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Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1014IA-1 for Iowa, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

	(A)(1) Demonstrating past commitment to early learning and development
	20
	17

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The state makes specific and substantial financial investments in early learning and development ($28,245,794) to enhance home visiting programs, improve quality in child care and preschool, increase availability of programs offering specialized services, and increase access to Early Learning and Development Programs for children living in low income families. The state has invested financially in a state voluntary preschool program, replaced subsidies offer through Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, expanded the Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) Program and subsidized increased health insurance through the i-Hawk program. Finally, the state supported Early Head Start by replacing $400,000 that was reduced from the Federal grants through sequester. 

The state makes many strong individual activities to increase investment and support of Early Learning and Development Programs and comprehensive services for children birth to five, including a commitment from the legislature to promote early care and education. The Early Childhood Iowa (ECI) initiative sets up an organizational structure whereby the state can identify and respond to local needs. The state has expanded Early Learning and Development Program options through the State Voluntary Preschool Program, MIECHV, and Shared Visions. The state has also increase quality through the evaluation of the initial QRS system that will be completed this December. It will lead to revisions and is moving to use a universal assessment process. The state has participated in strengthening efforts to support children's health and mental health including the i-Hawk program, Project Launch, use of Child Care Nurse Consultants, the 1st Five program, I-Smile, and other health efforts mentioned throughout the proposal. The state has also invested in Early Head Start and used Head Start as a model for family engagement work within the state. The proposal indicates that the state is also aware of and in contract with many early care and education experts at institutions like Child Trends, SRI International, the BUILD Initiative, and others who understand early care and education systems and content.

 

The state has also done good preliminary work to identify and target children with high needs through their survey of the state. They know where communities of poverty lie, some of the obstacles those communities have faced, and have begun to struggle with ways to address them. Using the ACES framework as a base, they are attempting to address these needs with firm evidence-based approaches in order to promote school success and lifelong wellness. The proposal also indicates a history of promoting family engagement and culturally and linguistically responsive practices within the state. This is evident in their policies and workforce development initiatives.

 

The proposal indicates that the state has a lot of the pieces in place. Yet, the proposal acknowledges several places that these efforts have been fragmented and conducted in isolation. The proposal indicates that it will use the Early Learning Challenge funds to create a more systemic and integrated approach to early care and education, yet the proposal, as a whole, does not seem integrated and cohesive to address these issues.

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	13

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal offers some ambitious yet achievable goals, but also offers some goals that are insufficiently ambitious, and overall does not tie goals and activities together to present a picture of a statewide comprehensive and coordinated approach to early care and education. The proposal indicates that the state will scale up some of the existing strategies in targeted ways and introduce some new evidence-based tools/techniques. The state clearly values the critical elements of a comprehensive approach, including

· Supporting program participation in the QRS 

· Using an existing model for Comprehensive Assessment System 

· Building on health services to screen and identify all children with special needs early 

· Improving mental health services to support social emotional development 

· Engaging families to ensure a child's most important caregiver is involved in decision making 

· Supporting increased articulation agreements to assist staff in acquiring credentials and degrees 

· Connecting the professional development activities in order to streamline support systems for staff 

· Supporting the collection of baseline data in Kindergarten to assure child progress is tracked throughout their education. 

Independently, these activities promote children's health and development to improve school readiness and achievement. When organized together in a coordinated way, they can create a high-quality statewide early learning system.

But the proposal does not offer the level of detail to help one understand how all of these pieces will fit into the whole. Often in section (C), there is no mention of QRS and/or Early Learning and Development Standards. Additionally, Workforce Development and Comprehensive Assessment Systems are not mentioned systematically throughout the proposal. Some activities repeat activities already completed by the state or planned activities in the proposal, particularly in (D) and (E). There are no roles and responsibilities are clearly delineated, and often certain sectors that fit into the state definition of Early Learning and Development Programs are not included in the discussion. While scaling up existing work and targeting specific programs is a logical progression, these steps need to be clearly defined and tied together so that they create a complete whole system that can reach 100% participation in high quality programs and improve outcomes for all children. 

	(A)(3) Aligning and coordinating work across the State
	10
	7

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal defines a governance system that seems fairly inclusive of the stakeholders within the state including all of the programs within their definition of Early Learning and Development Programs, parents/families, and other service providers, yet leaves out existing workgroups and committees mentioned throughout the rest of the proposal who will be doing the bulk of the work.  Using the existing Early Childhood Iowa Initiative (ECI) structure provides the flexibility for local communities to meet the needs in ways that are most appropriate for them, but need to have representation in the workgroups and committees that are introducing new evidence-based tools and resources, revising old systems, and scaling up high quality existing programs. This representation is not evident in the governance structure as discussed in this section. In addition, only the ECI components of the governance structure offered in (A)(3) are regularly reflected in the work being done in each of the following sections of the proposal.

They do not have a conflict or dispute resolution in place and have no clear discussion of how all of the entities involved in the grant will work together given their disparate perspectives, regulations, and independent governance structures.

The Memorandum of Understanding offers scope of work and detail where other details are missing in the narrative. Often the MOU clarifies which agencies will conduct specific activities within tasks. While some activities listed include the breadth of detail to clarify where the narrative is missing details, other sections maintain the same lack of details. Additionally, the letters of intent demonstrate a wide level of commitment from organizations across the state.

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	10

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

Examining the budget and the MOU together, using the narrative as an augmentative support, it is evident that the budget uses existing sources and additional funding through this grant to support the activities described. The costs seem reasonable to scaling up existing projects and introducing new ones. Additionally the budget breaks down each partners expenditures by project section helping identify roles and responsibilities associated with the expenditures. The state makes specific statements throughout each section about how it will address children with high needs that are served by Early Learning and Development Programs and designates money associated with those tasks. Ultimately, while the budget seems an accurate reflection of the tasks to be conducted, the disconnection between activities in the narrative remains, therefore the budget continues to fund activities that are disconnected from each other and ultimately do not present a comprehensive, coordinated system.

The proposal mentions sustainability throughout various sections of the proposal but only in discrete ways that are connected to specific activities, contuining the lack of connectivity and coordination throughout the proposal. The TEACH funding and screening activities are two examples of activities that include a concrete discussion of sustainability.  The proposal does say that it has determined slow increases for participation both in the QRS and by children with high needs to help ensure that the existing state funding can be sustained.


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

	(B)(1) Developing and adopting a common, statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	10
	7

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

 

This section describes an existing but incomplete QRS system that will be reviewed and revised with guidance from a Child Trends study. Some of the positives of the existing system include:

· the components found in the tool shared in the appendices match the requirements of the grant including (B)(1)(a)(3-5), environment, and leadership and administration. 

· The environmental rating scale utilizes existing valid and reliable tools and includes validation from ERS anchors from Frank Porter Graham Environment Rating Scale Institute. 

· The QRS begins with a base of 

· Training in the Early Learning and Development Standards; 

· Workforce development activities that promote and reward higher degrees and additional training; 

· Family engagement strategies that emphasize supporting parent education but also parent self-advocacy and decision-making; 

· Health promotion activities that engage child care nurse consultants in improving the health and safety of all children served; and 

· An emphasis on data driven decision making. 

The proposal acknowledges that it is incomplete in its efforts to include each of these elements sufficiently and therefore seeks to address them as they review and revise. They refer to other sections within the proposal where they address their high quality plan to address them. These include:

· Comprehensive Assessment System 

· Qualified Workforce 

· Family Engagement 

· Health Promotion Practices. 

Ultimately, in each of these sessions, there are limited references back to the QRS system.

The proposal also offers a discussion of how it will provide better accommodation to programs already meeting standards, include these other monitoring systems, and incorporate other assessment tools of program quality. Yet, they do not address the ways in which they will link the QRS to Early Learning and Development Standards other than through professional development leaving the ELDS insufficiently tied to the QRS. They also do not talk sufficiently about how they will promote effective data practices that tie different data systems to the QRS and demonstrate the effectiveness of data-driven decision-making in each program. In order to appropriately meet this criteria, effectiveness of use of data must be addressed.

The point system used to indicate where a program may fall on the QRS offers programs a ladder and menu leading programs flexibility to prioritize and focus on specific areas of improvement. The first two levels are very clearly defined in both the tool and the proposal. Yet, using the application as evidence of the QRS system's method of differentiating quality levels does not demonstrate that there is differentiation between the tiers. The proposal offers a plan for review and revision based on the Child Trends data. Yet, because the proposal does not define each tier clearly and distinctly to show differentiation in levels of quality, this is an area that provides insufficient evidence.

Because licensing is a requirement for participation in the QRS system, it is clearly linked. 

	(B)(2) Promoting participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	10

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal does not sufficiently address ways in which it will increase participation in the QRS system. While they indicate they have 1,373 providers and that 96% of those providers are at level 2 or above, the proposal does not indicate the percentage of providers participating in the system as a whole and sets the bar at a base level, licensing, because they can track, monitor and manage easily. Yet, this means it is very difficult to track the programs who are not participating because they are unlicensed and the proposal includes no discussion of how it will count these programs to understand the breadth and depth of lack of participation in the QRS system. The proposal establishes an incentive system to promote participation and increased quality in the QRS System with positive and negative reinforcement for progress, but there is little detail offered about how this system reaches programs that are not licensed and therefore not a part of the system at all.

The proposal indicates that it has not had to decrease its Child Care Assisstance (CCA) eligibility over the last years, supporting access for some of the population of children with high needs to Early Learning and Development Programs.

The proposal offers 4 ambitious, yet achievable goals in this area. The solutions proposed including:

· Using existing systems such as the CCR&R consultants to support programs children with high needs. 

· Providing additional training and self-assessment work 

· Altering the incentive system 

· Requiring recipients of quality improvement dollars to participate in the QRS 

While these solutions offer a strong starting point, often barriers to participation can interfere with programs utilizing these opportunities.

In section (B)(4), the proposal introduces the Growth Fund Program that addresses many of these issues by scaling up a professional development program to support Early Learning and Development Programs. The program offers support on a small scale by working with 5 programs per class to address systemic issues such as those above and improve quality and sustainability. This effort seems ambitious yet achievable to begin to help programs address their quality issues and help them move in a positive direction in the QRS.

The proposal does not define how it will differentiate its approach for the diverse Early Learning and Development Programs within the state. Finally, the projection offered on the chart offered seems unrealistic given the QRS system is about to be reviewed and revised. 

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	10

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The proposal describes how it will use CLASS as a QRS tool across the state. Implementing CLASS at the state level as a QRS monitoring tool may capture relevant information about some elements of the QRS but will also miss several critical quality indicators such as health and safety, effective data systems, family engagement, and workforce development. In order for CLASS to be an effective tool, it must be complimented by another tool that measures indicators in those areas. Tools mentioned in Key Activity #2 may address some of these factors, but present an issue at the state level when looking at data that is inconsistent with each other because indicators or factors measured are not the same.

Outreach efforts will support parents in understanding the QRS system but seem to focus most specifically on child care rather than the diversity of Early Learning and Development Programs available to families. Providing diversity within each program can enhance quality and support better outcomes for all children.

Finally, the proposal does not define how it will differentiate its approach for the diverse Early Learning and Development Programs within the state.

	(B)(4) Promoting access to high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs
	20
	12

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

 

Activities mentioned in (B)(2) in combination with the Growth Program Fund demonstrate the state's moderate efforts to support programs as they progress within the QRS system. The tables indicate an achievable goal, but it may not be as ambitious as needed in a grant such as this. The incentive program, support through the CCR&Rs, additional training, and limited participation in the growth fund do not seem to be sufficient to meet the level of need within the state to rise through the levels of the QRS.

In addition, insufficient attention is paid to raising access for children with high needs. While the Growth Program Fund will target these programs and the incentive programs will be revised to promote inclusion of children with high needs, these are insufficient activities to engage and recruit these families into high quality programs.

Finally, there is insufficient information throughout the proposal about how these efforts will effect the diversity reflected in the Early Learning and Development Programs within Iowa, particularly in the table (B)(4)(c)(2).

	(B)(5) Validating the State’s Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	13

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal includes a clear description of how it has contracted with a highly-qualified outside evaluator to validate the QRS for content and plans to continue with the evaluator to determine the differentiation within the ratings and assess the extent to which changes are related to child progress. The work constitutes four components which provide a comprehensive frame to determine whether the QRS has the correct content, measures, ratings, and outcomes. Finally, Child Trends is well known for its high quality work in QRIS and is an excellent outside evaluator for this task. A significant component missing from this section is how this work will be integrated into the state's processes so that validation of QRS is revisited regularly to ensure that as policies and research changes and are updated, the QRS reflects those changes and updates.


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(2) Supporting effective uses of Comprehensive Assessment Systems
	20
	12

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal includes 4 ambitious yet achievable goals that reach towards improving the Comprehensive Assessment System, but do not address all of the existing gaps.

 

The first goal focuses on building a system that looks at the child level data to plan strategies and "monitor and promote developmental progress" yet it doesn't delve deep enough into the systems that support child development. Activities support improved screening, indicating that the current system has many symptoms discussed in the literature about incongruence in state and local early care systems. It offers remedies to better coordinate these efforts including

· a work group approach (which includes all of the relevant partners), 

· a gap analysis, 

· connections to the Kindergarten Entry Assessment and Response to Intervention activities, and 

· a list of recommended tools supported by training to implement the tools appropriately. 

There is some confusion in the state between screening and assessment that is a concern, but the proposal offers a process to offer some concrete solutions to screening issues. This is addressed in Goal 1 but does not include a great deal of specificity regarding how. Activity two focuses on validating GOLD as an appropriate tool for formative assessment, including center-based and home-based programs in the advisory group. Yet, GOLD is not standardized for home use and may not be appropriate in all settings included in Early Learning and Development Programs. The next activity positively supports environmental and adult-child interaction assessments in certain settings by providing professional development and implementing the CLASS and FCCERS tools in out of home care and looking for other measures to examine quality of caregiver-child interactions. While data from these sources will provide a consistent message about adult-child interactions and environments through these tools, the CLASS has only been developed for the preschool population and FCCERS is only for Family Child Care programs. There seems to be a large gap in children who do not fit into either of these categories. Finally, aligning the completed revision of the QRS to other national quality standards may be too late – this should be done as part of the revision process.

 

The second goal focuses on building a more systemic approach to the collection and use of data to improve outcomes for children, yet it does not provide sufficient detailed information about the process by which the system will be designed and how it will align with the existing Collaborating For Iowa Kids (C4K) system. Goal 4 supports Goal 2 by providing in-depth support for programs to use data to inform practice and program change, but is unclear about what the quality of this training will be and how it will align with QRS and the Early Learning and Development Standards to assure the Comprehensive Assessment System is linked to these other quality indicators. (E)(1) provides greater depth about the way that formative assessment will align with the Early Learning and Development Standards and the Kindergarten Enrollment Assessment, indicating that an analysis of the standards will provide  the basis for the KEA and further formative assessment. Unfortunately, the formative assessment discussed here applies to K-3 rather than the Early Learning and Development Programs. If the state were to use a similar process for birth to 5, this proposal would be greatly strengthened. In addition, the training program's cohort approach to training, implementation support, and coaching is a positive approach, individualizing and intensively supporting providers as they begin to change their practice and use data to inform their decisions.

 

The third goal begins to addresses family engagement to participate in he Comprehensive Assessment System but includes some significant gaps in its plans. While the rationale for each key activity honors the role families play in their children's lives, the milestones/benchmarks do not always reflect this level of involvement. The cross-agency task team for activity one does not include family members at all which seems critical to their success in finding appropriate ways to include families in assessments. Additionally, they should be involving family members in the selection of tools and the development of protocols rather than separately developing guidelines for family involvement in child assessments. Finally, the plan to use gap analysis and professional development to promote family engagement in assessment and sharing results in culturally and linguistically appropriate ways.  

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	20
	12

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal addresses health and safety issues through its evaluation of the QRS system ensuring that all programs deemed "high quality" in levels 3 - 5 are promoting safety and preventing injuries. Its comprehensive activities include "on-site visits by child care nurse consultants who may conduct injury prevention reviews, health and safety assessments, and child record reviews; completion of college-level health, safety, and nutrition classes; completion of enhanced health and safety policies that focus on hazard mitigation; and development and implementation of emergency preparedness plans." 

The proposal demonstrates the state's existing efforts to reach children to ensure access to high quality health and nutrition resources including I am Moving, I am Learning, Fit for Life, CACFP, NAPSACC, EPSDT, and I-Smile. Four of these programs (all but EPSDT) provide high quality, science-informed support for nutrition, physical activity, and healthy habits (e.g., toothbrushing) both in programs and at home.

The three proposed goals build on these success using existing systems and scaling them up to promote children's health and school readiness. The first goal focuses on improved screening and referral systems builds on standardized surveillance tools and case coordinators providing case management for both health care professionals and child care organizations. While the idea is strong, the description does not describe its outreach efforts beyond special education providers and health care providers serving children within the state. This leaves children who may not participate in regular well-child visits or who do not have a medical home out of the case management system. Additionally, it indicates that "tools will be refined to trigger the referral process for all children with high needs" as a means to addressing concerns related to ACEs work. It isn't clear that all children with high needs may need to be referred for additional support.

 

The second goal's efforts to address mental health needs by increasing early childhood mental health training and providing telehealth are positive strategies but lack sufficient detail. The proposal does not describe how they will be implemented to promote high-quality mental health experiences appropriate for the developmental level of the children they will support. For example, will mental health professionals will be providing the telehealth services to children virtually? Will telehealth augment training by offering consultation to caregivers? What components will be addressed in the early childhood mental health training?

 

The third goal recognizes the critical importance of adverse experience on children's development and school readiness but provides insufficient information about how it will connect these strategies to Early Learning and Development Programs. It mentions that it will collect ACEs data and conduct more awareness training  but does not indicate who they will do this for and how they will do it. There is insufficient information about how they will market ACEs to ensure the diversity of Early Learning and Development programs are involved.

Both goals two and three attempt to support Early Learning and Development Programs in enhancing mental health and social emotional development, but do not provide sufficient information about how the activities will be implemented to impact children and families.

 

Finally, the chart (C)(3)(d) does not include ambitious goals for the rise in referrals and percentages of children who are up-to-date on a schedule of well-child care.

 

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	20
	15

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The proposal indicates the state is attempting to build off of a variety of strong efforts to promote family engagement in Early Learning and Development Programs, with particular note to Head Start and Special Education. Using research-based work conducted through the BUILD Initiative and special education services that provide comprehensive guidance around family engagement and culturally and linguistically responsive competencies, the proposal demonstrates that it has a firm base from which to move forward. Additionally, the use of a “kindergarten transition coordinator” will help children and families make a smooth transition into elementary school and targeting the neediest districts will support children with high needs.

There are issues within each goal regarding timelines and details within each activity. Goal 2 focuses on developing communities of practice (COP) that provide family services support to early childhood educators, but does not offer any discussion of early childhood educators helping family services workers understand child development or school readiness. In addition, this COP is discussed under (E)(1) as an action research community to build on family knowledge, but offers no connection to how. Whereas in other sections, professional development and coaching activities offer a detailed discussion of how they will be formulated and implemented, Goal 3 includes very little information about the types of professional development, technical assistance, coaching, and data collection that will occur during implementation of the family standards.

The Family Service Credentialing program and the Family Support Leadership Group is the state's effort to promote family support and engagement statewide in all early learning and development programs. The Guidelines established by the group and the standards resulting from them offer strong, sensitive approaches to engaging and empowering families. In addition, the Diversity and Equity Working Group has established competencies that are research-informed and comprehensive. Yet, the two efforts are not integrated in a way that promotes a coordinated statewide family engagement approach. The activities mentioned do not include sufficient detail to understand how the grant will ensure the efforts are coordinated.


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(1) Developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials
	20
	14

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

 

While the proposal includes a nice progression of goals and indicates previous work to develop a high-quality Workforce Knowledge and Competence Framework, the details are insufficient to understand how the system connects to the QRS, the Early Learning and Development Standards (mentioned only once), and the Comprehensive Assessment System. Without connections to these systems, the work conducted in isolation will not improve program quality. Additionally there are no competencies listed for health professionals, including the Child Care Nurse Consultants, and Care Coordinators used frequently in section (C)(3). Some of the key activities seem repetitive including activities 1 and 2 under Goal 1 involving the development of competencies and pathways. Additionally, the activities do not seem to link well to each other, not clearly defining how each step links together competencies, professional development, certification, and validation systems.

The state is beginning to promote workforce progression for educators to ensure that each teacher has the skills and knowledge necessary for delivering high quality service. The state has articulation agreements between high schools, community colleges, 2 and 4 year institutes of higher education that will promote a progression for educators. The use of registries to support tracking of credentials and professional growth or providers as well as maintaining a list of high-quality professional development trainers and programs will help Early Learning and Development Programs increase the quality of their workforce. The efforts to link Institutions of Higher Education and streamline state credentials will help providers seeking to improve their practice access degree programs and meet state certification requirements more easily. Finally, the Policy Framework for an Early Childhood Iowa Professional Development System shared in the appendices is a comprehensive, strategic way to improve professional development statewide. If the key activities in the proposal matched the thoughtfulness of the policy framework, the proposal would be greatly strengthened.

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	10

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal introduces 4 goals that seek to improve workforce development within the state and improve access to caregivers serving children with high need with limited access or use of professional development, but the key activities provided do not provide sufficient detail regarding the links to the QRS, Early Learning and Development Standards, and the Comprehensive Assessment System. Additionally, the activities seem iterative of previously performed activities (including needs assessments and continuation of the Distance Mentoring Model in both activities 2 and 3 in goal 2); insufficiently detailed (the process, roles and responsibilities, and funding format are not sufficiently detailed to let the reader know who, what, where, when and how); and distinct (key activity 2 under goal 3 is a fragmented strategies) rather than tied to a systemic model organized to meet the fragmented approach mentioned earlier in the section.

The rationale in this section offers ideas for improving policies and incentives to promote workforce development, but is inconsistent with the details for the activities the state will use. Some of the concrete ideas include

· scaling up the TEACH and WAGES programs to support scholarships for professional development and achievement of degrees and credentials 

· adding career pathways that offer flexibility and access for early learning professionals. 

· increasing education and professional development for low-wage child care providers through evidence based programs, utilizing existing coaching/mentoring systems specific to curricula, assessment, and credential programs. 

Yet, the activities offered within the goals offer no details as to how the state will do this in a coordinated way to ensure that each model builds upon the other.

The proposal is unclear as to how it will report workforce development data to support efforts to improve workforce development activities.

The proposal sets ambitious goals for both the increase in aligned institutions and number of early educators progressing toward higher credentials, but projections for the increase between 2015 and 2016 are too high to be feasible. Increasing the number of educators credentialed from 500 to 5000 and the number of aligned institutions from 9 to 15 seems extraordinary and unachievable without a clear explanation.


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	20

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal discusses a systemic process for creating a KEA within a consortium of states that is connected to formative assessment and the common core from K-3rd grade, yet it is unclear how much is being directed specifically towards the KEA and its use to improve Early Learning and Development Program work. The consortium offers them a KEA with clear connections to the Essential Fomains of School Readiness organized into learning progressions. Other strengths noted by the proposal about the consortia approach focus on learning progressions and observation-based methodology. The proposal describes the advantage of using learning progressions that provide baseline data for future K-12 work and capture the diversity of learning and experience of children entering kindergarten. Additionally, the proposal notes that the observation based methodology is an excellent way to capture what children can do in an organic way, but needs to ensure indicators are normed across environments for all children and are evaluated for clarity so that inter-rater reliability is ensured. Working with the Consortium and BUILD, the state will also align the KEA with Common Essential Standards.

The use of universal design principles increases accessibility, yet ultimately the norming the tool is what will demonstrating access for children with high needs. The sample to be included in the 2 pilots will represent this diversity. Validating and norming will occur through a multi-step process that includes some strong components and some weaker ones. A strong component is the strategy of sharing information from assessments with teachers to determine how they will use it. Another strategy, online modules, will allow for scaling up the KEA quickly and is augmented by practical application in the pilot sessions looking for the "gold standard" of inter-rater reliability.

The data gathered from the KEA will be included in the State Longitudinal Data System and informs changes in their own programs and instruction. Additionally, the KEA does not seem to inform the QRS or CAS for Early Learning and Development Programs. The KEA efforts will be sustainable because it is available free of charge through the consortium.

	(E)(2) Building or enhancing an early learning data system
	20
	20

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

 

This section of the proposal offers the most detailed and complete information about how the currently fragmented data systems will come together to support Early Learning and Development Programs and the state as a whole determine the comprehensiveness of activities and their impact on young children and their families.

The proposal defines the essential data elements and requires that all existing systems meet the requirements including common definitions and rules for unique identifiers. The proposal ties all of these existing systems together by identifying "the data needs and the business requirements to support data collection, aggregation and reporting from the Comprehensive Assessment System data, Kindergarten Entry Assessment data, and the QRS system. The graphic illustrating the federated hub and the narrative following it offer a clear description of the state's understanding of the importance of a systemic approach to data planning, collecting, analysis, use, and sharing. In addition, the state clearly understands many of the oversight requirements listing them in detail in this section. The proposal also offers a thorough description of the barriers to the system they are attempting to build because of previous work to develop a universal system.

The state's extensive history in developing data shring agreements between agencies, data warehouses and web-based system afford them with the knowledge and skills to develop a system that will work to provide timely, relevant, accessible, and easy to use information.  Finally, the plan includes a process for defining oversight requirements that meet the needs of a complex system such as this one while also meeting the requirements of Federal, State, and local privacy laws. Finally, the three questions used by the Stakeholder Discovery activities conducted by Gold Systems, Inc. ensure that the data will meet the needs of the wide range of stakeholders entering and accessing data in the State Longitudinal Data System.


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	5

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

The proposal does not discuss this priority specifically within the narrative, but the state QRS system requires licensure for participation. There is no discussion of how the licensing and inspection system covers programs that are not otherwise regulated by the state, unless they are regulated through other systems like the Special Education and Head Start monitoring system - but those programs would also be licensed and/or run by the state. The proposal also does not address inclusion of programs that serve 2 or more children, rather they set the limit at 7 children or more, so many programs that are not included in licensure that should be.

	Competitive Priority 3: Understanding Status of Children’s Learning and Development at Kindergarten Entry
	10
	10

	

	Competitive Priority 4: Creating Preschool through Third Grade Approaches to Sustain Improved Early Learning Outcomes through the Early Elementary Grades
	10
	6

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

 

Addressed primarily under (E)(1), the proposal includes a description of the states participation in a consortium working towards developing assessment systems that will support formative assessment to maintain child development and school readiness through grade 3. Concerns with this system are that Iowa may not be selected to be part of the piloting program ensuring applicability to the uniqueness of the population and their needs. Additionally, this program does not include any description of how it will feed quality improvement to the Early Learning and Development Programs that serve as the base for the system. The two systems seem disparate and unique rather than a continuum of services from birth through grade 3. 

In Section A1 and C3, the proposal discusses the Adverse Childhood Experiences Study and the work to promote resiliency and reduce toxic stress for young children. By including this work through professional development and awareness training as well as including the work in data collection about the status of young children within the state, the proposal begins to address this issue. But the work is not sufficiently tied to any of the other systems essential to a coordinated early learning and development system within the state.

The proposal utilizes the KEA and the statewide longitudinal data system discussed in section E to provide data that informs school aged program improvement from preschool through grade three, but offers no specific indication regarding how Early Learning and Development Programs will access and use this data to inform their own practice. 

	Competitive Priority 5: Addressing the Needs of Children in Rural Areas
	5
	5

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

 

The proposal builds on previous needs assessments to target children with high needs in rural areas, focusing special projects and activities listed within the body of the proposal to address these needs. This includes increased access for families, professional development for providers, increased QRS engagement, and scaling up 1st Five to engage rural communities. The proposal explains that the state will use segmentation to determine where pockets of poverty and children with high needs are located in rural regions and target those areas for additional support.


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

	Priority 1: Absolute Priority -- Promoting School Readiness for Children with High Needs
	 
	Met

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The proposal seeks to build off of a wide range of activities conducted over the last 30 years. These strategies are innovative and reach a wide range of children by ensuring enhanced services. For example:

· More children are screened and follow up is delivered in a timely manner, 

· Programs are supported to enter and improve their quality through the tiers of the quality rating and improvement system, 

· Articulation agreements support professional development that leads to certification and degrees, 

· Data will be available to identify areas of strengths and challenges to improve program quality, 

· Families are engaged in their children's learning and development and active partners in the educational system, and 

· Professional development targets individuals serving children with high needs to promote quality for those programs. 

While the proposal offers goals and activities that will individually promote quality improvement of Early Learning and Development Programs, they do not sufficiently tie these activities together throughout the narrative of the proposal. There is not a clear big picture of how these goals and activities will work together to improve quality in the diversity of programs the state includes in their definition of Early Learning and Development Programs, particularly home-based services and non-child care funded programs. Also, the connections between the Early Learning and Development Standards, the Quality Rating and Improvement System, the Comprehensive Assessment System, and the Workforce Development activities are not as transparently connected as they should be. The goals and activities often feel like isolated attempts to improve quality rather than interconnected efforts. The Effective Data Practices serve as an anchor to pull the system together and seem to serve as a strategy to help improve the quality of the plan overall.

	Total
	315
	228




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1014IA-2 for Iowa, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

	(A)(1) Demonstrating past commitment to early learning and development
	20
	18

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes the history of the State's commitment to early childhood education which includes being one of the first States to develop a comprehensive preschool program and to mandate special education services for children with disabilities. These early commitments to the well-being of young children continues today and positions the State well to engage in activities related to the Early Learning Challenge. (A) (1) (a) 

The applicant describes  a high percentage of high need children in the State with the  numbers of children from diverse backgrounds increasing over time. Tables (A-1-4) and (A-1-1 and A-1-5) demonstrate that funding over the past five years has remained steady or increased across Early Childhood Learning and Development programs and larger percentages of the State's Childen with Hig Needs are being served,  demonstrating the State's commitment to serving Children with High Needs. However, some of the data is missing or difficult to interpret (from Head Start and Early Head Start (A) (1) (a) and (b)

The State Legislature recently passed legislation requiring that all Statewide Voluntary Preschool Programs use the Gold Assessment. Also legislation was passed requiring schools to use an evidence-based assessment in kindergarten. These efforts to align child outcome assessments  across the state and ultimately with essential domains of school readiness seems likely to support reform efforts designed to improve quality transitions between preschool and kindergarten and kindergarten and first grade. There are recent revisions to the State's early learning standards.(A) (1) (c) 

The applicant describes a number of recent initiatives related to improving the quality of the systems of care, health and education for young children across the State. These include the development of a tiered rating system for preschool programs entitled the Quality Preschool Programs Standards (QPPS) which are free and downloadable. The goal of this initiative is to begin to  support local Early Learning and Development programs as they work towards  National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) accreditation. This initiative, along with the State's recent effort to credential Family Support workers, positions the State well to improve quality across programs. (A) (1) (d) 

The applicant describes the status of various early childhood learning and development programs in terms of the family engagement strategies that each program employs. This assessment of the landscape provides a picture of where specific needs may be addressed in future efforts to support the progress of Early Learning and Development programs in their use of effective family engagement strategies.  This is a strength of the State's plan. (A) (1) (d)

The applicant describes the State's current status in providing a tiered quality rating system that can be linked to the early childhood workforce credentialing system. The data provided along with Table A-1-11  identifying the State's resources to support workforce development provides a good starting point for future work. Similarly, although the applicant describes a data system that tracks many essential data elements for the early childhood learning and development system in the State, there is currently little linkage to the early childhood educator workforce.The applicant describes this as an important goal of the proposed project and is a strength of the State's plan.  (A) (1) (d)

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	15

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant explains how the State chooses to address ambitious yet achievable goals by building on past efforts.  In specific, the applicant explains how it will engage all early learning and development programs in the State in a Quality Rating System in order to improve quality. Also described are plans to develop a statewide comprehensive assessment system so that children's needs can be identified and addressed early.The State intends to adopt new strategies for family engagement and strengthen the preparation of the early childhood workforce as well as improve the State's longitudinal data system so that early learning data can be integrated into the system.Taken together these goals provide a comprehensive State improvement plan that builds on past progress and is likely to lead to substantive improvements in outcomes for children with high needs (A) (2) (a) and (b).The applicant explains how the rationale for the plan is derived from research-based practices. The summary and rationale for each  goal lend credibility to the State's plans (A) (2) (a)

The applicant provides a specific rationale for each of the focus areas. In each case the applicant describes how the State builds on past efforts in order to push on and engage in the remaining work. This work includes developing more specific screening measures to identify needs, increase the the outreach to various parts of the State not currently covered by previous successful initiatives, improve workforce preparation by investing in professional development specific to the needs of Children with High Needs, increase the degree and range of family engagement strategies, coordinate intake procedures across programs and improve kindergarten transition. This comprehensive effort is well-considered. and likely to impact the needs of high need children across the State (A) (2) (b) and (c).

The applicant fails to make the connection between what is described as the stagnation of the reading proficiency of Iowa's third graders and the proposed goals of the grant. While improving the general quality of the early childhood learning and development programs in the State may contribute to improving school readiness in terms of children's early literacy, There is no specificity in any of the goals that relates to early literacy or early reading. (A) (2) (a) and (b).

The applicant articulates the State's rationale for early learning and development reform agenda and goals overall but some linkages in the rationale are not clear.

	(A)(3) Aligning and coordinating work across the State
	10
	5

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes how the Participating State Agencies have already established a system of governance that will be employed and expanded upon in order to  work together to accomplish proposed goals. The Early Childhood Iowa (ECI) is described as the State's overarching system that builds partnerships between the State and local communities. ECI has recently expanded its efforts to include input from more varied stakeholder groups including additional parents and and establishing a diversity committee. The applicant explains ECI's structure, vision, purpose and descriptions provide evidence that using  the organization's governance board  will provide a strong foundation for the proposed grant efforts. The applicant provides a figure that illustrates  how the various governance-related roles and responsibilities of the Lead Agency ( the Department of Education) the State Advisory Council on Early Childhood Education and Care ( Iowa's Early Childhood Advisory Council and ECI Steering Committee), each Participating State Agency and the State's Interagency Coordinating Council for Part C of IDEA and other partners relate to one another.The narrative explains the specific roles of the lead agency who will appoint ( in collaboration with other Participating State Agencies) a grant management team. Although the applicant describes forming this grant management team, the applicant is not specific about how many individuals from which participating agencies will serve. Given the importance of decision-making in the planned activities, this lack of specificity is problematic and a weakness of the proposed plan. (A) (3) (1) and (2)

The applicant describes methods of ensuring open communication among various stakeholders that respond to criteria (A) (3) (a) (3) but does not provide a description of the method or process for making different kinds of decisions or resolving disputes. Given the need to engage various constituencies in decision making, this omission is a weakness in the proposed plan. (A) (3) (a) (3).

The applicant  describes how the State will  engage representatives from Participating Programs, Early Childhood Educators or their representatives, parents and families and other key stakeholders in the planning and implementation of the proposed activities (A) (3) (a) (4) by providing a website to post information. Periodic webinars will be used to maintain communication.There is no plan for engaging families who do not have internet access and this is a weakness in the proposed plan. (A) (3) (a) (4)

The applicant provides evidence (under (A) (3) (b) (1) (2) and (3)  that the Participating State Agencies are strongly committed to the State Plan, the governance structure of the grant and the effective implementation of the State Plan. For example,  Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) that describe the terms and conditions for each Participating State Agency to leverage existing funding for support of the efforts are provided. These include a description of efforts to maximize the number of Early Learning and Development Programs that become Participating Programs. These MoUs are signed by an authorized representative of each Participating Agency and provide evidence that the applicant has coordinated this important planning effort across key State stakeholders.

Under (A) (3) (c) (1) and (2) the applicant demonstrates commitment to the State Plan from a broad range of stakeholders by including detailed and persuasive letters of intent or support from over 75 Early Learning Intermediary organizations and such other stakeholders including organizations of early childhood educators, the State's legislators, various local community leaders, the State school board, representative of various early childhood learning and development programs and other state and local leaders. There are letters representing the disability community, the English learner community and others representing the interests of children with high needs. These letters demonstrate widespread support of the State's plan.

 

 

 

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	5

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

With regard to (A) (4) (a) the applicant provides a table that explains the amount of  existing funds that support early learning and development from Federal, State, private and local sources and will be available to the project but there is no explanation in the budget narrative about the specific source of these funds. There is little explanation of how the CCDF set-aside will be used  along with the funds from the Early Learning Challenge to achieve the State's goals. The budget is not clearly linked to activities to support and sustain the project's work. This lack of detail is problematic.

In reference to (A) (4) (b) (1) the applicant demonstrates in the budget that a large portion of the budget will be spent for contractual work. Little explanation of how each contractual listing relates to the overall goals of the project is provided. For example item 9. Marketing contract services for QRS at $300, 000. It is difficult to determine if this amount of funding is adequate to support the activities described in the proposal without more detail about what this item entails.This lack of clarity raises questions about whether prposed funds are reasonable and adequate to the purposes described.

In reference to (A) (4) (b) (2) the applicant provides little detail about how the various items relate to the objectives,design and significance of the activities described on the State Plan or the number of children served. For example, under (3) of the Budget Narrative the applicant estimates 4 trips each year for a total of 16 trips The purpose of these trips is explained as related to the required Technical Assistance meetings and also Enhanced Assessment Grant Meetings  There is no explanation of the Enhanced Assessment Grant .meetings and how they relate to the project's goals and activities. It is not clear how expenditures relate to the number of children to be served as there is no explanation of this in the budget narrative. Under these circumstances the applicant does not provide sufficient detail about whether funds are reasonable and necessary.

The applicant provides detail  regarding (A) (4) (b) (3) about the amount of funds budgeted for Participating State Agencies,localities, Early Learning Intermediary Organizations, Participating Programs and the activities to be implemented with these funds by providing a separate budget for each Participating State Agency and a listing of the contractual work to be accomplished in the overall budget. A significant amount of the contract work to be funded  appear related to local implementation of the State Plan and will assure that progress is made towards projects goals and objectives. 

Lack of detail regarding the Other Funds Allocated to the State Plan in the budget narrative makes it difficult to establish that activities in the State Plan can be sustained after the grant period. The applicant does not provide an explanation that links the grant activities and expenditures to the number and percentages of Children with High Needs to be served. The applicant does not provide detail to ensure that the budget will address  these  criteria in  (A) (4) (c)

Under the circumstances in which little detail is provided the applicant does not provide a plan of sufficient quality.


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

	(B)(1) Developing and adopting a common, statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	10
	10

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a clear description in the narrative and provides a sample in the appendix of how the State and its Participating State Agencies  have  developed and adopted a High-Quality Plan to improve upon their Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS). The State's TQRIS is voluntary and has been developed and revised through the work of a cross-agency Oversight Team which also is responsible for "recalibration" when needed. This team receives input from other key stakeholders in the early childhood learning and development community. The applicant provides evidence of this earlier work that will provide a firm foundation for activities in the proposed project. With reference to (B) (1) (a) the applicant explains how the State's TQRIS includes 1.) Early Learning and Development Standards, 2.) A Comprehensive Assessment System, 3.) Early Childhood Educator qualifications, 4.) Family engagement strategies, 5.) Health promotion practices and 6.) Effective data practices.

The applicant provides detail about how the State's TQRIS was developed in a collaborative process based on nationally recognized practices and policies such as those found in the Child Development Associate credential, the Child and Adult Care Food program, Early Childhood Positive Behavioral Intervention and Support and others. The applicant also includes the TQRIS application, rating structue explanation for both center and home-based applicants in the appendices. The State's TQRIS is currently being evaluated by Child Trends, an outside evaluator to ensure that the current TQRIS is clear and has standards that are measurable, meaningfully differentiate program quality levels and reflect high expectations of program excellence (B) (1) (b). The applicant explains plans to improve the State's TQRIS depending on the findings of this evaluation. This is a strength of the State's plan.

The applicant explains how the current TQRIS is linked to the State licensing system for Early Learning and Development Programs. (B) (1) (c) in that applicants must participate in level one or two of the system in order to obtain licensure.The applicant provides a goal statement that focuses on supporting participation in the TQRIS across the full array of child care programs with a particular emphasis on programs serving Children with High Needs. The applicant provides a  rationale for doing so and a list of considerations, benchmarks and milestones . This is a strength of the state's proposed plan.

	(B)(2) Promoting participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	8

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant's narrative describes how the current system operates and provides a plan for expanding and improving the TQRIS. The applicant does not explain how the State plans to increase participation of Early Head Start and Head Start providers (B) (2) (a) (2), Programs funded under Part C  or B of IDEA (B) (2) (a) (3) or programs funded under Title I of ESEA(B) (2) (a) (4) The Table provided for (B) (2) (c) lists zero participation or programs funded under ESEA and no data is entered for Part B or Part C programs.These programs represent a significant number of Children with High Needs in the State and  the applicant does not explain the rationale for excluding these programs from plans to reach the goal of having all Early Learning and Development Programs participate in TQRIS. This is a serious weakness of the State's plan.

The applicant describes the current methods it employs to encourage program participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS) and explains that participation is high with 94% of providers at Level 2 or higher (B) (2) (a). The applicant explains how the system provides stipends to incentivize participation  and explains the measures the State has undertaken to ensure that low-income families have access to high-quality care.The applicant explains how Child Care Resource and Referral (CCRR) consultants are used to serve as "case managers" and help providers participate in the TQRIS. The applicant proposes to use these grant funds to expand the numbers of CCRR consultants and the methods for distributing these individuals across the State are described so that more families can afford high-quality child-care and the supply of high-quality child-care in areas with high concentration of Children with High Needs. This plan is well-articulated with a proposed focus on using tabulated data that reflects the numbers and percentages of Children with High Needs to decide where additional CCRC consultants will be deployed.(B) (2) (b)

The applicant does not describe ambitious yet achievable targets for the numbers and percentages of Early Learning and Development programs that will participate in TQRIS . Missing data in Table (B) (2) (c) makes it difficult to determine how the State will target Part C or B programs for participation. (B) (2) (c)

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	8

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

To address (B) (3) (a) the applicant describes a plan to add the CLASS as an instrument as part of the State's plan  to use a valid and reliable tool for monitoring Early Learning and Development Program. This builds on the current use of the CLASS in Head Start. but there is little evidence presented  related to the feasability or usability of the  CLASS in other Early Learning and Development programs. The applicant does not provide details about  the Head Start CLASS assessors and whether they have reached an acceptable level of inter-rater reliability. Little description of how appropriate training for the CLASS will be provided nor how the addition of this tool to the already established procedures will be integrated.Without this information, it is not clear that the applicant describes a  high-quality plan. Building on the State's previous work on the TQRIS as decribed in section A-2, the applicant proposes  to reassess and determine additonal appropriate assessments and corresponding training/self-assessments to be required at Levels 3-5 of the QRIS. Also  described is a proposed effort  to increase accountability/integrity of the TQRS by having support staff perform audits on-site. Little detail is provided about how this audit system relates to monitoring and rating using the TQRIS and the frequency with which this may happen is not specified. This lack of detail is problematic for ensuring that a high-quality plan will be implemented (B) (3) (a).

In addressing (B) (3) (b) the applicant describes how the State will establish a marketing campaign to increase the public's awareness of the value and distinction of the TQRIS. This campaign will build on previous efforts to reach families of Children with High Need in particular including the work that was initially begun when the TQRIS was first implemented across the State.There is little detail about how this will be accomplished. The lack of detail provided is a weakness in the state's plan.  applicant provides benchmarks and milestones which indicate that the plan to increase outreach efforts is well-planned and likely to be successful. 

.  

	(B)(4) Promoting access to high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs
	20
	14

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

To address (B) (4) (a) the applicant provides a description of the current system that provides both support and incentives for Early Learning and Development programs to continuously improve.The States' CCRR agencies hire consultants who must achieve I-Consult credentialing through a well-articulated and well-considered program that helps consultants acquire skills related to coaching content and other technical skills needed to monitor and support programs. This successful system provides a foundation upon which a high-quality plan for improving  the current system can be built. The State already is currently developing a  5 year renewal process for consultants.This is a strength in the State's Plan.

To address (B) (4) (b) the applicant describes the supports already in place to help working families access high-quality care for Children with High Needs. This includes wrap-around child care services to contractors whose children attend Head Start, Shared Vision at-risk preschool programs, Title 1 and Part B programs. The programs include providing transportation, immunizations and other family support services.

To address (B) (4) (c) (1) and (2)The applicant describes an ambitious yet achievable goal to increase the number of some of the  Early Learning and Development Programs in the top tiers of the TQRIS in Table (B) (4) (c) (1) and the number and percentages of Children with High Needs who are enrolled in Early Learning and.Development Programs in the top tiers of the TQRIS in Table (B0 (4) (c) (2). In particular the applicant describes how the project will expand an initiative entitled First Children's Finance's Growth Fund Program to Early Learning and Development Programs in the Western part of the State where the State has experienced significant closures and turnovers of centers. The applicant provides data demonstrating that The Growth Fund is successful in improving outcomes for participating programs, increasing the program's viability and sustainability and ensuing stable or increased services to Children with High Needs and linking the program to the State's TQRIS. 

The applicant does not provide completed Tables (B) (4)  (c) (1) and (B) (4) (c) (2)  that outline the  State's targetednumber and percentages of children in Early learning and Development programs who are enrolled in top-tiered Early Learning and Development Programs. Data for  Head Start and Head Start. Early Learning and Development Programs funded by Part C, Early Learning and Development programs funded under Title I of ESEA or Early Learning and Development Programs receiving funds from the State's CCDF program have missing data. This missing data makes it difficult to determine the number and percentages of the State's Children with High Needs who willl be impacted by the State's plan (B) (4) (c) (2). This is a serious weakness of the State's Plan.

 

 

	(B)(5) Validating the State’s Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	14

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

To address (B) (5) (a) the applicant describes how the State has already begun work to design and implement evaluation of the relationships between ratings generated by the State's TQRIS and children's learning outcomes. The State legislature dedicated funding to an evaluation of the State's TQRIS including an assessment of the system's key concepts, the techniques used, the psychometric properties of the measures employed and how the ratings generated relate to child outcomes.The State contracted with Child Trend, an outside independent evaluator to do this work and a final report is due in December. The applicant explains that this report is expected to provide evidence related to how well the System differentiates between levels of quality.The applicant does not provide detail about when the TQRIS will be reexamined. This is a minor weakness in the State's Plan.

To address (B) (5) (b) the applicant outlines a High-Quality plan to review the evaluation when available and determine next steps to design a research study and stipulate measures of progress that can determine the relationships between changes in quality of programs and the outcomes for Children with High Needs in terms of learning, development and school readiness. Citing the literature, about appropriate methods of validating Quality Rating Systems, the applicant explains how the next steps in the plan will be linked to the State's efforts to develop a Comprehensive Assessment System as well as integrated data practices and systems. This is a strength in the State's Plan.


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(2) Supporting effective uses of Comprehensive Assessment Systems
	20
	17

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

A key strength of the applicant's plan for building a Comprehesive Assessment System is  a detailed plan to work with key stakeholders from various State Early Learning and Development Programs to select assessment instruments and comprehensive approaches to assessment that are appropriate for the target populations and purposes.. The applicant provides benchmarks and guidelines and plans to collaborate with colleagues in other states in order to to meet this goal. The applicant details how identifying gaps in current procedures will help build a comprehensive system that ensures Children with High Needs are identified in a timely fashion (C) (2) (a).

Another strength of the plan is to provide professional development for early childhood educations in a variety of venues after convening an advisory group of stakeholders from participating agencies and other partners in professional development including institutions of higher education and professional organizations. A series of professional development activities are to be planned in order to ensure that professional development is adequate to the task of ensuring that all Early Childhood Educators' understand the purpose and use of each type of assessment included in the Comprehensive Assessment Systems. (C) (2) (b)

One weakness of the plan is that the applicant does not articulate a high-quality plan for aligning and integrating assessment and sharing assessment results as appropriate so as to avoid duplication of assessments and to coordinate services for Children with High Needs, many of whom currently receive services from more than one Early Learning and Development Program. (C) (2) (c)

In addressing (C) (2) (d) the applicant describes convening  another  workgroup that will plan and provide for a series of training and learning opportunities that will be linked to the State's TQRIS system.The applicant identifies the importance of helping Early Childhood Educators understand how to interpret and use assessment data to inform instruction, programs and services. This is a strength in the State's plan.

Another strength relates to the State's plan for including families in decision making around assessment procedures and results. The emphasis is to be on communicating with families in ways that are respectful,easily understood and meaningful. A series of activities are described that include establishing guidelines for helping families access resources in providing support at home as it relates to children's developmental issues that may be identified through the assessment process. (C) (2)(e)

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	20
	18

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes the current efforts in the State to ensure children's health and safety. The State has already developed a number of initiatives to ensure that health and behavioral screening as well as follow-up occurs as needed. This includes an Initiative called Fit for Life that has an early childhood workgroup promoting program policy development related to maintaining health and nutrition in Early Childhood Learning and Development programs. The applicant also describes the linkages between Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) and the State's TQRIS. All programs at level 2 or above must participate in  CACFP, ensuring that Children with High Needs enrolled receive nutritional meals. The applicant also describes work that has been accomplished by the State's Department of Public Health and the Early Periodic Screening Diagnostic and Treatment program of Medic-aid which ensures that parental concerns about children's growth and development are addressed. Finally, the applicant describes the I-Smile program that supports children's dental health. This intensive work on children's health, including promoting standards for ensuring children's health and safety and involving parents and Early Childhood Learning and Development Programs provides a foundation for the projects' plans to increase statewide efforts related to the health, behavioral and developmental needs of Children with High Needs.However, it is not clear how the standards across the various programs described by the applicant are integrated across initiatives to establish a progression of standards across Early Childhood Learning and Development Programs.(C) (3) (a) This omission in the plan is a weakness of the State's Plan.(C) (3) (a)

The applicant describes specific goals to identify and address the health, behavioral and developmental needs of Children with High Needs. These include leveraging existing resources and expanding a successful initiative in the State entitled 1st Five to ensure that primary care providers and early childhood educators receive training related to the health, behavioral and developmental needs of Children with High Needs.The applicant also describes expanding the training in 1st Five to help provide strategies for Early Learning and Development Programs to support families in their efforts to promote healthy habits at home. Finally, the applicant describes specific activities and selected strategies that involve key stakeholders in planning and implementing professional development, expanding awareness, linking effective screening and referral procedures  to the State's TQRIS and engaging Early Childhood Learning and Development Programs in promoting healthy eating habits, improving nutrition, expanding physical activity  and providing information and guidance to families to promote healthy habits at home. These are strengths in the proposed plan (C) (3) (b) and (c) 

The applicant describes several strategies to leverage existing resources to meet ambitious, yet achievable annual targets to increase the number of children who are screened using Screening Measures that link with the Medicaid Early Periodic Screening, Diagnostic and treatment benefit of the Social Security Act or the well-baby services through the Children's Health Insurance Programs as well as consistent with the Child Find provisions of IDEA, referred for services and participate in ongoing health care. The applicant proposes activities to identify and support the use of a standardized developmental surveillance tool across Early and Learning Development programs statewide, the use of which will help ensure that children are screened and referred for services as appropriate.Another strategy described by the applicant involves expanding access to early childhood mental health professionals through training and by expanding telehealth services which should target the needs of Children with High Needs in rural communities Finally, the applicant describes plans to  increase awareness of the impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE)and their impact on individuals' long-term mental and physical health and well-being. (C) (3) (d) (1) (2) (3).

Taken together the strategies described amount to a comprehensive approach to increasing the capacity of Early Learning and Development Programs to address the social and emotional development of children from birth to age 5. The applicant describes how strategies may be adapted to various community needs. Milestones and benchmarks are provided and the applicant provides baseline data about the current numbers of Children with High Needs screened, referred for services as appropriate and who participate in ongoing health care and are up to date in a schedule of well child care. This is a strength of the State' Plan.(C) (3) (e)

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	20
	17

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes how the State will build on previous efforts in family engagement and cultural and linguistic responsiveness to establish a progression of culturally and linguistically appropriate standards for family engagement across the levels of its program standards. These include informing their efforts by a review of the literature on family engagement and building from the Head Start Performance Standards.The applicant proposes convening a workgroup of stakeholders to establish the standards and ensure that they are aligned with previously existing cultural competency standards in the State. The applicant describes how the standards will be structured as a continuum of practices with measurable implementation milestones and family outcome data. The applicant describes creating a review panel of parents who will evaluate a program's success in implementing the progressive standards in an Early Learning and Development program. This is a strength in the State's plan. (C) (4) (a)

The applicant describes establishing and maintaining a Community of Practice of key stakeholders invested in promoting family engagement and advocacy. In addition to activities related to establishing the Community of Practice as a meaningful entity throughout the project, the applicant describes its role as it relates to ensuring that Early Learning and Development Programs have access to professional development, technical assistance and coaching and mentoring related to supporting family engagement. In addition, the applicant describes specific activities designed to support professional development related to family engagement including training modules and a network of practitioners willing to coach and support others regarding family engagement. This detailed plan builds on past efforts and will ensure that the number of percentages of Early Childhood Educators trained and supported to implement family engagement strategies will increase (C) (4) (b)

The applicant describesa number of  strategies to promote family support and engagement statewide most of which leverage existing resources . One innovative strategy described is the use of kindergarten transition coordinators who have worked in one high -poverty school district in the State to to work with parents developing activities to support children's transition to kindergarten. The applicant provides evidence that this strategy strengthened the relationships between schools and parents and bridged the cultural differences between them. This is a strength of the proposed plan. (C) (4) (c) .

One weakness of the proposed plan is that the applicant  is not speciiic about how  the work of the various initiatives will be coordinated across initiatives, programs or the State.


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(1) Developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials
	20
	14

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant provides a list and explanation of the State's past accomplishments related to developing a common statewide Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and explains the work that remains. One example of these past efforts is the State's 52-hour certification training for family support supervisors located at the University of Iowa.  It is clear that these past efforts provide a foundation upon which to accomplish tasks that remain. The applicant lists key activitiesto build on these beginning inclduing developing a system for assessing the knowldege, skills and abillities of the the workforce , creating an integrated consulation system , improving access andto and availability of high-quality professional development and rewarding professional growth . (D) (1) (a) and (b) This is a strength of the proposed plan.

The applicant describes developing a common, statewide progression of credentials and degrees linked to the competencies outlined in the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework that will provide a measure of progress along a career pathway.The applicant explains that many aspects of this system are already underway and the applicant proposes consulting other state's models to complete this work. Key activities include developing a verification/awards process for the credentials and designating a key agency for administering the process or contracting with another organization to do so. (D) (1) (a) and (b)

The applicant describes a process through which postsecondary institutions and professional development providers will align their work with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. The Applicant proposes two higher education summit meetings which will result in aligning coursework with  the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework, provide and and share strategies to embed competencies into coursework and address gaps in articulation. Two summits seem insufficient for the tasks that are involved especially given issues likely related to articulation agreements between community colleges and universities. This is a weakness in the State's Plan (D) (1) (c)

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	8

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes the State's past efforts to improve the professional development of the Early Childhood Learning and Development workforce. A plan to increase access to effective professional development that is linked with the State's Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework is offered in section (D) (1) (goal 4) as well as in this section. (D) (2) (a)

 

There are several strengths in this area but also some serious weaknesses. For example,several innovative strategies are described related to developing, providing and expanding access to effective professional development. The applicant describes conducting a study of needs and targeting individuals and programs most in need of professional development and expanding scholarships for professionals who work with Children with High Needs. However, other activities do not tightly link training with effective professional development approaches such as coaching or mentoring and are not supported by strong evidence. For example,the Distance Mentoring Model which appears to have been successful with Part C Interventionists does not seem likely to be suitable for other home visiting programs where professionals often lack skills in technology and families may be less than comfortable with its use. The plan appears to depend on offering traditional types of coursework and workshops for individuals most in need of improvement.. (D) (2) ( a) (1) (2) (3)

The applicant provides a description of the TEACH scholarships to targeted sectors of the workforce who serve communities where more than one-third  of the children are Children with High Need. This program will be expanded to provide incentives to promote professional improvement and career advancement. While thi is a relative strength of the plan, the applicant also proposes to offer scholarships to K-3 grade teachers working in schools in need of assistance so they can achieve early childhood degrees. Little explanation is provided for this aspect of the plan and this is a relative weakness. (D) (2) (b) (1) (2) and (3) 

The applicant does not describe how the aggregated data on Early Childhood development, advancement and retention will be publicly reported (D) (2) (c).

The applicant does not set ambitious, yet achievable targets for increasing the number of postsecondary institutions and professional development providers with programs that are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework  and the increasing the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators progressing to higher levels of credentials. The Table providing Performance measures for D (2) (d) (1) along with the narrative in (D) (1) and (D) (2) provides detail about how the number of postsecondary institutions and professional development providers with programs aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework will be increased. The applicant also provides a description of multiple methods for increasing the number of Early Childhood Educators who receive credentials from post secondary institutions and professional development providers that are are aligned to the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. Targeted numbers are provided.

The applicant does not make clear many details about  how Early Childhood Educators will progress to higher levels of credentialing that align with the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  For example, although the applicant states that professional growth and effective teaching will be rewarded with increased leadership opportunities, it is not clear how this would happen. Methods of coaching and mentoring for individuals with high needs in professional development are not described and no detail about an improvement plan for such individuals are provided. (D) (2) (d) (2)

.

 


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	20

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes the status of the State's previous work developing  a plan to better understand the status of children's learning and development at kindergarten entry. The State has been participating in a cross-state consortium to develop a Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) as part of a broader effort to develop a K-3 formative assessment that will serve to guide instruction, inform program improvement and help to identify children who need extra learning support. This  plan is aligned with the State's Early Learning and Development Standards and covers all Essential Domains of School Readiness (E) (1) (a).

The applicant explains how the KEA is being  developed by the consortium through a well-considered process that includes methods for adapting the assessment for the needs of English language learners and children with disabilities through the use of the Universal Design for Learning and  a progression of learning knowledge and skills. (E) (1) (b).

The applicant describes how the KEA and and the expanded formative assessment process (EAC-KEA) will be ready for implementation in September 2017, well within the timeline required of the Early Learning Challenge grant requirement. (E) (1) (c). The applicant also explains how the EAC-KEA will produce scores across all essential domains of school readiness and will be entered into the early learning data systems in each of the consortium states. Guidance materials will be developed that are consistent with the requirements of Federal, State and local privacy law. (E) (1) (d)

The applicant describes how the State's involvement with the consortium and other initiatives have allowed the applicant to address this priority in a cost-effective manner from other exisiting resources in the State (E) (1) (e)

 

	(E)(2) Building or enhancing an early learning data system
	20
	20

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes the State's recent efforts to enhance the various early learning data systems so that they can be used effectively to improve instruction, practices, services and policies.The State has recently conducted a needs assessment about its early childhood data system. (E) (2)(a)

The applicant explains how the Plan will ensure that the data system includes all of the Essential Data Elements (E) (2) (a) and will enable uniform data collection and easy entry of the Essential Data Elements by Participating State Agencies and Participating Programs. (E) (2) (b). The applicant describes producing a proof of concept on interoperable data system  to facilitate the exchange of data among Participating State Agencies by using standard data structures, data formats and data definitions to ensure interoperability among various levels and types of data (E) (2) (c)

The applicant explains how the High- Quality Plan will allow data to be used by a variety of constituent groups for continuous improvement and decision making that informs Early Childhood Educators, Early Childhood Learning and Development Programs as well as parents and other community members in a timely , relevant and accessible way. This includes various Early Learning and Development programs as well as parents.. (E) (2) (d)

The applicant describes how the enahancement of the  longitudinal data system will meet Data System Oversight Requirements and conform to Federal, State and local privacy laws. (E) (2) (e)

The applicant proposes contracting with an organization with expertise in the necessary technical skills to do this work. Each Participating Agency will hire personnel to help in development of the coordinated system and for technical support. The considerable work the State has already accomplished in conceptualizing the tasks ahead and the well-considered plan to achieve its goals in these tasks is of high-quality and likely to achieve success. This is a strength of the State's plan.


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	5

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant describes their plan to increase  the numbers of Early Childhood Learning and Development Program participating in  State's licensing system and quality standards. Priority 2 (a).in section B of the grant proposal.This is a strength of the State's plan.

The applicant's plans as described in section B of the grant prposal to put in place a TQRIS in which all licensed or State-regulated Early Learning and Development Programs participate does not address how Part B program or Head Start and Early Head Start programs will participate in TQRIS.  Priority 2 (b)

	Competitive Priority 3: Understanding Status of Children’s Learning and Development at Kindergarten Entry
	10
	10

	

	Competitive Priority 4: Creating Preschool through Third Grade Approaches to Sustain Improved Early Learning Outcomes through the Early Elementary Grades
	10
	5

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

Throughout the grant proposal the applicant addresses some, but not all aspects of this competitive priority. Enhancing the State's kindergarten-through-third-grade standards to align them with the State's Early Learning and Development Standards across all Essential Domains of School readiness are addressed. Priority 4 (a).

Identifying and addressing the health, behavioral and developmental needs of Children with High Needs from preschool through third grade and building families' capacity to address these needs is a primary emphasis in the State's plan. The applicant describes strategies to support the capacity of Early Learning and Development programs to provide support for families to promote healthy habits at home.  Priority 4 (b).

The applicant also provides a  plan to build and enhance data systems both within and between Early Learning and Development programs from preschool through third grade to inform families and support student progress in meeting critical educational benchmarks in the early elementary grade. Priority 4 (e)

The applicant describes how a model transition from preschool to kindergarten using transition coordinators might serve to bridge the gap between school and home but these collaboration strategies are  not specifically designated to extend beyond the kindergarten year. Thi is a weakness in the State's Plan related to this priority. Priority 4 (d)

The applicant does not describe how enhancing the quality of Early Childhood  Learning and Development programs will serve to increase the percentages of children who are able to read and do mathematics at grade level by the end of the third grade.

	Competitive Priority 5: Addressing the Needs of Children in Rural Areas
	5
	5

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

Throughout the grant proposal the applicant  specific actviites focused  on the needs of Children with High Needs in Rural parts of the State, particularly rural areas with small populations including western parts of the State. The applicant describes targeting rural communiites for the priority in the  expansion of several initiatives that are to be expanded statewide. This includes 1st Five, for example, which addresses children's health and safety needs.   Priority 5 (a)

The approaches in section B and C of the grant proposal are designed to close the educational and opportunity gaps for Children with High Needs, increase the number and percentage of Low-Income children who are enrolled in high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs and enhance the State's system of high-quality early learning programs and services. This is a strength of the proposed project. Priority 5 (b)


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

	Priority 1: Absolute Priority -- Promoting School Readiness for Children with High Needs
	 
	Met

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

Overall, the applicant presents a high-quality plan that builds on past efforts to improve the quality of the State's Early Learning and Development Programs. The applicant outlines methods for improving the TQRIS in the State and increasing participation leading to improved program quality. The grant proposal also details plans for substantive reform and/or expansion within each of the Focused Investment Areas. These proposals if well-implemented are likely to lead to increased numbers and percentages of Children with High Needs who experience kindergarten success.

	Total
	315
	236




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1014IA-3 for Iowa, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

	(A)(1) Demonstrating past commitment to early learning and development
	20
	16

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The applicant demonstrates its financial investment and strong commitment to Early Learning and Development Programs during the past five years.  Data presented by the state indicates a substantial investment of dollars given the approximate 69,500 Children with High Needs currently participating in different types of Early Learning and Development Programs throughout the state. The state has invested $28,245,794 each year to Early Childhood Iowa Boards, originally created in the 1990s to provide state-community partnerships to support young children and their development.  In 2007, the state began its statewide voluntary preschool program (SVPP) for four-year-olds by providing grants to school districts.  The SVPP is provided in 314 of 348 school districts.  SVPP funding increased from $15 million in the 2007-08 school year to over $60 million in the 2012-13 school year.  Currently, the State commits State funds for its state-funded preschool, state contribution to Part C, state contribution to CCDF and state match to CCDF at levels equal to or exceeding those levels in 2009 prior to the economic recession. The applicant has increased DHS funding to compensate for the decrease in TANF funds.  Four years ago, the state's share was $30 million, and it is currently $67.2 million. This demonstrates strong commitment from the state to serve Children with High Needs.  The child care provider rate was increased in 2008, 2012 and 2013. The applicant has one of the largest Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting Programs in the nation, serving approximately 25% of first time parents with virtually all families qualifying as families of children with high needs.  In the last year, the state approved a $1 million increase in state funding for its 1st Five Healthy Development Program which provides well baby visits, developmental surveillance, family stress screening, and referrals services to community providers.  The State has consistently demonstrated its commitment to children with special needs by continuously allocating State dollars for Early ACCESS (Iowa early intervention Part C IDEA) services since 2006.  The state recommitted $400,000 for expansion of Early Head Start in 2013 that had originally been eliminated during budget cuts.  Iowa has committed over $3.2 million to the Iowa Reading Research Council and $8 million to its Response to Intervention system in 20% of the state's schools. 

The applicant has assured that at-risk children receive top priority by first serving those children who are eligible for free or reduced lunch.  The State Voluntary Preschool Program also coordinates with Head Start, Part B preschool, and Shared Vision, the state's preschool program for low-income children.  While the applicant provides extensive data to document increases in young children living in poverty, number of adolescent mothers, percentage of children with developmental, behavioral or social delays, and other risk factors, it fails to demonstrate tangible steps taken to increas the number of children with high needs participating in early learning and developmental programs.  The applicant simply asserts  that it will "ensure that responses match needs," and that "access to high quality early care and education will be the foundation of Iowa's approach."  A strategic planning process by Early Childhood Iowa (ECI) in the past year resulted in  the identification of three goals:  a collaborative system, a quality system, and a system focused on at-risk and high-needs children.

State legislation passed in 2013 requires that all State Voluntary Preschool Programs (SVPP) utilize the Teaching Strategies online GOLD assessment.  This assessment was recommended in 2012 by the legislatively appointed Task Force on Early Childhood Assessment as a standard school readiness assessment for all Iowa school districts.  Iowa is participating in the North Carolina consortium of ten states to further develop the KEA and K-3 formative assessment system.  The state's Quality Preschool Program Standards were developed in 2004, and its Quality Rating System (QRS) was launched in 2006.  Legislation was passed in 2013 to complete an evaluation of the QRS by December 15, 2013.   State legislation was passed in 2008 to establish targets to increase the percentage of Child Care Development Homes and Centers regularly monitored each year until 100% is met in 2014.  Legislation was passed in 2013 to establish standards for home visiting through the Department of Public Health and Early Childhood Iowa (ECI), including a statewide training program for family development workers.  A Family Support Credentialing Program was begun in 2010, and the legislature recognizes the Iowa Family Support Credential, often earned by home visiting programs, as an indicator of quality practice.

The state's Early Learning Standards were first developed in 2006 and revised in 2012 under the leadership of the Iowa Association for the Education of Young Children (Iowa EYC).  The revised standards aligned to the K-12 Iowa Core Standards, and include all domains.  Additional benchmarks for ELLs were identified.  While the state list all data systems currently in use, it does not address its current status regarding effective data practices.  The state-funded preschool, Early Head Start/Head Start, Part B programs, and Title I programs require all elements of a Comprehensive Assessment System.  The IDEA Part C, CCDF funded programs, current QRIS, and state licensing requirements do not.  Only Part B, Part C, and Early Head Start/Head Start programs require all the elements of high-quality health promotion practices.  Family Engagement is only required of levels 3-5 in the state's current QRIS.  Only 3.5% of the state's early childhood educators have earned a Child Development Associate Credential and 28% have a teaching license for early childhood education.  The state does not currently have a workforce knowledge and competency framework, but has plans to develop competencies for professionals aligned with the framework.  Iowa is a member of a ten-state consortium with North Carolina as the lead state on an Enhanced Assessment Grant for Kindergarten Entry Assessment funded by the U.S. Department of Education.

 

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	16

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state presents five goals in its proposal, including (1) engaging more programs in a QRS, (2) developing a comprehensive assessment system to include screening procedures and a new kindergarten entry assessment, (3) adopting new strategies for engaging parents to support school readiness, (4) preparing a workforce specifically for children with high needs, and (5) developing a proof of concept for a comprehensive, integrated early learning data system.  The state proposes to increase stipends and support for programs to engage in the QRS and show improvement by advancing to the higher levels.  The comprehensive assessment system will be built on the Collaboration 4 Kids model and the 1st Healthy Five Development program will be expanded to all 99 counties in Iowa to provide screenings referrals and coordinated care, with particular emphasis on mental health care and Adverse Childhood Experiences.  The KEA is identified by the state as the "single most important measure of the success of Iowa's entire proposal."  It should be noted that the KEA work hinges on the state's participation in a ten-state consortium grant led by North Carolina.  While the state acknowledges that student achievement gains in literacy/reading have remained stagnant in grades K-3, it does not propose any specific projects to respond to addressing this.  The state proposes support for parent advocacy groups, particularly those focused on special education, and assistance with kindergarten transition.  Development of a workforce knowledge and competency framework will allow alignment of competencies and pathways to credentials and degrees.  Scholarships will be offered to encourage more workforce employees to move up the pathway.  The state's more than 50 data systems are not interoperable or connected, but the state proposes to begin its work to build a comprehensive data system that ensures interoperability by establishing some interconnectivity among systems and creation of a proof of concept document.  The state developed a plan last year for a comprehensive, interoperable data system, but no funding was available to execute the plan.

The state provides a detailed explanation that provides a reasonable explanation of why and how each criteria was selected to allow the state to move forward and scale up many of its current areas of focus where initiatives have begun.  As the applicant explains, many of the initiatives will allows the state to bridge the gap between "in-place infrastructure" and identified goals. While the state presents a number of projects, many which build on existing or current initiatives, it fails to provide a comprehensive, systematic plan that ties many of the individual initiatives together into a focused statewide reform agenda.  Given the data presented by the state, it is difficult to determine if the established goals for improving program quality are ambitious yet achievable to improve outcomes for Children with High Needs statewide.

	(A)(3) Aligning and coordinating work across the State
	10
	7

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The state is well-poised in terms of organizational structure and capacity with its already formed and functioning Early Childhood Iowa (ECI) statewide initiative and its focus on creating a comprehensive, integrated early childhood system.  ECI includes an ECI State Board, the Early Childhood Stakeholders Alliance, local ECI Boards, and an Office of ECI.  The ECI State Board communicates with the Governor, Iowa General Assembly, and other stakeholders and has policy making authority.  The ECI State Board includes the Directors of the Departments of Public Health, Human Services, Education, Human Rights, Workforce Development, Iowa Economic Development Authority, state staff, legislators, local representatives, community members, leaders, and service providers in the early childhood system.  The Early Childhood Stakeholders Alliance, which meets quarterly and is comprised of over 500 state and community leaders, is the state's designated Early Childhood Advisory Council that serves an advisory function to the ECI State Board.  THE ECI is comprised of a Steering Committee and six sub-committees.  ECI hosted a Parent Summit in 2012 with attendance from 50 parents from across the state to share thoughts on access, quality, and the effectiveness of the state's early learning and development programs.  This input was incorporated in the strategic plan, and regional parent summits are ongoing. The ECI Stakeholders Alliance has a Diversity Advisory Committee to examine all efforts through a diversity and equity lens.  The ECI has 39 local area boards representing all 99 counties of the state.  The local area board members are citizens or elected officials, with representatives from business, faith, consumer, human services, education and health sectors.  The ECI Office and staff members are housed in the Iowa Department of Management.

While it appears that there are existing structures in the state for addressing early childhood education issues and concerns, the state does not clearly identify how the coordination and communication across state agencies, the ECI Statewide Initiative, the Early Childhood Stakeholders Alliance, parents and families, and early childhood education providers would be facilitated to accomplish the proposed projects.  The state proposes that DOE will provide the proposed project's management team, but the processes and procedures for facilitating communication for the overall grant management and governance to align and coordinate the work across the state is not presented with sufficient detail to provide evidence that this goal can be accomplished. The method and process for making different types of decisions and resolving disputes is also not addressed.

The applicant presents a signed MOU and Scope of Work for each participating state agency, including Iowa Department of Education, Iowa Department of Human Services (DHS), Iowa Department of Public Health and the Department of Management.  Additionally, the applicant presents over 70 letters of support from state legislators, state organizations such as The Iowa Association of School Boards, Iowa Head Start Association, State Child Care Advisory Committee and Division of Community Action Agencies.  The Model Participating State Agency MOU provided by the applicant in the appendix is broad in nature and is signed by authorized representatives from Department of Education, Department of Human Services, and Department of Management.  The Scope of Work identifies key activities and responsible state agencies aligned with each section of the application, but these are also written in broad terms and lack specifics; for example, for (B)(5), the Scope of Work identifies the Department of Human Services as the participating party for the Key Activity that reads "Iowa could collect new data to more thoroughly examine the third and fourth aspect of validation." 

 

 

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	6

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

Iowa's proposed project includes the Department of Education, Department of Human Serice, Department of Management, and Department of Public Health.  The state proposes twelve projects in the funding period with the largest allocations directed toward B(2) Promoting Participation in the State's TQRIS and B(3) Rating and Monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs.  The participating state agencies have each committed to use existing funds to support the state's proposed plan, with the Iowa Department of Education contributing $600,000 across the project years, with DHS committing $544,000, DOM committing $500,000, and DPH committing $180,000 from other sources.  The funds requested from each agency range from $1.9 million for the Department of Health, $6.8 million for the Department of Management, $8.9 million for the Department of Education, and $21.6 million for the Department of Human Services.  The most significant funding is requested for promoting participation in the TQRIS and creation of an interoperable data system.

Given the magnitude and scope of the proposed project, it is a concern that only one grant coordinator ($80,000 salary) and one administrative assistant ($45,000 salary) are dedicated full-time to the grant.  Many of the contractual costs associated with the Iowa Department of Education budget are high, and very little information is provided concerning how the costs were calculated or derived; for example, many budget narrative explanations simply state "contract trainings for..." with no explanation as to how the amount was calculated or what agency or individual will provide the identified training or "contract for a technical writer for $700,000" with no explanation as to the tasks or responsibilities expected.

The applicant's project narrative and budget narrative do not adequately address sustainability of the grant's projects after the funding cycle ends. While some specific projects address sustainability, the state does not provide a comprehensive approach to sustaining the efforts statewide.  Additionally, it is not clear how requested funds would be used to support local implementation of the TQRIS, though this is the project requiring the most significant investment of funds.

Given the amount of funds requested and the limited information provided by the applicant in the project narrative, budget narrative, and MOUs, the applicant fails to provide enough information to determine if the proposed costs are reasonable and necessary. 


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

	(B)(1) Developing and adopting a common, statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	10
	7

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The state developed a voluntary statewide QRS for early learning and development programs in 2006 that is administered by the Iowa Department of Human Services.  The QRS is a 5-level system built on a "ladder and menu" approach, but Level 1 is awarded to all regulated or licensed providers.  Level 2 requires Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) participation and basic training of staff and administrators.  A cross-agency QRS Oversight Team and the State Child Care Advisory Committee have informed the revisions and adjustments to the QRS, including three FY14 goals:  (1) encouraging the licensing for all providers, (2) increasing child care assistance rates to market price, and (3) restoring the QRS Stipends.  Eligible programs who may voluntarily participate include licensed child care centers, Head Start programs, registered Child Development Homes, Shared Visions, the Statewide Voluntary Preschool Program and school operated programs under the auspices of the Iowa DOE.  Registered providers receive more than 50% more in reimbursement rates than non-regulated providers.

The state has developed and administered a statewide QRS, but it does not include a Comprehensive Assessment System or Effective Data Practices. The QRS currently implemented in Iowa has no comprehensive assessment system.  The state strengthened the QRS in 2011 by requiring programs in tiers 3-5 to administer an Environment Rating Scale (ERS).  While this was a positive step which strengthened the existing QRS, the ERS is the only required QRS assessment.  No screening instruments, formative assessments, or teacher-child interaction assessment tools are currently required within the QRS.  The QRS requires early learning and development programs to earn points in qualified workforce, family engagement strategies, and health promotion practices to achieve levels 3-5.  Effective data practices are not currently required in Iowa's QRS, but many programs, particularly Head Start, are using the Teaching Strategies GOLD assessment.

The QRS is based on Iowa's Early Learning Standards which were revised in 2012 and are built off nationally recognized standards such as those of the Program for Infant and Toddlers Caregivers (PITC), Child Care Aware, National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), National Asssociation of Family Child Care (NAFCC), and National School Age Care Association (NSACA).  The revised standards are currently being evaluated by Child Trends after the Iowa Legislature provided funding for a QRS evaluation and validation that will result in a report with recommendations for change by December 16, 2013. 

The QRS effectively delineates expectations for each level 1, 2, and a menu of options for levels 3-5; however, it is not yet clear if the QRS or the revised standards on which it is based will lead to improved learning outcomes for children, but the state proposes to assess this by implementation of a Kindergarten Entry Assessment.  It is not clear how the effectiveness of the QRS would be measured to determine if it effectively differentiates quality among early learning and development programs scored at the various tiers. 

The QRS is effectively linked to the State licensing system.  All licensed child care centers and registered Child Development Homes (care for 7 or more children) are required to participate in the QRS at Level 1.

The state proposes a credible plan to redesign its QRS to better accommodate programs already meeting NAEYC accreditation or other quality standards and the proposed CCDF rules that will become effective in spring 2014.  Additionally, it proposes to identify desired data elements for the QRS, while incorporating other monitoring systems and assessment tools.  The state proposes a redesigned QRS implemented by January 2016 that should address all the required elements.

	(B)(2) Promoting participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	8

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state does not clearly identify the number of publicly funded programs currently participating in its QRS.  Participation is incentivized by performance measures in the Child Care Resource & Referral contracts designed to increase the participation rates.  Centers and Child Development Homes are awarded an "achievement stipend" for the highest level rating achieved.  Amounts for centers range from $400 (Level 1) to $4,000 (Level 5) while those for Homes range from $400 (Level 1) to $1,000 (Level 5).  Programs are allowed to submit an application to increase levels after 12 months under their initial rating, but ratings are effective for two years.  If a provider's rating does not increase at the time of renewal, the provider's stipend is reduced by 50% as mandated by legislation passed in 2008.

While the state identifies policies and practices it has maintained to help families afford high-quality care and maintain the supply of high-quality care, such as maintaining CCA eligibility levels aligned with the most recent Federal Poverty Levels, maintaining competitive CCA co-payment rates, and providing higher rates for care of children with special needs, it proposes a specific project to further its positive impact by adding QRS case managers to the CCR&R agencies who will become I-Consult credentialed and assist providers in improving their levels in the QRS.  Focus will be on areas with high concentrations of Children with High Needs and areas with low QRS participation rates.  The state also proposes a significant revision of the QRS stipend structure to provide for a more substantial monetary incentive that would be implemented by July 2014.  Lastly, the state proposes exploration of the possibility of requiring contractors who receive state funding to provide wrap-around child care services to participate in QRS.  The state has identified several viable policies and practices that, when implemented, would support a high-quality plan.

The state does not provide adequate information to explain how it proposes to move from 0 Title I funded programs participating to 756 (100%) participating in 2017.  Another ambitious target is to move from 13% participation among Early Head Start and Head Start to 100% participation by 2017, but no information is provided to determine if this is achievable.

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	8

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The state proposes to develop a cadre of at least 4 trainers/technical assistance providers to develop reliable CLASS assessors.  The state proposes that CLASS training sessions will be targeted to those communities with large percentages of children who qualify for free or reduced lunch.  Teachstone will provide training and technical assistance for the CLASS implementation.  It is not clear how the CLASS will be included in the revised QRS or if it will be a required assessment for any specific levels of the QRS; for example, the state only indicates that the Iowa Department of Education and Iowa Department of Human Services, along with the Project Oversight Committee, "will determine what parts of the CLASS system rollout will be included in the revised QRS."  The applicant does not identify the inter-rater reliability required of observers  or the frequency with which the CLASS would be utilized.  No information is provided concerning how this key activity would be sustained beyond the funding cycle of the proposed project.  While the state proposes hiring state-level QRS Quality Assurance staff to perform on-site audits in late 2014, no information is provided concerning what the monitoring would require, its frequency, purpose, or expectations.  A specific monitoring tool or assessment instrument is not identified.  The state's explanation is limited to one sentence indicating that it anticipates hiring QRS Quality Assurance staff, developing monitoring protocols and desired percentages, developing and implementing communication strategies with providers so programs are aware of monitoring expectations.  The budget narrative indicates that all funds for this project are directed to the Iowa Department of Human Services with funds of $5.6 million allocated to hire 25 QRS Case Managers and $1.9 million requested for 4 contracted positions to increase monitoring, technical assistance and assessments for QRS levels.  Given the substantial dollars requested (over $7 million dollars), the information provided by the state does not provide sufficient evidence to indicate it has a high-quality plan to implement a system for rating and monitoring its Early Learning and Development Programs.

The applicant does not adequately addres sub-criterion (b) with its proposal to procure and work with a contracted vendor to design and develop a public awareness or marking campaign regarding the QRS.  The applicant does not identify how QRS and licensing information would be made publicly available in formats clearly written and easy to understand and use.  The state refers to utilizing its CCR&R parent referral services, but a high-quality plan is not presented.

 

	(B)(4) Promoting access to high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs
	20
	10

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The state provides limited evidence that is has developed a comprehensive high-quality plan to promote access to high quality Early Learning and Development Programs for Children with High Needs.  In addressing how it plans to develop incentives and supports to encourage programs participating in the QRS to continuously improve, the state relies on existing practices that include achievement stipends, earning points for training and professional development that can escalate programs to a higher tier in the QRS and provision of Child Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) consultants to assist programs with their quest to continuously improve and move to a higher QRS level.  The  "achievement stipends" are awarded to programs as they achieve higher levels in the QRS. 

The only new support or incentive the state proposes is a targeted stipend for providers who serve an established number or percent of Children with High Needs.  While identified as key activity by the applicant, the state's plan only indicates a willingness to explore and implement a stipend structure within allocated resources.  No specific threshold is identified for the number or percentage of enrolled Children with High Needs that would be required for participation.  There is no indication that additional financial resources will be available or dedicated to this key activity, and sustainability is not addressed, causing concern about the viability of this identified key activity in the state's proposed plan. 

The state plans to expand its use of The First Children's Finance Growth Fund already used successfully in two CCR&R regions to 40 additional child care centers over 4 years by targeting two CCR&R regions in western Iowa, a largely rural area where a large number of centers have closed in the past few years.  The Growth Fund Program has successfully been implemented since 2008 with 31 child care centers.  Participating centers will be required to participate in the QRS, meet eligibility criteria and serve a high percentage of children who receive child care assistance.  This specific strategy positions the state to have a substantial impact in moving more Early Learning and Development Programs to the higher tiers of the QRS by providing financial supports, development of business plans, and funding to support their plans.

To support working families, the state currently contracts with 31 providers for wrap-around child care so children in high-quality programs like Head Start, Shared Visions At-Risk Preschool programs, Title I, and early childhood special education programs can access full-day, full-year high quality care.  Families who have income below 130% of the federal poverty level receive services, including transportation, immunizations, and other family support services.  The statewide CCR&R system provides referrals to higher-quality providers and assist with coordination of resources.  The state does not propose any additional initatives or new programs to provide supports for working families to increase their access to high-quality programs or respond to their expressed needs.

While the state presents the required Performance Measures, it is not clear how the state anticipates increasing the number of programs in the top tiers other than through increasing the "Achievement Stipend" programs which are awarded when programs increase levels.  It should be noted that the largest number of programs at the end of the funding period for the proposed project are only in Tier 2 of the 5-tiered levels, with the increases for levels 3, 4, and 5 only increasing by 49, 92, and 14 programs over the three-year funding period (roughly a 22% increase in levels 3, 4, and 5).  While these targets should be achievable, they are not ambitious.  Additionally, the number of Children with High Needs enrolled in the programs that are in the top tiers of the QRS is not presented for all program types, but only for the state-funded preschool and Shared Visions, and Part B programs.  The state does not present a high-quality plan for increasing the number of Children with High Needs enrolled in top tier programs and incomplete data does not provide a comprehensive picture of how the state plans to invest its efforts to increase the percentages of Children with High Needs in programs other than the State-funded preschool and the Part B programs.

 

	(B)(5) Validating the State’s Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	10

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

The Iowa Legislature funded an evaluation and validation of the state's QRS in 2013 that includes an assessment of the system's validity and key concepts, psychometric properties, analysis of the ratings, and an analysis between ratings and child outcomes.  DHS is required to submit a final report by December 16, 2013 based on the analysis by Child Trends, the contracted agency.   The state does not have adequate time or resources to address whether the ratings of programs are related to child outcomes in its study due in December 2013.  DHS has requested that Child Trends include recommendations about possible approach, timeline, and cost of conducting such a study in the future.

While the state expects to have the current Child Trends study completed by December 2013, that study will not address whether the tiers accurately reflect differential levels of program quality or the extent to which ratings are related to child outcomes.  The applicant proposes addressing these issues in 2014-16 after receiving the initial study.  These will be conducted by work with a contracted vendor that the state proposes to secure in late 2013. The state does not provide a plan to systematically re-evaluate the QRS for effectiveness as it continues to evolve and be implemented beyond the grant funding period.  It only proposes to secure a vendor in late 2013 to be funded by the grant. 


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(2) Supporting effective uses of Comprehensive Assessment Systems
	20
	7

	(C)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state does not present a high-quality plan to implement a comprehensive assessment system; rather, it proposes to limit its work to exploring screening instruments currently administered in the state and to engage in collaboration with other states to develop a kindergarten entry assessment (KEA).

The state proposes creation of a work group with representatives from a variety of agencies and organizations to conduct a gap analysis of screening instruments currently used in the state for individual children as well as family-based screening tools.  After instruments and tools are identified, the state proposes to conduct a rigorous review of the instruments to assess their technical adequacy as well as screen identified nationally-known screening instruments.  It is not clear if the state proposes to identify one or several assessment instruments that would be recommended or required throughout the state.  The state does not provide a rationale for its decision to focus solely on screening instruments rather than assuming a comprehensive systematic approach to creating a statewide assessment system.

While the state proposes to provide education, training and assessment tools to public and private providers, no specific information is provided concerning how this would strengthen Early Childhood Educators' understanding of the purposes and use of each type of assessment that would be included in the Comprehensive Assessment System.  It is unclear whether Teaching Strategies GOLD would be used as the formative assessment tool for all participating QRS providers or how professional development on it or another formative tool would be designed and implemented statewide.  The state proposes training on FCCRS and CLASS instruments, along with professional development on environmental quality and program quality standards, but this is only described in very broad terms.  Specificity regarding implementation, frequency, delivery approaches, etc. is not provided.  It is not clear if the CLASS or FCCRS would be required for assessment of programs participating in the state's QRS.

 It is unclear how the state proposes to move toward a coodinated system of integrated and aligned assessments where assessment data are shared at a systematic state level as part of a comprehensive assessment system.

The state's approach to this particular section seems to be establishment of working groups or task forces with broad timelines identified to research, conduct gap analyses, establish and implement guidelines, and provide professional development with limited to no information provided regarding how the task would be structured, staffed, implemented, evaluated, or sustained.  Very little information is provided regarding training and implementation supports the state proposes to provide to 1800 early care and education providers in 2015-2017.  Limited information makes it difficult to ascertain the focus of the training, its purpose, or establish how the proposed training is linked to the state's plan to advance a comprehensive assessment system.

The state acknowledges the importance of engaging parents and families by involving them in decision making and sharing assessment data; however, the state is in the beginning stages of creating an assessment system and acknowledges the need to establish guidelines for family involvement in child assessments and implement those in year 2.  While the state proposes the provision of professional development focused on engaging parents in the assessment process, interpreting assessment data for families, and practices that support family engagement, no specific deliverables or implementation timelines are provided.  No data is provided concerning how the proposed training would be implemented or the number of early childhood educators or expected participants expected to be reached.

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	20
	8

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The state fails to present a comprehensive high-quality plan to identify and address the health, behavioral and developmental needs of Children with High Needs.  It identifies only three goals, including (1) expanding 1st Five in all Title V agencies and ECI areas, (2) developing an Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health (IECMH) training and expanding telehealth services, and (3) increasing awareness of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) and how they affect early childhood brain development and school readiness.  The state does not clearly articulate how goals (2) and (3) link to the required elements of this criterion.

The state's Early Learning Standards are not provided so it is not possible to verify that a progression of standards for ensuring children's health and safety are established.  Limited information is provided concerning how children's physical, social and emotional development across the levels of its program standards will be promoted. In this particular section, the strong linkage between the standards and the QRS is not apparent as it relates to  children's domains of development.  The state acknowledges that a comprehensive system of screening and followup is not currently required in its QRS, but plans to address this concern through working groups established and supported by the proposed grant activities.  The applicant fails to provide a comprehensive, high quality plan to address issues regarding healthy eating habits, improving nutrition, expanding physical activity, and providing information and guidance to families to promote healthy habits at home.  The state's only proposed activities related to this criterion is incorporation of the Nutrition and Physical Activity Self-Assessment for Child Care (NAP SACC) assessment in child care centers, but this project is already led by the Iowa Department of Public Health with funding from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC).

The state does not address how it proposes to involve families as partners and build their capacity to support their children's social and emotional health. Iowa will expand 1st Five, a public/private partnership bridging primary care and public health services in Iowa through its 1st Five Healthy Mental Development Initiative to enhance high quality wellness child care.  The state will provide funds to the existing 11 Title V Child Health Agencies not covered by state-funded 1st Five through community planning funding to assure developmental screening and referral services throughout the state.  ACE questions were incorporated on the state's Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) in October 2012, and data indicated the areas of greatest concern to be psychological abuse, substance abuse, and parental divorce, but the state does not present a high-quality plan to address these identified concerns.

Training will be developed and provided for Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health (IAIECMH) through the Iowa Association of Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health and delivered by State regent universities.  The training on Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) to be implemented by the state's proposed ACE Steering Committee is the state's only proposed project to address social and emotional development training, and it does not represent a comprehensive approach as it is limited in its focus on child maltreatment.  The state does not clearly articulate how these trainings will be delivered, the number of Early Childhood Educators it proposes to train, or how they will be supported on an ongoing basis.  The only training proposed focuses on the mental health credential, and the state does not identify how the Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Credential content and competencies will be imbedded in preservice training or proposed telehealth services in rural medical settings.  While the state proposes Early Childhood Mental Health training and ACE training, very little information is given about the structure, delivery format, duration or implementation of the trainings.  The state does not indicate how those Early Childhood Educators trained would be identified or selected or supported on an ongoing basis.  Since substance abuse was the second most prevalent response on ACE outcome questions, it is unclear how the state plans to address this concern with a 27% prevalence rate.

The state does not adequately address how it proposes to leverage existing resources to meet ambitious yet achievable targets to increase the number of Children with High Needs who are screened, referred, or participate in ongoing health care.  The state only reports that it will use grant funds to expand the services offered by 1st Five Healthy Mental Development Initiative to provide developmental screenings statewide.  Data presented in Performance Measures for (C)(3)(d) presents annual statewide targets that are achievable, but they are not ambitious.  Given the state's plan to expand 1st Five, one would expect to see higher annual targets for screening, referrals, and ongoing health care.  The greatest increases are projected for the number of children with high needs participating in ongoing health care as a part of a schedule of well care on the table for performance measures, but it is unclear how the state expects to realize its annual targets.

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	20
	8

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The state identifies five goals to guide its work related to engagement of and support for families.  These include:  (1) Development of a set of culturally and linguistically appropriate standards for family engagement, (2) Development of a Community of Practice (COP) for organizations that promote family engagement with families of children with high needs, (3) Implementation of the standards for family engagement, (4) Strengthening of cross-sector coordination related to family engagement, and (5) Targeting Schools in Need of Assistance (SINA) and Districts in Need of Assistance (DINA) to engage parents in kindergarten transition.

The state proposes a reasonable plan to create a set of standards for family engagement that reflect a continuum of practices with measureable implementation milestones and concrete family outcomes data that will reviewed by stakeholders and parents.  The standards will be aligned with the ECI Cultural Competencies that were developed by the state's diversity advisory committee, a state level partnership between DOE and DHS.  A notable activity of the plan is the creation of a review panel of parents that will evaluate a program's success in implementing family engagement standards.

The state presents a number of approaches to provide trainings and ongoing support to Early Childhood Educators regarding implementation of the family engagement strategies.  It proposes establishing a Community of Practice (COP) that will include both early childhood educators and family engagement specialists, but it is not clear how the COP will be designed and implemented by the state.  No mention is made of incentives or marketing to encourage participation by providers.  Elements of the COP identified by the state include professional development, technical assistance and coaching, and data collection, but the state offers limited information concerning identification and selection of coaches, development and delivery of training modules, and form, function and purpose of proposed data collection. Other strategies identified include "Parents as Presenters" sessions, expansion of the Family Support Leadership Group to include more educators who work with families who have children with special needs, creation of a "learning community" focused on kindergarten transition.  What is lacking is a comprehensive and systematic approach to coordinated trainings throughout the state that equip educators to better understand and implement family engagement strategies.  The lack of specificity regarding the trainings and the void of specific target increases expected in the number or percentage of Early Childhood Educators trained suggests that the state's plan is a series of separate trainings and opportunities without a connecting or coordinating thread designed to achieve a comprehensive approach.

The state does not establish outcomes or benchmarks to measure its success in providing training, education, coaching and professional development related to family engagement strategies.  The plan seems to consist of a series of unrelated trainings with the primary vehicle being creation of Communities of Practice or Learning Communities with very little detail provided.  It is not clear how the family engagement strategies would be included in the program standards or how they would be assessed.While the state acknowledges the existence of many agencies and resources that address family engagement issues for Children with High Needs, it is not clear how the state plans to leverage existing resources and provide outreach to family, friend and neighbor caregivers. Given the state's largest percentage and marked increase in Hispanic/Latino populations, it is of concern to note that no specific initiatives are directly toward culturally and linguistically appropriate program standards development or family engagement strategies for this particular sub-group.


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(1) Developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials
	20
	15

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The state presents a high-quality plan to continue its efforts to complete the work completed thus far centered on development of a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and progression of credentials. The state has consistently worked the last five years to develop a cross-sector professional development system based on the National Association for the Education of Young Children blueprint.  In discussing its efforts thus far, Iowa explains that it  developed A Policy Framework for an Early Childhood Iowa Professional Development System four years ago that identifies competencies, professional expectations and educational requirements for the early childhood workforce, and a career pathway for credentials and degrees has been completed for teaching roles and is being developed for other professionals.  The Family Support and Family Support Supervisor Credentials are being developed with support from the state's MIECHV grant, and the I-Consult Credential is completed.  The state acknowledges that a lead agency must be designated for administering credentialing process or overseeing the credentialing contractors.  It proposes to develop a comprehensive workforce knowledge and competency framework, develop credentialing linked to competencies, and to work with institutions of higher education and other PD providers to support the framework and provide quality training, thus presenting a specific list of deliverables and outcomes to guide its work to completion.

The state demonstrates that it has already achieved several milestones related to work focused on the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework; for example, competencies are in process or have been developed, a progression of credentials and degrees has been designed for career pathways, an advisory structure has been created for the work through Early Childhood Iowa, and workforce studies have been completed.  The state has demonstrated its commitment to this work by allocating state dollars to continue to support cross-sector professional development efforts through Early Childhood Iowa through nearly a dozen teams.  The state requests additional funds to support completion of the significant work that has been conducted, particularly since funding from the early childhood State Advisory Council grant ended in August 2013.

The state has completed significant work with postsecondary institutions and presents specific action steps and deliverables that would further its efforts.  Articulation agreements between high schools and community colleges have been approved, as well as articulation agreements between two- and four-year colleges and universities.  A higher education summit is planned for spring 2014 at the University of Northern Iowa, and an Iowa team attended the NAEYC Workforce Data Systems meeting in June 2013.  The state's proposes to expand its current Child Care Training Registry to a statewide registry that will serve as a Workforce and Professional Development System Registry for all early learning and development workforce personnel.  Progression on the Framework will be tracked on the registry and aligned with incentives. 

While the state proposes to align higher education courses with approved competencies, it does not provide a credible action plan to accomplish this goal other than stating a higher education summit will occur in both April 2014 and April 2016.  It is not clear how a statewide effort will be coordinated to achieve this goal.The state does not clearly articulate the defining features of Key Activity 1 (Approve and adopt competencies for primary roles in workforce) and Key Activity 2 (Adopt-by ECI-knowledge and competency frameworks with clear pathways for primary roles in workforce) for Goal 1.  These two key activities both focus on approving and adopting competencies for primary roles in the early childhood workforce.  It is not clear how these two key activities are distinctively different nor how they build on existing work the state acknowledges it has completed in this regard.  The state identifies primary roles in the workforce to be addressed in Key Activity 2, but does not include child care nurse consultants, a critical element of expanding health screenings and services as proposed in the application.

 

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	8

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state presents a plan to improve the effectiveness and retention of Early Childhood Educators who work with Children with High Needs; however, the plan fails to present a cohesive approach with coordinated efforts that will result in improved child outcomes.  While the state emphasizes its commitment to both training and professional development opportunities, as well as attainment of higher education to accomplish workforce development, it fails to establish the critical linkage and alignment between proposed activities and its Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework (WKCF).

The state proposes to conduct a full workforce study, but baseline data will not be available until late 2014. The state does not present detailed information regarding what information will be gleaned from the study, but it proposes that the baseline information will be used to set targets for training and professional development of various sectors of the early childhood workforce.  Mini-grants of up to $40,000 will be made available to six Early Childhood Iowa (ECI) areas each year from 2015-2017 to support professional development, with priority given to high needs/high poverty geographical areas of the state.  The state also proposes creation of a Family Development Specialist Certificate but fails to link this to the WKCF.

While the state acknowledges that it currently lacks a systematic, state-wide effort to ensure that programs serving high needs children have primary access to high quality consultation and cross-sector referrals, it does not provide a high-quality plan to address this identified concern; rather, it proposes only to expand Positive Behavior and Intervention Support (PBIS) and CLASS consultation.  The state does not specify how many would attend these trainings or how they would link to the WKCF or the QRS.  While the state acknowledges that professional development and consultation will be targeted to those "who most need the support," no detail is provided concerning how the individuals will be identified.

The state proposes that the final two years of the five-year implementation in Iowa of the Distance Mentoring Model (DMM) used to deliver coaching to parents and teachers regarding early intervention be expanded to home visitation and other early learning settings, but the state fails to provide evidence of the efficacy of this approach in other settings or present detailed implementation plans.  Very little information is provided concerning the DMM as it is currently implemented or how it would be intentionally expanded and supported to other early learning settings.  Also of concern is the appropriateness of this technology-based model for parents, families, and teachers in rural areas where internet connectivity or familiarity with technology might be a concern.

The state proposes a new credential as Key Activity 2, but the content identified is primarily linked to health and safety regulations that are already required.  The state fails to make a solid argument as to why such a credential is necessary or how it would strengthen the knowledge and skills of early childhood educators.  Additionally, no information is provided concerning the frequency, design, or implementation of the proposed professional development.

Iowa proposes only one new or additional incentive to encourage and support early childhood educators and professionals to grow on career pathways.  The state proposes to continue to offer Teacher Education Assistance for College and Higher Education (TEACH) scholarships and WAGE$ stipends as it has done for the last ten years.  Iowa proposes to offer a $200 signing bonus to both the teacher and program serving Children with High Needs in a School in Need of Assistance (SINA) school district area.  T.E.A.C.H. scholarships will be awarded annualy for three years to 40 early childhood professionals (120 total) who serve more than one-third children and families with high needs that need an early childhood college degree or teaching license endorsement.  Additionally, approximately 10 scholarships annually (40 total) will be provided to K-3 teachers in Schools in Need of Assistance (SINA) to secure an early childhood endorsement.   The state does not address how it will encourage early childhood educators to pursue a CDA.  A rationale is not provided for the decision to fund licensed K-3 teachers to obtain an early childhood endorsement.  It should be noted that the highest level of credential included on the performance measures that would align with the proposed Framework is a baccalaureate degree.  No graduate or advanced degrees are included.  The greatest anticipated increase is in the number of individuals who earn a bachelor's degree with an early childhood teaching license or as an Adult Educator (no further explanation provided by state).  The state fails to link its decision to offer TEACH scholarships to targeted audiences with its Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.

The state does not present a plan for publicly reporting aggregated data on Early Childhood Educator development, advancement, and retention.

The state provides very limited information concerning how it proposes to align the institutions of higher education with its Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  While it proposes to move from its baseline of five "aligned" postsecondary institutions to a total of 20 by the end of 2017,  no explanation is provided as to how targets were derived or how they will be achieved.  While the number of early childhood educators credentialed by an "aligned" institution or provider is projected to move from a baseline of 200 to 10,000 by end of calendar year 2017, the state fails to provide evidence to suggest that this ambitious target is achievable.  It is not clear how the increase in number was derived.  It should be noted that the table for Performance measures for (D)(2)(d)(2) indicate that the greatest percentage increases in credentials are for the Adult Educator Credential and the Family Development Specialist Credential rather than for associate or baccalaureate degrees.  Given the increase in TEACH scholarships, a more ambitious target would be expected for an increase in associate or baccalaureate degrees.

In summary, the state presents several isolated projects, such as creation of a Family Development Specialist Certification, expansion of PBIS and CLASS consultation and DMM, and expansion of TEACH cohorts, but it fails to link these individual projects back to the work it has already begun and proposes to complete on the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework.  The state fails to make a solid case as to how the proposed project would improve the effectiveness and retention of early childhood educators who work with Children with High Needs to improve child outcomes.


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	20

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

Iowa is a participant in the North Carolina Enhanced Assessment Grant (EAG) Consortium which is focused on creation and administration of a Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) that will be scaled statewide no later than the fourth year of the grant.  It is Iowa's participation in this ten-state Consortium grant that affords the state a high-quality plan to accomplish the objectives of this criterion.  The Consortium will work collaboratively to create the KEA, the first assessment point in a continuous K-3 formative assessment system.  Four of the states participating in the Consortium are RTT-ELC grantees.  The KEA will address all populations, including English learners, children with disabilties, and other populations of children in high need.

The state will provide early childhood and early childhood special education specialists at all nine of the Area Education Agencies to provide training and technical assistance and coaching around use of the KEA in individual districts.

The Consortium of which Iowa is a member for the EAG grant will assure alignment of the participating states' early learning and development standards with the KEA, as well as assure validity, reliability and appropriateness of the KEA.  It will incorporate Universal Design for Learning principles based on established learning progressions.  Online certification modules will be developed to assess inter-rater reliability among those who will administer the KEA assessment.

The applicant will use the KEA data and scores in each of the Essential Domains of School Readiness to include in its Statewide Longitudinal Data System.  The KEA, professional development materials, and the supporting technology will be available to Iowa free of charge without a licensing fee because it is a Consortium member.

 

	(E)(2) Building or enhancing an early learning data system
	20
	20

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The state presents a high-quality plan to develop a comprehensive, interoperable federated or quasi-federated early childhood data system to retrieve and report data from the following:  Iowa Department of Human Services, Iowa Department of Public Health, State Library, Iowa Department of Education, and Iowa Department of Management.  The systems would assure all federal and state privacy and confidentiality requirements are met, data integrity is assured, and the data system oversight requirements are met.

The state identifies issues which will require attention and research, such as data collection practices, system security, data share agreements, coordination of services, appropriate data use, and others. 

The state proposes creation of a data system that has all of the Essential Data Elements and meets all the necessary required specified. Data collection, aggregation and reporting would be necessary for Comprehensive Assessment System data, KEA data, and the QRS system.

Iowa currently has data relevant to early childhood entered and stored in more than 50 separate software systems with only a few instances of data sharing.  These are housed across five data warehouses, but data are often not accessible and generating reports with useful data is not currently possible.  The proposed project will allow the state to begin the work to create an interoperable data system.

The Iowa Department of Education's SLDS includes a unique child identifier, and that system has been expanded to allow for unlimited ID assignment to Iowa early childhood programs that were either within or outside of school districts, including Head Start.  The state is already positioned to be able to track children with high needs and all children in early childhood education settings.

The early childhood State Advisory Council grant funded an early childhood data framework project in 2012-13.  The suggestions made in the project provide the foundation from which the consultant can begin to work to create a blueprint or "Proof of Concept" to prepare for development of a comprehensive, coordinated, early learning data system that aligns with the current SLDS which is under construction.  A detailed timeline with benchmarks and milestones throughout the grant period are provided for this project.

The state clearly presents evidence that is has a well-developed, high quality plan to continue its efforts to build an early learning data system that will have all the functions and features necessary to create an efficient and effective early childhood data system that allows reporting and sharing of data across all participating state agencies.


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	4

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

All registered Child Development Homes (care for 7 or more children) and licensed child care providers are required to participate in the state's voluntary QRS.  Level I is equated with licensing or registration and Level 2 requires participation in CACFP and some training for staff and administrators.  Levels 3-5 require earning points to move through the higher levels of the QRS.  The state does not present a plan to encourage participation of programs serving two or more unrelated children for a fee in a provider setting in the QRS.  All licensed programs are required to participate in the QRS since child care licensing is Level 1 in the QRS.

	Competitive Priority 3: Understanding Status of Children’s Learning and Development at Kindergarten Entry
	10
	10

	

	Competitive Priority 4: Creating Preschool through Third Grade Approaches to Sustain Improved Early Learning Outcomes through the Early Elementary Grades
	10
	2

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

The only information the state provides in reference to Competitive Priority 4 is related to its participation in a consortium focused on enhancing North Carolina's K-3 formative assessment system which includes a Kindergarten Entry Assessment as the first assessment point.  The state does not address how it plans to integrate its work focused on birth to five children with the KEA Consortium initiative.

	Competitive Priority 5: Addressing the Needs of Children in Rural Areas
	5
	2

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

The state's needs assessment conducted in 2013 indicate pockets of rural poverty in southern counties of Iowa.  The state proposes to target its Growth Fund project to child care centers in rural western Iowa where many centers have recently closed.  The 1st Five project outreach will include rural areas.  QRS managers  will engage rural communities to encourage participation in QRS and movement to higher tiers.

The state does not clearly identify how its proposed approaches in rural areas will close educational and opportunity gaps for Children with High Needs.


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

	Priority 1: Absolute Priority -- Promoting School Readiness for Children with High Needs
	 
	Met

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The state's application meets the absolute priority by addressing criteria within each of the Focused Investment Areas to prepare its Children with High Needs for kindergarten success.

	Total
	315
	192
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