in our statewide efforts for continuous
quality improvement.

e Qur curriculum standards require research-based approaches which demonstrate alignment
with the IL Early Learning Guidelies (IELGs) for birth - age 3, and/or the IL Early Learning and
Development Standards (IELDS) for ages 3-5. While the vast majority of published curricula in
widespread use in the state (Creative Curriculum, High Scope, etc.) have been “crosswalked”
for verification with state requirements, many providers still use self-developed curriculum.
We have implemented a simplified “individual provider crosswalk” for these providers, and
created accompanying training resources. Until all these processes can be implemented at
scale throughout the state, providers may submit a narrative summary describing their
research base and alignment with IELGs/IELDS.

e Compliance with the Inclusion Standard requires MOUs with both Early Intervention and the
Local Education Agency (LEA), which is the local school district in lllinois. The ability for child
care centers and family child care homes to comply with this expectation has been sorely
tested by our state's budget crisis. Accordingly, we have focused on developing statewide
template documents and protocols, and require training in their implementation, to
demonstrate compliance with this standard.

e Because they are largely outside the control of program operators and owners, staff credential
and training requirements require significant flexibility in order to maintain program
engagement and eligibility. Turnover in child care centers is historically close to 30%; with IL's
budget crisis and the accompanying stress on the system as a whole, it is much higher.
Provisions are made for turnover, which in turn extends compliance deadlines with CQl, and
progress toward meeting requirements.

Strategies to Ensure Measurable Progress

The major challenge to meeting the State's performance measures is achieving the overall numbers. ExceleRate
Illinois is an ambitious and aspirational program. In addition to incorporating State-funded preschool and Head
Start into the system, there are very specific goals for increasing the numbers of child care centers and family
child care homes with quality ratings. The child care center goal is to achieve 50% with quality recognition.
After nearly tripling participation, Illinois currently stands within reach of this goal at 44%. The goal for Gold
Circle and above is 25%; it is currently at 18%.
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The State's overall strategy is to concentrate more on the first portion of this target than the second: get them
in! The final accreditation crosswalks and continued outreach to Head Start programs represent the best
opportunity to significantly move towards the Gold Circle target. Another portion of the Gold Circle target
consists of moving programs from Silver to Gold - a worthy goal, but one which shifts rather than expands
ExceleRate enrollment, and suppresses the ability to accomplish 50% engagement overall. The lllinois Network
of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies (INCCRRA) has launched a final round of incentives and other
large-scale Bronze initiatives to those programs not yet engaged in ExceleRate. It is anticipated that this will play
a significant role in crossing the finish line. The new option for Head Start enrollment with presumptive
eligibility at the Silver Circle, as well as an assessment for Gold, is another opportunity to push toward the
targets.

With the opportunity of the No-Cost Extension, Illinois is well-positioned to achieve its performance measures
by the end of 2017.

Promoting Participation in the TQRIS (Section B(2) of Application)

Describe progress made during the reporting year in promoting participation in the TQRIS. Please
describe the State's strategies to ensure that measurable progress will be made in this area by the end
of the four-year grant period.

The State implements a multitude of strategies to promote participation in ExceleRate lllinois, and to create the
conditions for success for the many programs already engaged in the quality rating system as RTT-ELC
transforms the landscape for early learning in lllinois. The State has established recognition and reciprocity for
multiple forms of evidence to engage and enable new programs from a variety of settings to demonstrate
compliance with the standards of ExceleRate lllinois. Several initiatives were undertaken and/or enhanced in
2016 to articulate the diverse routes to achieve recognition in ExceleRate lllinois. These efforts are described in
more detail below.

Engaging New Programs with ExceleRate Illinois

In 2016, 427 new child care centers achieved ExceleRate ratings. Forty-four percent of all licensed child care
centers in lllinois now have a quality rating, with 18% at or above the Gold Circle of Quality. From the inception
of RTT-ELC, child care center enrollment in ExceleRate has increased by 159%, and now stands at 1,314. Of
these, 392 are Bronze, 373 are Silver, 513 are Gold, and 36 have achieved Tier 5/Awards of Excellence.

In 2016, 148 new family child care homes achieved ExceleRate ratings. More than 5% of all licensed family child
care homes in lllinois now have a quality rating, doubling their participation in ExceleRate since its standards
were launched. Currently there are 460 family child care homes with a quality rating: 138 Bronze, 286 Silver,
and 36 Gold.

Quality Specialists with the State's Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) agencies continue their outreach
to engage new programs, and have developed a variety of tools to help assess their readiness to work towards
specific Circles of Quality. They provide consultation and technical assistance to help programs stay on track
with their Continuous Quality Improvement Plans. This is especially important for those programs in the Silver
Circle of Quality, as the task now turns to facilitating their improvements to achieve the Gold Circle. In 2016,
CCR&R staff provided 17,350 hours of technical support to 2,505 programs: 1,186 child care centers and 1,319
family child care homes. Sixty percent of these hours (10,411) were devoted to in-depth, on-site consultation to
665 centers and 589 homes.

The lllinois Network of Child Care Resource & Referral Agencies (INCCRRA) is the administering agency for
ExceleRate lllinois, the Gateways to Opportunity Registry, Gateways Credentials, and multiple training and other
initiatives, which comprise the infrastructure of the State's early learning system. INCCRRA merits special
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mention for its prompt response to feedback, and its ability to adjust systems and customize process and
protocols for the large influx of new programs and their accompanying constituencies, which might have easily
overwhelmed them. It is one thing to double a program from 100 to 200; something entirely different to nearly
triple from 507 to 1,314 child care centers in barely three years; and then nearly double from 253 to 460 family
child care homes - and this is only their historic, core constituency. INCCRRA has also enrolled nearly 1,100
school-based programs, plus created and implemented enrollment protocols for programs administered and
financed by multiple federal and state funding streams. Similarly, the McCormick Center for Early Childhood
Leadership (MCECL) at National Louis University has employed an ongoing Continuous Quality Improvement
(CQl) process to increase the relevance and impact of its training and support activities with both Quality
Specialists as well as providers, and continues to provide substantive and thoughtful feedback to inform the
State's ongoing implementation of ExceleRate lllinois.

Maintaining Enrollment and Aligning Provisional Programs

Prior to RTT-ELC and the development of ExceleRate Illinois, the State had been administering a quality rating
system, Quality Counts, since 2007. Close to 800 programs were enrolled in Quality Counts when ExceleRate
Illinois was launched in July 2013. The State worked diligently to provide these programs with a seamless and
non-disruptive dual enrollment process from Quality Counts to ExceleRate. These included provisional ratings
and reasonable timeframes for programs to align themselves with the expanded and significantly higher
standards of ExceleRate Illinois.

A staggered alignment timeframe brought most of these centers and homes from provisional to full ExceleRate
Illinois recognition between 2014 and 2016. Fifty-three centers and 27 homes moved up from Silver to Gold; 16
centers and two homes moved from Gold to Silver, with the balance retaining their original rating. It is,
however, important to note that “maintenance” was in fact a heavy lift, as ExceleRate standards are
significantly higher at every level than those of the previous quality rating system. As a result, these centers and
homes in fact, “moved up” in quality, despite the fact that their rating remained the same.

Since 2013, a total of 73 provisionally-enrolled centers (12% of the Quality Counts centers) failed to complete
the alignment process with ExceleRate lllinois within the prescribed timelines. These programs are currently
inactive, but considered “in recovery,” receiving targeted supports and technical assistance to reinstate their
quality recognition. Another 74 center-based sites have left the system due to closure, failure to renew licenses,
reconstitution with other programs, or changes in ownership. Several were Head Start sites whose grantees/
management has changed under the federally-required Designated Renewal System. Their licenses and
accreditations are not transferrable from one grantee to the next, and as a result, re-application with the
Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS), National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC), and ExceleRate lllinois is required.

Family Child Care Implementation, and Engagement with ExceleRate Illinois

Under the leadership of the Governor's Office of Early Childhood Development (OECD), the State developed
ExceleRate lllinois for family child care providers in 2014, launched the new system in 2015, and spent 2016
fine-tuning the process based on feedback, experiences, and data. The State strived to follow the process that
was created for centers, as much as possible, in order to minimize confusion and maintain parity between
centers and homes. Timelines, deadlines, and grace periods were set to resemble those given to centers.

ExceleRate standards for family child care homes were developed with significantly more rigor than was
proposed in lllinois' RTT-ELC original application. In the application, the State proposed making only minor
revisions to the criteria in place for the Quality Counts system. However, after closely monitoring the
development of ExceleRate standards for centers, the family child care community felt it was important to
develop the standards for home-based programs under the framework of “Gold means Gold.” Family child care
providers felt strongly that the standards reflect similar rigor and quality expectations as the center standards.

Despite the rigorous standards and significant increase from the old QRIS requirements, lllinois' family child care
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providers have engaged in ExceleRate lllinois at impressive levels. In 2016, family child care providers who were
rated under the old system have worked to meet the alignment criteria by the given deadline and new
providers have completed successful applications. In Illinois' RTT-ELC application, the goal was to have 6.7% of
the total licensed family child care providers at a level above licensing by the end of 2016. lllinois' data for the
end of 2016 shows that an astounding 5.4% of licensed family child care providers have successfully been
awarded a circle of quality higher than licensing. This is a remarkable accomplishment given ExceleRate lllinois'
high standards for family child care providers. However, as a result of the rigorous expectations, there are fewer
family child care programs in the top tiers of ExceleRate Illinois at this stage than was initially projected in the
grant application.

There were no significant changes made to the ExceleRate lllinois standards for licensed family child care in
2016. Throughout the year, OECD carefully monitored the progress of family child care providers who engaged
in ExceleRate lllinois, with particular attention paid to providers who were found ineligible for the circle of
quality for which they applied. If there is a standard that routinely and consistently comes up as a barrier to
success, OECD in collaboration with INCCRRA explore whether a revision to the standard is necessary. At this
point, the data has not shown any particular standard(s) to be a barrier to achieving a circle of quality.

Family Child Care Support, Professional Development Resources, and Program Alignment Process

Nearly 300 licensed family child care homes were rated and enrolled in lllinois' original quality rating system,
Quality Counts, when ExceleRate lllinois for family child care was implemented in 2015. The State worked
diligently to provide these programs with a seamless and non-disruptive dual enrollment process from Quality
Counts to ExceleRate lllinois, with provisional ratings and a reasonable timeframe for programs to align
themselves with the higher standards of ExceleRate lllinois.

Similar to the process for child care centers, Quality Counts 1- and 2-Star programs were dually enrolled in the
Silver Circle, and 3- and 4-Star programs were enrolled in the Gold Circle. Family child care dual enrollment took
place in June 2015, and family child care providers have done tremendous work to move from a provisional
rating to full alignment with their chosen ExceleRate lllinois Circle of Quality. Currently, 159 family child care
programs have aligned at the Silver Circle of Quality and 33 programs have aligned at the Gold Circle of Quality.
There are 99 remaining licensed family child care programs that are due to align at the time of this report.

In addition to family child care programs aligning from Quality Counts to ExceleRate Illinois, a surprising number
of new providers engaged in the system in 2016 and more applications for all three Circles of Quality are
currently pending. There continues to be significant interest in the Bronze Circle of Quality among family child
care providers, with related high demand for the trainings that lead to the Bronze Circle of Quality. This is
particularly exciting as the Bronze Circle requires an enormous amount of learning that provides lasting,
immeasurable benefits to the providers and the families they care for.

OECD values the work of family child care providers and understands the unique challenges they face balancing
the needs of their home and small business. Professional development programs and quality supports that are
specifically built for family child care providers are critical to the implementation of ExceleRate lllinois,
particularly given the rigorous standards for family child care programs in our system. Through RTT-ELC, lllinois
has developed and launched an innovative online destination and learning community for family child care
professionals. Town Square (www.townsquarellL.org) supports professional learning, connects family child care
professionals with other providers, and enhances their knowledge and skills needed for success in meeting the
standards of ExceleRate lllinois and the new Family Child Care Credential.

Town Square was developed in collaboration with the Erikson Institute's Department of Distance Learning and
Continuing Education and the Herr Research Center. Erikson began work on the portal and online training
materials/modules in April 2015. The site officially launched in January 2016, and has helped hundreds of
providers successfully strive for and reach quality standards, as well as participate in the credential process.

There is a multitude of resources and professional development tools available on the website. Of particular
note, Town Square has developed six learning modules on topics such as technology for family child care,
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selecting and managing materials for multi-age learning, selecting culturally relevant and anti-bias materials,
and managing environment to effectively communicate and connect with families and community. Town Square
has created and posted four webinars that count toward the Family Child Care Credential. The webinars range
from child development, to technology as a tool, to organizing and arranging the family child care home
environment. This year, Town Square also launched Learn, Share, Grow (LSG), which has been met with
overwhelming success and positive feedback. LSG is a series of short video clips that a family child care provider
can quickly and easily watch on a particular topic. Currently, there is a four-part series on using technology for
business and a four-part series on writing development for each age group.

Town Square is a valuable support for Illinois providers as well as other family child care providers around the
country that are looking for resources and materials on quality early learning and best practices in home-based
care.

Cross-Agency Communication, Collaboration and Partnerships for System-Building

OECD staff continues to build cross-sector knowledge of our internal team in order to effectively communicate
with multiple and diverse audiences, and educate all our state systems and administering agencies about the
nuances of one another's program models to promote and advance our common understanding of quality early
learning. OECD meets regularly at multiple levels with both leadership and implementation teams at the lllinois
State Board of Education (ISBE), the Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS), the Head Start State
Collaboration Office (HSSCO), and DCFS. OECD's RTT-ELC staff also participates in the DCFS Licensing Advisory,
the Child Care Advisory Council, and the lllinois Early Learning Council.

OECD holds webinars with day care licensing representatives (DCLRs) at DCFS throughout the year to share new
or changing information. In 2016, the webinars have provided in-depth information on new resources available
to support providers in achieving an ExceleRate lllinois circle of quality with a specific focus on Town Square for
family child care providers, updates to credentials and professional development supports, changes to the child
care program and anticipated changes to licensing standards as a result of the new CCDF law, and
communication about the new key indicator monitoring system. The webinars provide a forum to hear concerns
and answer questions among the DCLRs. Providing webinars to DCLRs is an effective strategy for promoting
participation, particularly among family child care providers, because DCLRs are an information source for
providers and have the most face-to-face contact with providers on a daily basis.

As per the SOW, these webinars are held annually. However, when a significant amount of new
information needs to be disseminated, we often utilize webinar capability to efficiently connect with
the DCLRs around the state. The last webinar in 2016 was held in September. We are looking forward
to holding another one in the coming months. We also anticipate that INCCRRA will continue these
webinars post-RTT as they have been found to be particularly effective and efficient. The DCLRs report
feeling significantly more connected to the rest of the early childhood system after attending the
webinars.

OECD has worked closely with DCFS to promote greater use among DCLRs of the Gateways Registry portal. This
portal allows DCLRs to quickly and efficiently review a provider's professional development record and trainings
that count toward licensing requirements and/or an ExceleRate lllinois Circle of Quality, as well as offer
encouragement and guidance on next steps to reach the Bronze Circle of Quality. In 2016, OECD and DCFS took
another step toward fully integrating Gateways Registry with licensing. With the help of INCCRRA, a Transcript
Evaluation Group was formed to create protocols for Gateways Professional Development Record (PDR) to
support and document licensing decisions on position qualifications (teacher, director, etc.).

Lastly, OECD convened a Weighted Licensing Consistency workgroup. The purpose of the workgroup is to create
consistency in how licensing violations are weighted across the three facility types (centers, homes, group
homes), to ensure parity in licensing enforcement and to allow parents to better understand the significance of
licensing violations. The workgroup began the project at the end of 2016 with a goal of completing the review
by late spring/early summer 2017. Once there is consistency within the weighted licensing scheme, the
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workgroup make recommendations for integration of the weights with ExceleRate Illinois.
Outreach and Communication Strategies for Providers

INCCRRA continues its robust outreach and marketing strategies to engage with and inform multiple
stakeholders about ExceleRate Illinois. Their comprehensive marketing plan is implemented with an effective
mix of email blasts, newsletter articles, face-to-face networking at conferences, meetings, social media, and
strategic partnerships. INCCRRA has developed materials that are suitable for general use as well as for specific
audiences, including child care centers, family child care homes, schools, parents, and community partners.
Toolkits are available to guide directors through the credential process for their staff, as are parent tip sheets
and resources on choosing a quality early learning program. The ExceleRate lllinois website continues to be built
out and updated regularly, and on-line search functions are fully operational for child care centers, family child
care homes, schools and Head Start programs.

OECD and INCCRRA also work closely with several of the private chains operating early learning programs in
Illinois, which collectively account for 205 (7%) of licensed child care centers in the state. These centers
represent a significant portion of our early learning programs and ExceleRate enrollment, and they serve many
of our low-income children. In addition to regular communication regarding their issues and concerns, we have
promoted a “case management” approach to working with them as they enroll in and/or align with ExceleRate.
We have engaged their statewide and regional quality improvement staff in training opportunities alongside our
CCR&R Quality Specialists, and many are also participating in cohorts providing training and supports for the
Awards of Excellence.

Bronze Circle Outreach: First Steps to Quality Improvement

The Bronze Circle of Quality is a robust series of trainings and introductory-level credential requirements. It is
designed to lay the groundwork of core knowledge essential for success in ExceleRate lllinois. Fully built-out in
2014 and implemented in 2015, the Bronze Circle (while optional) is an effective entry point for providers new
to quality improvement activities. It consists of approximately 50 hours of prescribed content area training for
administrators, and 30 hours for classroom teachers. The Bronze Circle trainings for family child care articulate
directly into Family Child Care Credential credit. INCCRRA continues to use its robust data warehouses of
training participation and credential progress to inform its outreach activities, and counsel programs to
completion of the Bronze Circle of Quality. Bronze Circle awards for child care centers have increased seven@
fold since 2015 (from 56 to 392), and the Bronze Circle accounts for 30% of family child care homes with a
quality rating, with a total of 138 awarded to date.

Accreditation Reciprocity

A key feature of ExceleRate lllinois is its recognition of multiple forms of evidence as pathways to the Silver and
Gold Circles of Quality. From 2013-2016, ExceleRate lllinois standards were crosswalked with the standards of
six national accrediting bodies: the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC); the
National Accreditation Commission for Early Care and Education Programs (NAC); the American Montessori
Society (AMS); the Council on Accreditation Standards for Early Childhood Programs (COA); and AdvancEd for
schools. An expedited ExceleRate lllinois enrollment process for all programs accredited by one of these six
accrediting bodies was developed and implemented, using the accreditation as proxy for the majority of
ExceleRate lllinois standards. The National Early Childhood Program Accreditation (NECPA), which accredits
many of the proprietary child care centers, remains in review. NECPA's original application for recognition did
not meet the criteria of ExceleRate lllinois; they have since revised their standards, and re-submitted for
recognition.

For Family Child Care, accreditation from the National Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC) is an
alternative pathway, and accredited providers can choose to align at the Silver Circle of Quality with a limited
amount of additional evidence required for full alignment. NAFCC accredited providers also have the option to
align at the Gold Circle of Quality with a larger amount of additional evidence required. In December 2016,
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NAFCC reached out to OECD with news of their revised and improved accreditation standards. We have invited
them to update their original alignment application. In 2017, we anticipate revising the NAFCC pathway to
ExceleRate lllinois upon receipt and review of their updated standards and application.

The result of these efforts is a streamlined process in which multiple standards of evidence demonstrate that a
program meets the Silver or Gold Circle of Quality , contributing to a meaningful increase in the number of
accredited programs participating in ExceleRate lllinois. It is an efficiency for the accredited programs as well as
the State, and is a key element of the sustainability strategy for ExceleRate lllinois. It also enhances the State's
ability to identify more seats for at-risk children in high-quality early learning programs in communities
throughout lllinois.

Reciprocity with School-Based Preschool for All

The State conducted a crosswalk between the standards of ExceleRate lllinois and the ISBE monitoring protocol
for its Preschool for All grantees in 2013. This created an expedited path for school-based Preschool for All
programs to enter ExceleRate lllinois with acceptance of administrative compliance and classroom quality
assessment gathered in the course of ISBE's triennial monitoring cycle. Consistent with the expectations for
Head Start programs, overall compliance with the Preschool for All grant requirements is equivalent to the Gold
Circle of Quality in ExceleRate, and the site-based classroom quality monitoring results determine whether the
final site rating is the Gold or Silver Circle of Quality. Ratings are re-confirmed and where appropriate, adjusted,
consistent with the triennial monitoring cycle. By the end of 2015, 100% of ISBE's school-based Preschool for All
programs were enrolled in ExceleRate lllinois.

Preschool for All (PFA) contract requirements meet (and in most cases, exceed) the Gold Circle standards for
ExceleRate. ISBE contracts with the McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership (MCECL) at National
Louis University (NLU) to monitor all PFA programs in the state every three years. MCECL is the same entity
contracted by IDHS to assess child care quality; as the same tools are used for each, reciprocity was clearly in
order.

ISBE had two full years of school-level PFA monitoring data (representing two-thirds of its baseline of funded
programs) available when ExceleRate