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Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1016MS-3 for Mississippi, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

	(A)(1) Demonstrating past commitment to early learning and development
	20
	13

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State discussed a recent awakening by the business community to the importance of high quality ELDPS followed by legislative support. Although recent progress is promising the state did not provide strong evidence to support a consistent financial investment over the past five years. Additionally, considering that approximately 58% of the State’s 0-5 population is from low income families, the financial investment over the past five years did not provide clear evidence of a strong commitment to Early Learning and Development Programs and specifically to Children with High Needs. The State attributed gaps in ELDP funding to the lack of resources and general economic downfall.

· Since 2007 an increasing number of stakeholders have committed to the State’s efforts in the area of Early Learning and Development. 

· 2013 was the first year of funding for State funded preschool. 

· With the exception of 2013 funding for State-funded preschool and Mississippi Building Blocks, funding for Early Learning and Development decreased or was flat over the past five years.  

· Past TQRIS funding was restored in 2012; however, in two of the past five years TQRIS funding was under $20,000. 

The Narrative presented an ambitious goal of providing high quality care for all children, noting its impressive gains in providing care to Children with High Needs. The application lacked narrative information demonstrating how, why, or to what extent there was an increase (or planned increase) in the number of Children with High Needs participating in ELDPS

· Data did not reflect a consistent or significant increase of Children with High Needs participating in Early Learning and Development programs.   

· The State made a significant effort to describe their initiatives within the context of their state; however, the narrative did not provide evidence of a intentional focus on Children with High Needs 

The State presented a variety of unconnected legislation, policies, and practices prior to the creation of the State Early Childhood Advisory Council and the Early Learning Collaborative Act of 2013. This legislation demonstrates the State’s recent commitment to reform. The State described a literacy based promotion act that prevents 3rd grade students from being promoted to 4th grade unless they are on reading level. The State did not articulate how the practice demonstrated commitment to early learning and development particularly in light of the State’s self-described challenges in the area of ELDPs.

The State provided evidence of their current status in key areas that form the building blocks for a high quality early learning and development system. While the State has effective practices, including effective data practices, several areas still need attention.

· The State has Early Learning and Development Standards for Three- and Four- year olds and has plans to align infant and toddler standards. 

· The State’s current health promotion practices and family engagement strategies are in place but lack rigor. Elements of high-quality health promotion practices are not consistently required across programs or systems at this time. 

· The State will start the use of their Kindergarten Entry Assessment in the 2014-2015 school year. The Kindergarten Entry Assessment addresses three of the five Essential Domains of School Readiness and is projected to expand statewide by 2019. 

· The State discussed use of a School Readiness Assessment developed by an independent evaluator; however, validity and reliability of the assessment was not addressed. 

· The current QRIS includes increasing levels of family engagement strategies; however, family engagement strategies were not comprehensive. Limited elements of training and support for families are documented across programs or systems. 

The State established Early Learning and Development workforce credentials. Credentials and degree programs are not consistently aligned with the workforce knowledge and competency framework. Credentials have yet to be widely obtained by the workforce.

· The State reported that approximately 15% of Early Childhood Educators have a credential. 

· The programs of two of the five institutions/providers granting an early learning credential or degree are not aligned with the State’s current Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and progression of credentials. The non-alignment of potentially a high percentage of credentials or degrees questions the efficacy of those credentials as related to the early learning and development system. 

 

	(A)(2) Articulating the State's rationale for its early learning and development reform agenda and goals
	20
	10

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State discussed a vision for change that they propose will reform a fragmented system. The plan was articulated in the “One Mississippi” State Plan which included five core goals. The State provided a rationale for and listed projects to support each goal. However, the State did not provide significant detail to articulate how they would achieve each of the five goals. The plan did not demonstrate how the State would significantly improve its Early Learning and Development System beyond expansion of current efforts. Ambitious yet achievable goals to improve outcomes for Children with high Needs and to close the readiness gap were not detailed.

· The State consistently referred to “scaling up” current efforts and increasing participation. The plan lacked documentation of what was encompassed in “scaling up” or how participation would be increased beyond broad mandates. 

· The plan indicated a need for a comprehensive approach to reforming workforce training; however, the comprehensive plan was not detailed. 

The State provided a brief rational for their choice to address each of six criteria. The State indicated they would generally achieve success in the criteria areas by “scaling up” current successful efforts and “leveraging best practices from other states”. The State provided historical elements as rational for choosing criteria; however, the State did not consistently detail goals related to the criteria or specifically how the criteria would achieve those goals or close the readiness gap.

· The State indicated choosing (D)(1) as a means for completing and integrating current work. 

· The State referenced its successful statewide longitudinal data system as a resource for criterion (E)(2); however, goals related to the criterion were not clearly addressed. 

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State explained that the current governance structure of the Lead Agency, the State Early Childhood Advisory Council (SECAC) established in 2007 would serve as the model for the governance structure for this grant. The State did not detail (through narrative or chart) the organizational structure for managing the grant. The method and process for making different types of decisions was not articulated. The State indicated involvement of representatives from a variety of areas. Parental Advocacy Groups and Parental Advocacy Groups and Parents Representatives were listed; however, there was no specific mention of inclusion of parents of children with special needs. Governance-related roles and responsibilities of the Lead Agency and other required entities were not identified (through narrative or Table (A)(3)-1. The State included completed signed “Model” MOUs. PSAs included scope-of-work descriptions. Almost 100 letters of support from stakeholders provided evidence of commitment to and broad support of the State plan. Letters were detailed and expressed sincere support of the State plan.

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	12

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provided a detailed budget to show how the State will use funding from this grant to achieve the outcomes in the plan. Budget figures, target dates, and the narrative effectively detailed the funding plan. They indicated that grant funding would supplement existing funds. Specific details of the use of funds was not included.

The State frequently referred to the success of Excel by 5. The budget describes expanding Excel by 5 by 10% in areas serving higher numbers of Children with High Needs. According to budget tables, this expansion will take place not immediately but in the final year of the grant. Additionally, an increase of 10% is not considered ambitious in the context of the number of Children with High Needs in the State and reported outcomes of the program.

Budgeted amounts per year for Project #7 do not seem to reflect the timetable for activities. Budgeted amounts are consistent over the four year grant period; however, few activities are schedule for the first year of the grant and many activities are planned for the final year.

The budget timeline indicates that funding for Subproject 9d will extend over four quarters with financial support to T.E.A.C.H. and WAGE$ programs in the fourth and fifth quarters of the grant. It is not indicated if other funding sources will fund these activities during other quarters of the grant period. Additionally, this timeline does not support the narrative describing this activity.

The State indicated future plans to study sustainability including how best to continue funding one time or initial costs, but additional information showing how the State would sustain the work was limited. 
 


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 indicated promising plans to begin the revision process of their current TQRIS in November 2013. The State acknowledged challenges with the current system and plans to address those issues. The State described challenges with the current system and an outline of how they plan to address those challenges. Plans included contracting with the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute for the beginning of the reform process. Contracting with FPG provides confidence in the State’s ability and commitment to reform their TQRIS.

At this point in the State’s reform plan it is not clear to what extent the standards will be measurable, with meaningfully differentiated program quality levels. The State indicated a commitment to ensure that the new system will be aligned to national research.

In the current TQRIS system licensing is the baseline for ratings. The State indicated an increased connection between licensing and TQRIS which will be a positive factor in the system.

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State did not provide a clear plan for how they would maximize program participation in the TQRIS. According to the State’s narrative, collaborations, technical assistance incentives and reimbursement from Mississippi, Department of Human Services would encourage added participation in the reformed TQRIS. A clear and comprehensive set of strategies was not provided.

Effective strategies to promote affordable access to high-quality ELDPs were addressed. The State discussed plans to remove eligibility policies that have served as barriers to low income parents participating in child care subsidy programs. The State plans to reverse the policies of requiring single parents to initiate a child support case and requiring full-time students to reapply every semester. These reversals demonstrate positive effort toward increasing access for families. Plans to increase the number of State-funded preschool centers were presented as an effective strategy to maintain the supply of high-quality care.

The State provided projected targets for increasing the number of EPDPs participating in the TQRIS through the end of 2017. While attainable, all targets were not considered ambitious. Targets included a significant increase in participating Head Start programs from 27% to 71%. However, increase of programs from the majority of other types of programs was modest. Details were not provided to explain the difference in targets across programs.

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	11

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State provided evidence of their current system for rating and monitoring program through TQRIS and plans for a revised TQRIS, although, it was not always clear which components would continue in the revised system. The lack of clarity made it difficult to fully evaluate the plan. The State described components of the current rating and monitoring program that relate to the assessment process, inter-rater reliability, and training of new evaluators. The State did report intentions to expand the current rating tools being used in the revised system. The State indicated changes to the new system in the delivery of more comprehensive information to parents. Although many changes are positive the coordination of the dissemination of information was not clear.

· Valid and reliable tools for monitoring are used in the current TQRIS including the ERSs and the CLASS. 

· Currently, the State has an acceptable plan for training monitors and a process for maintaining inter-rater reliability 85% reliability on ERSs. 

· CLASS observers participate in a two-day training. The State did not indicate training beyond those two-days or provide a plan for maintaining CLASS inter-rater reliability. 

· The State included a variety of strategies to provide information on quality rating and licensing information to parents. The strategies were not aligned and it was not clear how these efforts would collectively be accessed by parents and targeted to parents who lack resources. Because the strategies were not aligned or coordinated it was unclear how the State would avoid unnecessarily duplication of information given to parents given that parents often participate in more than one of the services available to them. 

	(B)(4) Promoting access to high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs
	20
	16

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State did not present a comprehensive plan to promote access to high-quality ELDPs by Children with High Needs. The State’s plan includes supporting programs through coaching/technical assistance, incentives, subsidy reimbursement, and teacher compensation. Information was provided to describe efforts to promote access through initiatives including Head Start/Early Head Start, Mississippi Child Care Resource and Referral System, Mississippi Building Blocks, and Excel by 5. The application lacked evidence to support how the separate efforts of those programs would be coordinated to collectively promote access. Although coordination was not clear, positive activities to promote program participation were presented.

· A scholarship plan and wage supplements for educators in programs with a high percentage of low income children is planned. 

· The State described current supports to help working families access Early Learning and Development Programs, and plans to “scale up” Excel by 5 a program focusing on families with Children with High Needs. Additional supports were not detailed. 

The State provided targets for increasing the number of Early Learning and Development programs in the top tiers of TQRIS and the number and percentage of Children with High Needs enrolled in programs in the top tiers of TQRIS. Targets for the number of Children with High Needs enrolled in programs at any level of the TQRIS did not seem ambitious. The State proposes that by 2017 58.3% of all children will be enrolled in TQRIS programs with 38.27% of Children with High Needs enrolled. In a State where approximately 60% of children are from low income families an ambitious plan might have projections to serve a higher percentage of Children with High Needs by 2017.

	(B)(5) Validating the State’s Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	11

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

Data from evaluation of the current TQRIS and data from other states will be used to support reform in the new system. The State plans to identify three-five RTT ELC states to serve as models for evaluation of their TQRIS. The State plans to conduct research on the development of their TQRIS. This data driven reform is a positive component of an effective revised system.

Although a complete plan for validation is not in place, some effective components have been identified or proposed. The State indicated a validation process for the revised TQRIS is in the developmental stage. The new validation process has two goals that will effectively inform the State’s practices. The goals are to ensure differential levels of quality across all five dimensions of practice and to determine the relationship between the quality steps in Mississippi Steps to Succeed and children’s readiness for school. Research questions proposed by the State will provide needed data on the outcomes of the TQRIS. An example of one of the six comprehensive questions is, What dimensions or domain’s of the TQRIS program participation have the greatest impact on child learning and developmental outcomes as measured on the States Kindergarten Entry Assessment as well of third-grade score results? This data can be used to inform improvements in the TQRIS.


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	30
	16

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State did not present a cohesive plan for establishing a progression of standards required in (C)(3)(a). The State explained that entities are working in various areas; however, how these separate efforts are going to come together to implement a High-Quality Plan was not clearly articulated. The State identified a number of education and training initiatives. It was not clear that the training described was focused on meeting health standards in an integrated manner. For example, the State reported that year round/ongoing/on-site mentoring would better equip educators to serve Children with High Needs. It was not specified how this mentoring would relate specifically to meeting health standards. The State detailed current state-wide efforts to combat obesity and plans to hire additional Child Care Health Consultants. The inclusion of specific services offered by the Child Care Health Consultants was a strength of the plan.
Marketing/awareness strategies, including the distribution of 40,000 developmental milestone calendars, were listed as an efficient means for increasing participation in screenings. The State proposed a uniform referral process to be adopted by all community service agencies. This strategy will improve current fragmented efforts. Training on early identification of normal and atypical development is proposed for residents and practicing physicians with the Mississippi Chapter American Academy of Pediatrics. This model is a positive effort toward increasing awareness and collaboration.
Current State resources including Federally Qualified Health Centers and Children's Health Insurance Program were discussed; however, the State did not address a plan for increasing the number of Children With High Needs participating in ongoing health care. According to table (C)(3)(d) the percentage of Children With High Needs participating in ongoing health care will remain constant at 63% of total eligible at the baseline and 63% at the end of 2017 (the actual number of children did reflect an increase).
The State identified accomplishments of the SECAC. The State did not present a comprehensive approach to increase the capacity to support and address the social and emotional development of children from birth to age five.  A plan to focus on social and emotional development would have strengthened the application in this area.
 

 

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	30
	16

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

Although the State clearly acknowledged the value of involving parents in the education of their children, it did not present a High-Quality Plan to provide culturally and linguistically appropriate information and support to families of Children with High Needs. The importance of parental engagement is evidenced by it being one if the five primary criteria for the State’s current TQRIS. The State did not specifically address a progression of culturally and linguistically appropriate standards for family engagement across the levels of its Program Standards.
The State plans to follow the effective Parents as Teachers model which will include using funds to expand the parenting centers to an additional 20 districts of Children with High Needs. Parenting centers will remove barriers to participation by providing transporatation and child care during parent sessions. 
The State did not provide evidence for how they would increase the number and percentage of Early Childhood Educators trained and supported to implement family engagement strategies. The State discussed the TQRIS requirement for staff education and training; however, requirements did not provide evidence of a connection to family engagement strategies. The State’s reformed TQRIS will require childcare center directors/program supervisors to attend an introductory training on the Strengthening Families model. Strengthening Families is an effective model; however, the state did not describe expected outcomes or describe how this training would serve as an integrated activity for administrators beyond the initial training.
The State plans to leverage current resources through the expansion of current programs that focus on families and communities including Excel by 5, and Mississippi Building Blocks. 


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 has a plan for improving its Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework that includes targets and activities lead by SECAC. The State indicated that it has a current Framework; however, it was not included for review. The State is taking effective steps toward developing an improved Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials related to the current low educational status of many Early Childhood Educators. The State acknowledged challenges in revising the Framework but expressed a commitment to build and revise the system. This acknowledgement is an important step toward improving the system. Collection of data was the beginning of the process to design strategies for improvement. A career advancement pathway is embedded in the current TQRIS and necessary standards for professional development will be included in the revised TQRIS. Additionally, there are plans to use the Maryland Core of Knowledge and Workforce Competency Standards as a model.
A career lattice that connects education attainment with career positions, professional development, and incentives or compensation is included in the State plan. The five accomplishment levels of the lattice have been established and represent ascending levels of education and professional development. 
The State is collaborating with local community colleges and universities as they develop and revise professional development and revise early care and education programs. Collaboration will serve to improve access to aligned programs. CDA requirements have been embedded into the Early Childhood Curriculum in the community colleges. There are plans to create two new programs at the University of Mississippi that will positively impact the workforce by increasing the number of educators with required knowledge.

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	12

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State described various opportunities for early childhood educators to access professional development opportunities. Opportunities include Mississippi Workforce Advantage that allows flexibility in course and module completion. Additionally, the I-BEST Model provides innovative student supports. These opportunities are currently not aligned to the framework. However, these opportunities remove some barriers to obtaining professional development.
The State plans for the SECAC to oversee the development of a more systemic approach to professional development. The State did not provide evidence that these separate opportunities would be effective in improving outcomes for Children with High Needs. A strong plan would need to specifically address Children with High Needs.
The State indicated plans to expand the T.E.A.C.H. model to reach more educators through Allies for Quality Care. Coaching and mentoring are professional development supports under MBB.
The established LifeTracks data system will be used to collect and share statewide aggregated data. Grant funds will be used to expand expansion of educator demographic information.
The State has an ambitious goal that by 2018, 50 percent of early learning educators working in a licensed child care setting will have a two or four year degree in child development or early childhood education or have a bachelor’s degree in another field with at least 12 credits in early education and will receive a pay stipend. This goal is very ambitious considering the current context of the State’s workforce as described in the application. The State did not provide activities to show how they would attain this goal.
 


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State in the process of implementing a High-Quality Plan to independently choose and implement a KEA that will inform instruction and services. The State is in the final stages of selecting a Kindergarten Entry Assessment. There are plans to implement Kindergarten Entry Assessment beginning the  2014-2015 school year with a projected 100% implementation by the end of 2017. The assessment is planned to be aligned with the Early Learning Standards for Four-year olds. The assessment will focus on language and literacy development, cognition and general knowledge, approaches toward learning, physical well-being and motor development, and social and emotional development. Implementation of the plan should effectively provide the State with needed data to understand the status of children’s learning and development at Kindergarten entry.

The State will assure reliability and validity of the KEA by choosing an existing assessment that is a valid and reliable measure of kindergarten readiness. The State will evaluate its use of the KEA for internal consistency, inter-rater reliability, and content validity. The KEA will also be evaluated to ensure the instrument accommodates special populations including English language learners and students with disabilities.

KEA data is an essential element of the early childhood component of the Statewide Longitudinal Data system, LifeTracks. Data will inform agencies at the state, local, and center level on the developmental process of children. A goal of the data system is early identification of instructional and developmental problems.

The Early Learning Collaborative Act of 2013 allocated funds for the first three phases of the Kindergarten Entry Assessment. Additional ongoing funding from outside sources is planned for sustained use of the assessment. Some sources of external funding for the KEA include the early learning collaboratives, dollar-for-door match from local tax dollars, federal dollars, parent tuition, philanthropic contributions.

 
 

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

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has a High-Quality Plan to enhance the well-established Statewide Longitudinal Data system, LifeTracks. The system included data for K-20 through the workforce. Funding  from the grant as well as non grant funding is attached to projects related to system improvement. The early childhood component of LifeTracks will include each of the seven Essential Data Elements. The system currently includes data from State agencies such as the Department of Health, Human Services and Education and each of the Participating State Agencies.

Compressive data is currently included in LifeTracks. There are plans to improve access to data including provisions for data to be available in real time. Currently, data is available from one day to one week. Improving access will positively impact the entire system.

Although the system does not currently collect data using standardized data elements, there is a plan for developing aligned data structures. When data are transferred to the State clearinghouse data elements are standardized. The system will generate standard and as hoc reports. Life Tracks data will inform policy and legislation. Data will inform all areas of the early learning system including classroom instruction and workforce development.

The State assures that the data system will comply with all requirements of Federal, State, and local privacy laws.


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	6

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

The State did not present a High-Quality Plan for including all ELDPs in the TQRIS. TQRIS is open to all ELDPs and will be voluntary for non-state funded pre-K centers. The State asserts that increased incentives including, coaching, technical assistance, teacher compensation systems, and financial incentives for centers will encourage additional programs to participate in TQRIS. The State asserts that the redesign of the TQRIS will also attract programs.

Children in the State are in a variety of forms of care that are not regulated or monitored. It is unclear why the State has not chosen to include some of these entities into the licensing/monitoring/TQRIS system. Programs listed here are a sample of programs that are exempt from licensing. Family day care homes caring for five or fewer children who are not related to the child care provider are not licensed, monitored, or regulated. The State did not provide an explanation for this exemption moving forward. Additionally, child care facilities providing respite care and child residential homes are not licensed. Membership organizations that only charge a nominal annual membership fee and are certified by its national association (i.e. Boys and Girls Club of America and the YMCA) are not licensed. The State does license child care centers and Head Start programs not operating in conjunction with an elementary school system.

 
 

	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: 

The State aligned their Three and Four-year-old Early Learning Standards with their K-3 standards. However, the State did not provide evidence of a High-Quality Plan to improve the overall quality, alignment, and continuity of teaching and learning to serve children from preschool through third grade. It is not clear if the standards are aligned across all Essential Domains of School Readiness.

The State listed current professional development opportunities and initiatives including Allies for Quality Care and Incredible Years, a program for parents, teachers, and children, 0-12. The application lacked a plan for how those opportunities would improve learning opportunities for children through the third grade. The State has effective strategies for the use of data. The State plans to use its data system to understand growth and engage families.

The State described separate comprehensive efforts to address issues related to children that come to school from challenging environments. The efforts address professional development and supporting children’s cognitive skills. Efforts included Neighborhood School Readiness Teams, MBB, the Birthing Project, the Healthy Start Program, and Parents as Teachers. The State did not include information to support how the programs are used to support readiness.

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

The State reported that more than 50 percent of their State is classified as rural. The State described a variety of effective services in the areas of education, early child development, medical, dental, mental health and parental involvement that are currently serving children and families in rural areas. The State’s response indicated the offering of each program; however, the narrative did not address a plan for addressing the needs of Children in Rural Areas beyond listing current activities. It is not clear how these programs will collectively close the educational and opportunity gaps for Children with High Needs or increase the number and percentage of Low-Income children enrolled in high-quality ELDPs.
 


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The State met the absolute priority of promoting school readiness for Children with High Needs. The State presented many systems and strategies that are not aligned; however, the State demonstrated plans for improvement. For example, the State is in process of reforming an insufficient TQRIS. Although systems are not aligned, the creation of State Early Childhood Advisory Council and the Early learning Collaborative Act of 2103 provide evidence that the State is poised to make strides to close the achievement gap. Additionally, the State frequently referred to the use of data driven methods to increase the quality of ELDPs with a focus on Children with High Needs indicating a path for improved quality.

	Total
	315
	219




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1016MS-4 for Mississippi, 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 State's past commitment to early learning and development has primarily been reliant on federal funding and the required state match for those funds until this recent year when legislation was passed to support a state pre-K program. The State has shown a recent increase in legislative and policy changes that demonstrate a newly increased commitment to their early childhood system.

(A)(1)(a): The State's fiscal commitment to high quality, accessible early learning and development programs and services for children with high needs has had mixed results, with a significant drop in funding during the recent recession. The majority of funds dedicated to early learning and development have been federal. However, there has been an increase in this current year for the state funded pre-K program. State funds have supported training and technical assistance and other enhancements for the state TQRIS. There were significant reductions in the funding of TQRIS in 2010 and 2011, but those amounts have been restored as of 2012 and slightly increased in 2013.The 2013 budget also has an increase of $3 million for a statewide community collaborative public pre-K initiative.

(A)(1)(b): The commitment to increasing high needs children participating in early learning and development programs has also shown mixed results.The number of low income children in the State is significant, and while the increased funding for pre-K will increase access for more high needs children, it is not clear how many children with high needs will be served. There has been a steady increase in children participating in most early learning and development programs, particularly children served in programs funded with Title I of ESEA. There has been a decrease of 700 children from 2009 through 2013 in CCDF. The State attributes this decrease to the reduction of federal funds, specifically, the ending of the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funds.

(A)(1)(c): Legislation in previous years has resulted in the establishment of the TQRIS, the requirement of early learning guidelines, and the State Early Childhood Advisory Council. Recent legislation passed into law includes upgrades to teacher certification and a specific license for teaching pre-K and K; a requirement that all school districts implement a universal assessment for grades K -3 beginning with a kindergarten entry assessment and the above mentioned state funded public pre-K.  

(A)(1)(d): The State has had early learning guidelines for infants and toddlers as well as preschool children since 2007. The State currently has a Request For Proposals (RFP) out for a universal screening tool for kindergarten entry. There are multiple tools used for assessment in various settings within the early learning and development system; however, they are not clearly linked to informing teaching methods. The health promotion practices described by the State are primarily activities conducted by physicians and Head Start programs. Technical assistance is provided to programs regarding best practices for supporting children with disabilities and/or special health needs. There currently are multiple options for early childhood professionals to receive training including online courses, CDA attainment and post-secondary degrees offered at multiple community colleges.There are multiple standardized child assessments conducted by participating programs that then submit data to the longitudinal system. The state longitudinal data system (P-20) tracks both child and teacher outcomes. 

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

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has described a rationale for its early learning and development agenda that covers the key components of a strong system informed by stakeholder feedback and data from the longitudinal data system and a recent evaluation of TQRIS pilots. However, the State did not provide a summary of how all the proposed grant activites are interconnected and establish a credible path toward achieving the expressed goals. Additionally, given the significant number of children with high needs in the State, the goals may not be sufficiently ambitious.

(A)(2)(a): The goals articulated are primarily dedicated to building up and bringing to scale many pilot or regional projects. Yearly targets for increasing participation in TQRIS are not sufficient based on the amount of resource and energy dedicated to this in the proposed projects. The targeted number for increasing credentialed providers was realistic. Child health and safety are included in the existing TQRIS, and the early learning guidelines. 

(A)(2)(b): Although the grant narrative contained one sentence stating that all the goals and activities are intended to improve child outcomes, the State did not provide a summary of how the plans proposed in each selection criteria constitute an effective reform agenda.

(A)(2)(c): The rationale for the selected criteria was framed to highlight how those chosen aligned with the State's reform agenda. The State's primary focus is enhancing and capitalizing on the established longitudinal data system, ensuring early childhood data from the KEA and the TQRIS are incorporated. The State believes those not selected in this application are being addressed with non-Federal resources but have been described in the grant narrative in various places. It is not clear, however, that the current resources dedicated to the assessment systems in the state will be sufficient to truly achieve a comprehensive assessment system. 

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

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

While the State has described a system for aligning and coordinating the work of the RTT grant, there are gaps in both the accountability and dispute resolution processes. It is not clear how the advisory council which is charged with holding the agencies and organizations implementing the proposed work accountable will be able to do that without any official authority over those entities. Additionally, the director of the advisory council is the sole individual determined to resolve disputes. This does not represent a balanced approach to resolving disputes.

(A)(3)(a) The State Early Childhood Advisory Council (SECAC), located in the Governor’s Office, will provide oversight and guidance for the RTT activities. The SECAC is comprised of multiple stakeholders including providers, parent advocacy groups, Head Start, early intervention services, higher education, the private sector, and state agencies serving children and families. This body is charged with reviewing all changes related to state policy, programs or regulations related to the early childhood system. The majority of the work will fall to the State's Department of Education, but additional work will be conducted by the Department of Health and the Department of Human Services, which oversee child care licensing and the child care subsidy services. The Director of the SECAC will be charged with resolving any disputes. The State has determined the SECAC to be the most appropriate entity to oversee the grant because there is such a broad stakeholder representation already established. Although the SECAC is positioned in the Governor's Office, it is still only an advisory council with no direct oversight responsibilities.

(A)(3)(b) The State has a significant number of Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs). All the state agencies, public universities and community based organizations charged with completing work described in the grant have submitted formal MOUs and have signatures from authorized representatives of each agency. The scope of work is described in each MOU as well as in the grant narrative. It is not clear what process the SECAC will use to hold the multiple partners accountable for completing the work.  The SECAC will contract with external agencies to help support change management across state agencies.

(A)(3)(c):  Multiple letters of support indicate significant commitment from the early childhood community, the resource and referral agencies, adult education and other entities that serve children with high needs. Letters of support are also provided by business groups and retired military leaders who advocate for improved early childhood systems. The State proposes to create a Department of Early Learning by the end of the grant period; however it is not clear what process will be implemented to accomplish this stated goal.

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	11

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State presents costs that are mostly reasonable and has targeted a number of one-time projects intended to bolster the infrastructure of the early learning system. However, there are projects that will require funding after the grant period in order to sustain the advancements made with RTT funds. The State described an intent to use data and evaluation outcomes to advocate for funding after the grant period, but did not articulate a plan for sustainability. The expansion of home visiting with RTT funds and the TQRIS financial incentives are of particular concern. The State proposes that an Office of Early Learning in the Department of Education will be developed at the end of the grant period. It is not clear how the creation of this office will help with sustainability.

(A)(4)(a): The State identifies that the majority of the projects will enhance existing programs funded with federal, state and local resources. The majority of the funding from this proposal will support one-time costs or scaling up costs for projects that will be funded in future years either with state or private dollars (beginning with the 2015 state budget), such as the Mississippi Building Blocks and the Excel by 5 efforts.The activities are directly related to existing funding such as Head Start, CCDF, IDEA and TANF.

(A)(4)(b): The costs for implementation of the grant are mostly reasonable and will ensure accomplishment of the stated projects and activities.

(A)(4)(c): The applicant plans to focus on sustainability beginning the first year of the RTT-ELC grant, using evaluation and outcomes of funded projects to advocate for sustained and increased state investments in future years. However, it is not clear how the evaluation and outcomes will be used to determine sustainability. The proposed increase in health consultants did not reflect a plan for sustainability after this grant would end. It is also unclear how the increased home visiting will be funded after this grant period and how the financial incentives for TQRIS participation will be maintained. It is doubtful that providers will continue to participate in the TQRIS or accept subsidies without financial and professional development supports. The State has suggested that an Office of Early Learning will be developed as part of the sustainability plan, but does not describe what role this office would play in ensuring sustainability, and it is not clear what process is required for the State to create such an office.

 

 


B. High-Quality, Accountable Programs

	 
	Available
	Score

	(B)(1) Developing and adopting a common, statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	10
	8

	(B)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has described a thoughtful plan for improving the TQRIS. However, the family engagement strategies are weak, with little explanation for how the standards in the TQRIS will represent a progressive increase in quality related to family engagement practices. Additionally, the six hour training offered to providers on family engagement is insufficent to accomplish meaningful changes in practice.

(B)(1)(a): The State has clearly identified some weaknesses in the current TQRIS and has begun to address some of those issues already. The proposed improvement plans are realistic and focused on alignment of standards, professional development and increasing participation in the current longitudinal data system.  Family engagement is cited as a priority, however, the narrative does not discuss how family engagement will be improved in the TQRIS, and instead highlights a particular service delivery model.

(B)(1)(b): The State has identified a need for revisions in the existing TQRIS, based on feedback from providers and other community members. The State proposes to increase the quality levels from three tiers to five tiers during the grant period. The State plans to revise the standards to have more differentiated measures in a number of domains. In particular, improving the family engagement strategies at each level, and greater clarification of credential and professional development criteria will be defined in the revised TQRIS.

Family engagement is currently a component of the TQRIS, although the State has identified that the quality of implementation varies by program.The State proposes to include technical assistance and programming for families. However, there is minimal evidence of supporting programs to improve family engagement practices despite identifying this as an issue in the grant narrative. The only activity proposed to help providers improve family engagement practices is requiring a six hour training about the Strengthening Families model. Revisions to the early learning standards for preschoolers include new child health and safety domains.  

(B)(1)(c): The State has a robust data system. The current TQRIS has progressively increased education credential and continuing education requirements at each step.  Centers must have specific score ranges with the Environmental Rating Scale to qualify for each step. The State proposes using RTT funds to add compensation and scholarship incentives for education and retention. State licensing requirements represent the first step in the TQRIS. The State proposes to include reviewing and potentially revising licensing standards to better align and in some cases rise to TQRIS higher standards (e.g.; staff to child ratios and group size).

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

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has proposed a plan to increase the participation in TQRIS that includes financial incentives for programs and individual staff members, as well as professional development supports such as coaching and mentoring. Given the depth of supports and amount of resource dedicated to increase the participation, the targets set by the State are low.

(B)(2)(a): The State has articulated a plan that includes all state regulated settings where children will participate in early learning and development programs. The plan combines technical assistance and mentoring with scholarships, stipends and the provision of classroom materials, which have been proven to be effective strategies for encouraging participation in other states. The state plans an outreach and education effort targeted at faith-based programs.The intent is to ensure these programs are informed of the opportunities for technical assistance and other supports when licensed and enrolled in the TQRIS.

(B)(2)(b): The newly passed legislation supporting pre-K community collaboratives requires all pre-K programs to participate in the TQRIS. Centers and family child care providers who have participated in the recent pilot programs have provided feedback for how to best scale up these efforts, which is a primary activity in this proposal. The state provides a tiered reimbursement structure based on the TQRIS levels for programs accepting CCDF funds and intends to enhance those reimbursements with RTT funds. It is not clear in the narrative if the state will continue with the enhanced tiered reimbursement after the RTT-ELC funding is no longer available. Two policies that might prohibit families from enrolling in CCDF will be reversed (requirement for single parents to file child support claim and requirement of students to re-apply for CCDF every semester).

(B)(2)(c): Given the incentives such as tiered reimbursement, program materials, technical assistance and professional development supports, the targets for increasing participation in the TQRIS are not ambitious enough, particularly for Head Start, programs receiving CCDF funds and licensed child care centers.

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	13

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has presented a mixed plan for rating and monitoring programs. The State has a strong plan for inter-rater reliability with the current tools being used. The plan to include the Classroom Assessment and Scoring System (CLASS) for participating Head Start programs is a good initial strategy, but lacks clarity regarding how that tool will align with those tools used in other settings. The State does not provide information on the frequency of monitoring. The plan for outreach and education regarding quality early learning programs has some creative approaches.  However, identifying home visiting as a method for outreach and education regarding quality child care programs lacks clarity and is not well aligned with the primary intent of a home visiting program.
(B)(3)(a): The State currently uses standardized, reliable measurement tools in the TQRIS (ITER-R, ECRS-R and the FCCRS-R) for centers and family child care homes.  The State proposes to support implementation of the CLASS for Head Start programs that choose to participate in the grant funded activities. Child care centers unaffiliated with Head Start are not included in the CLASS project, which is a missed opportunity to provide consistency in measurement tools used in the TQRIS. There is a well-articulated system for evaluator reliability, and a plan for increasing the number of trained observers for the CLASS. However, the State has failed to describe the frequency of monitoring visits.
(B)(3)(b) Parents are provided information on quality in a variety of ways, including online, via a toll free number and when enrolling in CCDF. The State intends to continue with an information campaign that utilizes a combination of print, television and radio media. Outreach to parents is also provided by local resource and referral agencies. There is a mobile unit that provides resources and materials to families and providers.  Proposed activities funded with RTT include providing marketing materials to programs when they enroll and advance in the TQRIS, and an expansion of the Parents as Teachers model, which includes education on quality child care in one curriulum module. It is not clear how a home visiting curriculum would be an effective tool for educating parents about child care as it is not the primary goal of a home visiting program. Participation in home visiting programs requires the presence of the parent or guardian, and the State did not address how this model might be implemented to be supportive of the schedules of working parents who would access child care.

	(B)(4) Promoting access to high-quality Early Learning and Development Programs
	20
	15

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has presented an inconsistent plan for promoting access to high quality early learning and development programs. Although the financial and professional development incentives to providers is robust, the strategies for supporting working parents are not supported with a strong rationale or existing research. The targets the State presents to increase programs and children with high needs in the top tiers of the TQRIS are not clearly defined and not sufficiently ambitious given the proposed activities to encourage provider participation and advancement.

(B)(4)(a): The State has identified a plan for supporting providers that includes: coaching/mentoring, peer-led communities of practice, classroom materials, and progressive subsidy reimbursement rates for each TQRIS level. The state plans to implement a WAGE$ program with scholarships and wage stipends directly linked to acquiring higher credentials. A salary study will be conducted to determine eligibility guidelines for the WAGE$ program.

(B)(4)(b) The State intends to scale up two local pilots to increase parent engagement and supports. The Mississippi Building Blocks project includes providing family advocate staff in child care programs, similar to a Head Start model to support parents in accessing resources and encourage parent engagement in the program. The other program is a community collective impact model, Excel by 5. The model emphasizes community solutions and strategies for providing parent training in the following areas: language, early education, and home environment. While these efforts will support parents in understanding their role as a child's most influential teacher, it is not clear how this strategy will help working parents. The tiered reimbursement policy might increase the number of higher quality programs accepting child care subsidies thus increasing access to quality for working families of high needs children. However, consistent research has demonstrated that most parents choose child care based on location and convenience to work and home, so this strategy may not yield the desired results.

(B)(4)(c): The targets to increase the number of programs and children with high needs in the top tiers of the TQRIS do not differentiate between Step 2 and higher levels. This makes it difficult to ascertain if the targets are sufficiently ambitious, and whether or not there is a distinct difference in quality between each step. Given the proposed activities for participation incentives and supports for advancing in the TQRIS the target goals are not adequately ambitious.

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

The State presents a plan for validating and evaluating the TQRIS that addresses most key elements but has gaps in the implementation, particularly how the evaluation will align the tools used by different providers. The evaluation will be focused on the scaling up of pilot projects to a statewide program. The research questions will be designed to determine if the TQRIS levels are sufficiently differentiated for quality, and which levels have positive impact on child outcomes. 

(B)(5)(a): The State proposes to revise the TQRIS from three tiers to five tiers. The evaluation plan presented by the State is designed with an independent evaluator and includes a cross-state learning community with Maryland and Ohio. Given that these two states have been recognized as national models for TQRIS and measuring the relationship of quality programming to positive child outcomes, the State should benefit from this consortium. Based on data from earlier evaluations and studies, the state had identified a need to ensure there is a differentiation of quality between all of the five tiers in the TQRIS. The State also intends to determine links between child outcomes and the differing levels of quality in the TQRIS with the RTT funded evaluation plan. It is not clear how the State will align the CLASS tool used by Head Start programs with the Evironmental Rating Scale (ERS) tools used by all other participants in the TQRIS.

(B)(5)(b): Past evaluations of the State's various pilots regarding TQRIS have demonstrated that providing financial supports for increasing quality in centers, and providing training and technical assistance lead to positive child outcomes. The methodology includes program and classroom level data and observations, and child level data will include the State's planned KEA and other formative assessments as well as parent surveys. The initial research questions are designed to explore how different levels and particular components of quality impact children's learning and development.


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	30
	22

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

The State's plan for identifying and addressing the health, behavioral and developmental needs of children with high needs has some innovative ideas but is missing key information. The State failed to provide the data requested regarding a baseline and targets for increasing the number of providers trained and supported in meeting health standards. The State's proposed partnership with medical providers to increase developmental screenings in well-child visits is a creative idea, but it lacks clarity regarding the suggested tax credits for physicians, and the need for increasing the amount of time dedicated to a well-child visit. The proposal to increase the number of health consultants does not identify how the project will be measured regarding its success in improving program quality.

(C)(3)(a): The State has a plan for revising TQRIS standards to reflect health and safety standards at each level but it is not clear how the process for revision of these standards will be implemented.

(C)(3)(b): The State did not provide any baseline data for evidence of early childhood educators who receive training and support in meeting health standards currently. The State plans to use RTT resources to expand a program that is designed to help providers improve their practice with high risk children and children with special needs.  How these trainings will be designed or implemented is not clear in the grant narrative, beyond the intent to offer the trainings annually.

(C)(3)(c): The State has numerous projects currently in operation aimed at reducing obesity, increasing physical activity and improving the quality of food available to state residents. Plans for the RTT include providing healthy habits tool kits to child care providers and expanding the home visiting initiative.  There is no plan described for ensuring providers will understand how to implement these tool kits, or any follow up plan for determining if this approach actually produces the desired results of increasing provider capacity to ensure child health and safety.

(C)(3)(d): Screenings occur now in federal and state health care centers and Early Head Start and Head Start. The state plans to incorporate developmental screening into well-child visit routines, partner with the state chapter of the Academy of Pediatrics to educate physicians and to launch a statewide awareness campaign. The baseline data represents between 60-70% of children defined as eligible for screenings and services. The state’s plan is to increase the number of children screened by 5% every year for five years. The grant narrative suggests that physicians will benefit from tax credits or similar incentives, but there is no defined plan for this strategy. It is also unclear if the current Medicaid policy in the state will allow for reimbursement for adding screening in the well child visits. Adding a full developmental screening to the well child visits will significantly increase the amount of time required for the visits. 

(C)(3)(e): The State plans to increase the number of child care health consultants to provide onsite technical assistance and help providers develop policies and practices to encourage healthy habits. While this might improve day to day practices for some providers, there is no clear plan on how this will be measured in regards to improving quality or how it relates to TQRIS health and safety standards.

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	30
	16

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has failed to provide sufficient evidence for how there will be a progression of culturally and linguistically appropriate standards for family engagement in the TQRIS or the ELDS. The State did not provide information on the number and percentage of providers who will receive training and support on engaging families. The proposed amount of training is not sufficient to truly increase the quality and capacity of providers to meaningfully engage families. The proposed plan to scale up parent resource centers lack detail and it is difficult to determine if this will be successful.

(C)(4)(a) The State’s focus on parent engagement is limited. There is little evidence that cultural and linguistic standards will be highlighted in the TQRIS revisions other than in reference to including parents in program implementation.

(C)(4)(b) The State failed to provide the number and percentage of providers who would be trained in family engagement. The State plans to increase the training required in the TQRIS to include six hours on the Strengthening Families Framework. There is no plan to extend training within this framework beyond those introductory six hours of training. A six hour introductory training is a rather limited approach and is not likely to increase a provider's capacity to truly engage parents in a meaningful way.

(C)(4)(c) The State plans to bring multiple home visiting models to scale, encourage the development of parent resource centers in the newly legislated pre-K community collaboratives, and provide training, technical assistance and scholarship supports to providers. Outreach to non-regulated providers is included in existing initiatives. It is not clear in the narrative how the pilot projects will be brought to scale. There is no implementation plan or detailed timeline provided to ascertain how this will be accomplished.


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(1) Developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials
	20
	13

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State has presented a plan to review and revise the Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework. The bulk of the work will be conducted at the higher education level and is not inclusive of other organizations that may provide training. This approach is far too limited, and reduces the pathways for providers to increase their knowledge and competencies. The State's proposal to develop a master's degree program for early childhood is inconsistent with the data regarding the high numbers of providers at the lowest end of the credentialing scale and so few providers with associate or bachelor's degrees. This appears to be a large investment for a very small return.

(D)(1)(a)  The State currently has a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework to direct post-secondary institutions. The state plans to review and revise the framework, looking to the states of Maryland and North Carolina who have established frameworks that are recognized as best practice models. The current courses offering for early childhood will also be reviewed and revised to align with this framework. Course and degree alignment between two year and four year colleges will also be addressed. The end result will be an aligned AA and BS degree program in Early Childhood/Child Development at all participating two year and four year colleges. The SECAC has developed a career ladder that includes a tiered compensation method that will be implemented in the fourth year of the grant.

(D)(1)(b) The State plans to build from a local pilot to develop a statewide registry and career lattice and implement this lattice in year one of the grant. The State also plans to include professional development standards in the revised TQRIS, and require professional development self-assessments and the development of ongoing professional development plans.  Centers that have a career advancement pathway for staff will receive a higher TQRIS rating. 

(D)(1)(c)  The State will work with post-secondary institutions to develop articulation agreements, and also provide a concentration in early childhood for elementary school Bachelor’s degree candidates, as well as a Master's specializing in early childhood. Based on the very small number of early childhood professionals with formal credentials in the State, it is not clear why a Master's degree program would be necessary at this point or even four years from now. In addition to the pre-K endorsement, the SECAC has developed a recommended B-5 endorsement as well. This is designed to increase the number of credentialed early childhood providers.

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	16

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State presents a plan for supporting the early childhood workforce with strong ideas that have been proven successful in other states and in the pilot projects currently in operation in the State. However, there is a lack of detail about how these supports will be brought to a larger scale. Additionally, while coaching and mentoring have been proven to be successful strategies for supporting professional development and growth, not all models are equally successful. The State has failed to sufficiently describe the coaching and mentoring model or curriculum that will be implemented.

(D)(2)(a) The State will convene a committee of early childhood educators in year one of the grant to review new trends and information and develop recommendations for aligning the workforce knowledge and competency framework with college course offerings. This group will also work to improve alignment from the associate degree programs to bachelor degree programs.  There is a singular focus on higher education, and it is not clear other entities that provide training are included in an effort to align with the workforce and competency framework. There are efforts described in the grant narrative that include targeted coaching and mentoring. Within the context of this criteria, the replication of two smaller scale efforts to a statewide initiative include coaching and mentoring and financial incentives to motivate and support providers. However, there is no description of which model will be used or any supporting evidence as to best practices in coaching and mentoring. There is a strong body of evidence on a national level that providing early childhood professionals with the financial incentives coupled with coaching and mentoring have proven to be effective in retaining staff and increasing their competence, and the State reports similar results with the local pilots. The State references the success of two states in particular, Delaware and North Carolina, that have proven success with this approach.

(D)(2)(b) The State intends to expand two pilot models (Allies for Quality Care and Mississippi Building Blocks) to promote increased skills and knowledge of early childhood educators currently working in the field. Initial results of these two programs demonstrate positive child outcomes linked with increased quality of programming. This will include an incentive stipend structure targeted at programs serving high needs children for educators advancing their education status, as well as on-site mentoring and technical assistance. It is not clear how many centers will participate, or what the annual participation targets are for each year of the grant. Additional supports include incentives such as a wage stipend and scholarships.  These programs are currently aligned with the existing workforce competency and knowledge framework. It is not clear if there is a plan to revise these models when the framework is revised.

(D)(2)(c) The State plans to incorporate more early childhood data in their longitudinal data system.  This data will provide aggregate reports to the public and include more detailed reports for programs and state administrators.

(D)(2)(d) The State intends to increase the number of aligned institutions and providers of professional development from 15 to 24 by the end of the grant period and increase the number of credentialed educators by 100 each year for the next four years. This will increase the current baseline from 398 to 748 by the end of grant period. These targets seem reasonable based on the existing high participation of the higher education institutions in the RTT projects and the combination of financial incentives with professional development supports.


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	16

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

The State's plan for understanding the status of children's development in kindergarten does not provide all the information required in the proposal. The State has failed to address at what point in the year the KEA is administered annually. Additionally, the goal for 100% children to participate in the KEA is not realistic, given that some families may refuse the test to be administered. The State has a strong and well established longitudinal data system that will provide useful reports for state and local administrators, policy makers and parents.

(E)(1)(a) The State will be selecting a standardized KEA for statewide implementation no later than December 2013. The State has requested proposals with a requirement that applicants submit a proposed tool that is aligned with the early learning standards. This assessment will be used in all pre-K programs participating in the state’s community collaboratives. The State plans to select a KEA that is aligned with the early learning standards for 4 year olds and the K-12 standards.  Training and technical support related to the implementation of the KEA, as well as how to design instruction and the use of formative assessments will be provided.  Educators will use an electronic system to record data on program, staff and child data.  It is not clear when in the year the KEA will be administered, and how it will be linked to the formative assessment.

(E)(1)(b): The State is requiring that the KEA selected be an established, validated tool that is developmentally, culturally and linguistically appropriate. The State plans to conduct an independent evaluation of the implementation of the statewide KEA, include inter-rater reliability, content validity and developmental and cultural appropriateness.

(E)(1)(c): The State projects a baseline for participation in the statewide assessment at 30%, with the intent to increase that to 100% of children in Mississippi by the end of the grant period. The State believes this is achievable because the KEA will be mandatory for all students in programs funded with the state’s new community collaborative pre-K model. This seems to be an overly ambitious goal given that the program is voluntary and not all families will choose to participate in the pre-K program, or even attend public school.

(E)(1)(d): The State has a clearly defined and well-designed approach to including early childhood data in the longitudinal data system including the electronic grade books, and previous efforts with Head Start programs.

(E)(1)(e): The State identifies the newly committed state resources and a required 1:1 local match from communities participating in these local collaboratives as evidence or resources other than RTT for this activity.

	(E)(2) Building or enhancing an early learning data system
	20
	18

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

The State's plan for enhancing the longitudinal data system is substantial. The one aspect that is not well defined is how the State will ensure access for families in highly rural areas who want to apply for publically funded early childhood programs.

(E)(2)(a) The State currently incorporates all the data elements of America COMPETES and is working to ensure the data elements defined by the Data Quality Campaign are also incorporated in the longitudinal data system. The state plans to have the early childhood data elements linked to other components of the system by the end of the grant period.

(E)(2)(b) The State plans to continue efforts to develop a uniform data collection. Currently, programs do not have common data standards, but all data is standardized at the data clearinghouse. The first year of the grant will be focused on developing program level common data standards.

(E)(2)(c) The second phase of the grant period will be dedicated to the design and implementation of a standardized statewide early childhood data structure linking all participating agency databases.

(E)(2)(d) Data will be made available at various stakeholder levels. The data will be used to determine quality improvements such as technical assistance to classrooms with Environmental Rating Scores that fall below a specific threshold.  A single point of entry for parents to apply online for early childhood related programs will be developed. Additional outreach may include access in public settings via kiosks. Given the very rural nature of the state, it is not clear how families without internet access will be able to enroll in these programs.

(E)(2)(e) The State will continue to comply with Federal, state and local privacy requirements.


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	8

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

The State has articulated a plan to increase the number of children participating in regulated programs that is inclusive of all regulated programs. One challenge for the State is that there is a high amount of programs serving children with high needs that are license-exempt. The incentives and supports are significant, but the State has not articulated a sufficient timeline and implementation plan for bringing these activities up to scale.

Programs that are not regulated include occasional care (respite care, vacation bible school, camps less than three weeks in duration, etc.), accredited programs in elementary schools, Head Start programs in elementary schools, and membership organizations such as Boys & Girls Clubs and the YMCA. This represents a high number of exempt programs most likely serving children with high needs.

(a) The State plans to align licensing standards with TQRIS standards related to reports for parents and providing updates on children’s progress. Mississippi has licensed centers and family child care homes as well as registered family child care homes that care for five or fewer children not related to the provider. These providers are not monitored by the state, but are provided with training and technical assistance when requested. The state plans to create a new data system for licensing monitors to utilize during inspections. In addition to increasing efficiency by decreasing the need for hand written reports to then be entered into a database, the monitors will be able to access the TQRIS rating scores, and discuss the results with the providers. This system will also allow parents to access demographic data, compliance reports and inspection history of providers.

(b)  The State does include all licensed or state regulated programs in the TQRIS, and has articulated clear achievable annual targets for increasing participation. Currently, one of four licensed centers participates in the TQRIS. The state has identified barriers to enrolling in the TQRIS which include the consideration of program directors that the cost, time and effort does not outweigh the benefits and the limited resources specifically of programs serving low income children. The state plans to increase the incentives for providers to participate in the TQRIS. These incentives will include materials for classrooms, support with accreditation fees, scholarships and year round technical assistance and mentoring. However, it is not clear what the timeline and implementation plan will be for these incentives.

	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
	4

	Competitive Priority 4 Reviewer Comments: 

The State has presented a plan for increasing the horizontal and vertical alignment of the systems serving children birth through eight years old with some intriguing approaches, including the local early learning collaborative initiatiative recently designated by the State Legislature. The State K-12 standards are not currently linguistically appropriate. The State describes a number of community focused efforts and existing programs that support families, but it is not clear how these programs specifically increase reading and mathematic proficiency in young children.

(a) The State has been working for three years to align standards for three and four year olds with the standards for children enrolled in K-12. The future work includes aligning the infant/toddler standards with preschool standards. The standards submitted as evidence for this grant are focused only on English language competency without any attention paid to supporting children for whom English is not the home language. There is little reference in any part of the proposal for a strategy to revise the standards to be more linguistically appropriate or increase training and technical assistance for providers serving English language learners.

(b) The SECAC will work with the Mississippi Department of Education to provide oversight and incentives for collaboration between the multiple state agencies supporting early childhood and the early elementary grades. What those incentives will be are not clearly identified in the proposal.

(c) The state has identified initiatives throughout the grant narrative that will train providers (Mississippi Building Blocks, Allies for Quality Care) and provide technical assistance and other incentives for increasing professional credentials. Additionally, the state will implement the Incredible Years training curriculum for teachers and parents to increase the adults' capacity to support children's social and emotional needs. The state plans to use the longitudinal data system to evaluate the results of these efforts. It is not clear how the multiple levels of this curriculum will be implemented for the different stakeholders (parents, teachers and early childhood providers).

(d) The State has written that the early learning collaboratives (community collaborative pre-K) will be designed to incentivize communities to work together in aligning programs horizontally and vertically from birth to third grade. However, the specifics for how such alignment will be accomplished or incentivized is unclear.

(e) The longitudinal data system will allow stakeholders at various levels to access student and provider specific data to inform instruction, as well as provide parents with aggregate or summary information on the programs in which their children are enrolled.

(f) The State described a number of existing programs that are focused on enhancing child development in the early years and bolstering the capacity of parents and the community to support children’s health, growth and development. These include neighborhood school readiness teams, volunteer led efforts to support mothers of newborns in rural counties, and multiple home visiting programs. However, the State did not describe how these efforts might specifically increase reading and mathematics proficiency for children by the end of third grade.

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

The State described a number of existing of initiatives that provide supports to rural providers and multiple efforts to support parents and communities. Existing initiatives include, but are not limited to, providing materials and supplies to rural providers as well as training and technical assistance (Nurturing Initiative, Mississippi Low Income Child Care Initiative). Additionally, there are a number of home visiting models designed specifically for rural families that target first time parents and the Save the Children Mississippi Early Steps to School Success model that partners with schools and communities and is mostly implemented in highly rural areas. The pilot projects the State proposes to bring to scale such as Mississippi Building Blocks, Excel by 5 are all targeted for rural families.

 

 


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

The State presented a plan that identified the current strengths and weaknesses of the present early learning and development system, and had a number of innovative and creative ideas for building from the system strengths and improving the weaker aspects. The State proposed to revise the TQRIS to improve the quality differentials and also to connect those quality levels to child outcomes. The State has proposed significant supports for the early childhood workforce.  The State has a very strong longitudinal data system and has proposed a number of activities that will improve the early childhood data available, and link the licensing and TQRIS systems to the larger database. However, as identified throughout this review, although the State has clearly written the proposal and designed projects to address much of the criteria within each of the Focused Investment Areas, there is a lack of clarity and detail for how the projects will be implemented, and requested data was omitted from the proposal.

	Total
	315
	236




Race to the Top - Early Learning Challenge

Technical Review Form

Application #1016MS-5 for Mississippi, Office of the Governor

A. Successful State Systems

	 
	Available
	Score

	(A)(1) Demonstrating past commitment to early learning and development
	20
	13

	(A)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

1. Mississippi (MS) has a mixed track record of financial investment in early learning and development programs over the past five years.  Its contributions to IDEA and special education programs has remained constant, as has its investment in Medicaid targeted case management and MS Department of Health (DOH).  Funding for the TQRIS rating system decreased substantially, but those funds were restored and increased in 2012 and 2013.  Investments in TQRIS provider supports has been reduced substantially since 2010.  However, in 2013, MS added two new investments of $3,000,000 each in its new pre-k collaboration and its Mississippi Building Blocks (MBB) programs.

2. MS has shown an increase in participation by children with high needs in all early learning and development programs over the last five years, with the exception of children receiving CCDF funds, which decreased in 2013.  These increases have not been substantial, given that over 50% of MS children birth-age five are in poverty, but the increases occurred during two years where there were substantially fewer state investments.

3. MS does not appear to have a long history of legislation that supports early learning and development.  However, since 2006, MS has passed several early learning and development initiatives which appear to provide the building blocks of a delivery system.  These include TQRIS legislation in 2006, a state advisory council and early learning guidelines in 2007, creation of early childhood (EC) teaching licenses (undated), and creation of a universal literacy screening, local collaborative pre-k programs and kindergarten entry assessment in 2013.  MS also has a well-functioning longitudinal data system, called LifeTracks, and several research- and evidence-based projects (e.g. Mississippi Building Blocks), the scaling up of which undergirds much of this proposal.

4. MS does have some of the key building blocks for an early learning and development system in place. Recently-created learning and development standards for three-and four-year old children have been adopted by the State Board of Education, with training materials in development.  Birth-Three standards will be completed by this December and will include alignment with the three-four-year-old standards.  The current TQRIS has served as a lever to promote EC educators' professional development, as has the MBB CDA program, although collectively these initiatives have not reached a substantial portion of a population that contains few persons with professional training.  MS also has an available data system that can capture child, family, staff and program outcomes data.

However, there are other building blocks that are not yet in place throughout the state.  While there are small projects designed to promote health and family engagement (e.g. Project Prepare's health best practices and MBB's parent education), these are not currently available statewide.    A comprehensive assessment system is available for those children participating in an MBB site, but that too is not universally used, nor is it possible to ascertain if it is a valid and reliable system, given that one of its preschool components - the School Readiness Assessment - was locally developed.  MS does not have a kindergarten entry assessment, although legislation requires that one be created this year, field tested next year and used universally by 2015.

 

 

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

	(A)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS' rationale for its goals appears to be that change can be made with limited financial resources, that the state already has numerous research-based small projects with data showing their effectiveness, that those programs can be ratcheted up, and that the required broad-based community support for change already is present.  Their narrative substantiates that rationale.

2. The state wisely proposes five goals that speak to gaps in their existing building blocks (i.e. revised standards used by all; update TQRIS; tie professional development opportunities to TQRIS and involve higher education; implement the kindergarten assessment; ramp up parent engagement), although the none of the broad goals speak to health practices  These goals are linked to 14 projects and 60 subprojects, all of which are described and linked to the goals in various tables in the proposal (It should be noted that some of the projects and sub-projects focus on health practices).  These goals and projects, when combined, do constitute a reform agenda and the outline of sub-projects and activities, by quarter, shows a credible path towards achieving the five goals.

3. MS has chosen to focus on six of the eight Focused Investment Areas, and presents rationales for choosing those areas.   Those rationales are buttressed by statements of current status in each as well as specific activities that will be accomplished to further growth in those areas.  The rationale for not choosing area C(1) is sensible, namely that the revisions of both sets of standards is almost complete, as is the development of training materials. 

However, the rationale for not choosing area C(2) appears to reflect MS' equating a comprehensive assessment system with their about-to-be developed kindergarten assessment, and using the DOE/HHS definition of the former, the two are not identical and serve different purposes.  Not devoting Race to the Top (RTT) resources for the development of a comprehensive assessment is a lost opportunity.

 

	(A)(3) Aligning and coordinating work across the State
	10
	6

	(A)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

1. Given its wide representation, previous history of success and five committees, having the State Early Childhood Advisory Council (SECAC) serve as the project overseer is a good decision.  So too is the contracting out of the day-to-day project management to MS State's Early Childhood Institute (ECI), a group that has previous experience in this role. 

2. There are appropriate and detailed MOUs between the Council and each state agency, and all appropriate state agencies are part of the proposed project.  The MOUs are signed by the appropriate officials, and contain scopes of work.

3. Broad community interest and support is demonstrated through over 100 letters from stakeholders across the state who represent all types of organizations and institutions.  Most of the letters describe what the organization does and how its work can contribute to the proposal's agenda.

4. The method and process for making different types of decisions and resolving disputes is not addressed in the proposal, except that the Executive Director of the SECAC will make final decision.

5. Strategies for involving EC programs or parents are not described in the proposal.

6. The proposal introduces an EC Department in the Department of Education as a product at the end of the grant, but why this is needed and what its functions will be are not clearly described.

	(A)(4) Developing a budget to implement and sustain the work
	15
	11

	(A)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

1. Detailed budget costs are presented by every entity that will receive funds and those expenditures are linked to the specific projects/sub-projects in which they will participate.  With the exception noted below, the costs are reasonable and necessary to meet the project's goals.

2. The MS Institutions of Higher Learning (IHL), who will spearhead the alignment of the two sets of standards to Bachelor's and advanced degrees, has opted not to lower its 47% indirect cost rate, so that only slightly under 1/2 of the funds will be result in direct services to advance this activity.

3. Throughout the proposal, MS documents how it will use other funding sources to support projects that are important to implement the total RTT initiative.  This includes funds already appropriated by the legislature as well as donations from private funders and foundations.

3. MS has thought carefully about how to ensure sustainability of activities and its strategies are sensible.  They include a focus on one-time costs that can be completed within the life of the grant, rather than ongoing projects,  and not supplanting current activities with RTT activities.  Examples include creating the framework for the expanded LifeSteps data base and funding research projects that test the efficacy of certain projects.  However, part of its sustainability plan  (e.g. continued funding of 15 community workers) relies on its belief that the commitment of the legislature to EC funding will continue, given the success in the 2013 session.  Since this is not predictable, MS sustainability plan suffers accordingly.


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: 

1. The current TQRIS system uses a now-outdated set of learning standards, the MS PreKindergarten Curriculum Guidelines.  It does not have links to a comprehensive assessment system, but does have some items in its five tiers that relate to family engagement strategies and health promotion practices.

The proposed revision of TQRIS, which will be called Mississippi Standards to Success (MS2S) addresses these gaps.  The plan to align the MS2S with the revised birth to three and three-four year old standards, including the development of training materials and sessions to introduce the standards, is sound.  The need to introduce a comprehensive assessment system is noted but no specific plan is presented, other than to note what MBB currently uses as its tools.  MS correctly identifies that its current TQRIS does not have nuanced professional development steps or incentives to support training or degrees, and it describes good strategies that will be introduced to correct that weakness (later in the proposal).  The plan for enriching parent engagement requirements at each level of the  MS2S is comprehensive and includes expanding Parents As Teachers (PAT)  strategies and more use of the Children's Museum. The changes to enhance health promotion practices seem to be linked to enhancements in the two sets of standards, but that linkage is not specified in the proposal.  While noting that centers will need help in learning to use the LifeTrack system, the proposal does not make the link between five levels of the MS2S and how each will have specific data requirements.

2. The current TQRIS has environmental measures (i.e. ECERS, ITERS, FCCERS) that are measurable and can be linked to national results on those tools.  While various activities to expand some areas (e.g. professional development; family engagement) in the new MS2S are proposed, there is no discussion of how each of those areas would be differentiated across a five-step scale - or even that they would be differentiated - or how those areas could be be measured.

3. Currently, the link between TQRIS and licensing is that any center that is licensed is automatically in Tier 1 of TQRIS.  Specific and appropriate steps are identified to expand this relationship with the new MS2S,  and these focus on using the "lever" of MS2S to improve licensing standards (e.g. smaller adult-child ratios; more frequent reporting to parents).  This is a sound strategy that could ultimately lead to service improvement for many children and families. 

	(B)(2) Promoting participation in the State's Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System
	15
	11

	(B)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

1. The plan for having all publicly funded programs participate in MS2S is a combination of requiring collaborative pre-K, Title I and IDEA programs to engage with the program, and then providing a range of incentives (e.g. higher reimbursement rates) for Head Start/Early Head Start and CCDF programs to voluntarily participate.  While MS is hopeful that the incentives will lead to a higher participation rate, there are no data to support that hope.

2. MS' strategy for ensuring both that more families can afford high quality child care and that more slots are available in areas of high poverty concentration is to provide providers with higher reimbursement rates as their centers move thru the MS2S ladder.  This is a smart strategy that has proven to be effective in other communities.

3. The annual percentage increases for program participation noted in the Table for (B)(2)(c) appear to be reasonable, as they are small but steady increments each year.  However, in the narrative, the target for those programs funded through CCDF is listed as 90% by 2015, as compared with the 54% in the Table.  Without knowing which percentage is the goal, it is not possible to determine if it is achievable.

	(B)(3) Rating and monitoring Early Learning and Development Programs
	15
	11

	(B)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS currently uses two different organizations to do on-site review of practices at sites:  ECI for licensed centers participating in TQRIS and MS State Extension Services for unlicensed and licensed family child care providers who want a certificate. While not stated explicitly, it appears that both of these groups will continue to do on-site evaluations in the new MS2S system.  This systems uses the appropriate Early Childhood Rating System (ECRS) and CLASS for their observations, and these are valid and reliable tools. Said differently, the designers of each tool have provided information to demonstrate that the tools do measure the competencies claimed by the designers, and the tools produce consistent scores over time and scorers.  There is a pool of trained and CLASS-reliable monitors with opportunities for new monitors to be trained.  What is not described in the proposal is whether the five-step MS2S will have specific ECRS and CLASS scores that must be obtained by all classrooms in a center at each of the five levels, or stars.

2. Currently, the only available information for parents is whether or not a center is licensed.  MS describes an evolving system that its licensing office is using to build a data base that would provide additional information, but what other data would be available to the public and through what means (e.g. online) is not described.

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

	(B)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS proposes and justifies a range of incentives that are designed to improve the quality of MS2S programs, including mentor/coaching, classroom materials, subsidies to pay for professional development and stipends upon completion of educational milestones. These are based on a good understanding of the marketplace's' need for additional funds and services and would appear to increase the likelihood that the incentives will work as planned. The strategy to improve compensation and decrease turnover by starting a WAGES program is an appropriate proposal. 

 

2. MS' strategies to help working families access high quality programs seems to depend on expanding existing small initiatives (e.g. MCC; Excel by 5) to a broader audience.  While not explicitly stated, MS' logic seems to be that these programs now will help more families know what quality EC is and will help centers improve their services.  But the proposal does not provide details about the types of services that will be received nor the numbers of families impacted.

3. MS' estimates of the increases in both the number of EC programs in MS2S and the numbers of families served are very ambitious and may not be achievable.  In some cases, the state projects that the number of children with high needs in MS2S centers will go from 8% in 2014 to 58% in 2017 but no data or discussion are offered to justify such a leap.  Similarly, the licensed family child care homes are predicted to go from 22% to 40% in the same time frame, and the number of all programs in MS2S is predicted to go from 19% to 75%.  

 

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

	(B)(5) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS already has a well-defined plan  and methodology to convert its current TQRIS system to the MS2S, including the definition of its sample and its research questions.  As a result of the study, differential levels of quality across the MS2S dimensions  will be clarified and the relationships between specific quality steps and children's school readiness will be defined. An independent evaluator will be used and a timetable is in place for the study to be conducted.

2. The state proposes to work with and learn from other states who already have conducted TQRIS validation studies.

3. Through projects and sub--projects,  MS has identified key goals as well as a timeframe and specific steps for the conversion to the MS2S.  Roles and responsibilities have been identified,as have resources, and all of these steps are part of MS presenting a high quality plan. The state clearly identifies that this conversion is a critical step in improving the quality and quantity of services to its children with high needs.

4. Because the study has just been conceived, specific measurements and naming of who will conduct the study are not explained in the proposal.


C. Promoting Early Learning and Development Outcomes for Children

	 
	Available
	Score

	(C)(3) Identifying and addressing health, behavioral, and developmental needs
	30
	18

	(C)(3) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS recognizes, correctly, that it needs to expand its health/safety standards as part of its revisions to the Birth to Three and Three-Four year Old Standards and that work already has begun.  The proposal does not address how it will involve families as partners or build parents' capacities to promote their own children's health.

2. The state does propose to use RTT funds so a current small-scale screening program can be made available to all children with high needs, through visits to all licensed centers.  The proposal does not address screening of children who are not in child care or are in unlicensed centers.  The proposal does not describe how follow-up health needs will be addressed.

3. MS' plan to expand the number of EC educators who understand health standards wisely incorporates two available resources:  Institutions of higher education who can modify their course content to include this information; and expansion of Project PREschool Personnnel Asssitance, Resources and Education (Project PREPARE) an initiative that provides training for providers on working with special needs children.

4. To promote health, MS proposes to expand a current program, MAP, which will provide 15 additional locally-based health consultants to help centers and families seek out medical homes.  This is a sensible proposal because the service delivery paradigm already has been developed by the National Training Institute for Child Care Health Consultants, and locally-based workers will have better knowledge of available resources as well as relationships with service providers.

5. The plan to leverage existing resources to meet annual targets entails a three-pronged approach.  The first step proposed is the use of social media to increase public awareness, but if the target population includes families with high needs, it is not clear that fliers and ads will reach this population.  The second step - developing a unified referral process for a single point of entry - does make sense, although establishing a referral protocol in the first year of the project may be too ambitious.  The third step is an expansion of the MAP program to include children birth-age five for identifying health needs for referrals.  Given that this project is locally-based, this is a sound solution.

6. MS proposes to use its expanded pool Child Care Health Consultants to address identification and support for social and emotional issues of young children.  However, the proposal  does not specify exactly what services will be provided by those consultants  (e.g. screening tools; referral processes and follow-up) to ensure that these needs are met.

7. The targets set for the percentages of children receiving health screenings go from 71% in 2014 to 91% in 2017.  Without supporting documentation as to why MS feels that almost all children with high needs can be screened as a result of its RTT efforts, this target appears overly ambitious.

 

	(C)(4) Engaging and supporting families
	30
	15

	(C)(4) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS recognizes that its current TQRIS system does not have sufficient differentiation across its five levels in the area of family engagement, and it proposes to create those distinctions as its moves to the MS2S system.  Its specific projects and subprojects include using the PAT program's strategies as the basis for that differentiation, but it does not describe what specific activities would be linked with which levels, nor does it clarify the process that would be used to create those distinctions.  It does mention that center directors in TQRIS will have to attend a family engagement class but specifics as to the course's content is not provided, nor is additional technical assistance beyond the course described

2. While not clearly described as such, it appears as if MS' plan to increase the number of EC educators who understand family engagement is to expand two current initiatives, the Petal Birth to Five Model and Excel by 5.  However, specific targets for expansion or who will be responsible for these efforts are not presented.

3. MS does propose to leverage currently available resources through the expansion of the two above-named programs, as well as MBB and Health Homes Mississippi.  The state's logic is that since these programs have effectively promoted family engagement, expanding them to include more families in other parts of the state.  However, the research demonstrating effectiveness of these programs is not presented to substantiate this strategy.


D. A Great Early Childhood Education Workforce

	 
	Available
	Score

	(D)(1) Developing a Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and a progression of credentials
	20
	18

	(D)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS has a Framework that includes key components such as professional standards, career pathways, articulation, and advisory structure and data analysis.  It also has a sub-committee of its SECAC that has been working on enhancing those components, and who will continue providing leadership to that work as part of the RTT proposal. This should ensure that a revised Framework has stakeholder involvement.

2. Work already has begun  on a career lattice that will include the progression of degrees linked to a Framework.  The sub-projects proposed in this proposal (e.g. review current state lattices; focus on developing higher education credentials) are appropriate supplements to this work.

3. Both through the support letters and numerous sub-project descriptions, MS demonstrates how it will build on the current engagement of its two- and four-year institutions to ensure that current course work is reviewed through the lens of the Framework, and how missing pieces of the Framework (e.g. an MS in ECE at the University of Mississippi) will be established.

4. There is no discussion of who other professional development providers might be in MS, and no inclusion of them in the proposed activities.

	(D)(2) Supporting Early Childhood Educators
	20
	12

	(D)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS describes several current projects designed to provide professional development opportunities.  However, the specific sub-projects listed as RTT initiatives do not focus on expansion of higher education access.  The state does not specify how those opportunities would align with the proposed Framework, or how the RTT sub-projects would link with the current initiatives that are not part of collegiate institutions.

2. The state has done an analysis of what incentives might best work in MS and has based its plan on that analysis.  This includes putting TQRIS/MS2S under DOE, along with the two sets of standards, the collaborative pre-K program and the kindergarten assessment, so that professional development incentives can be integrated into MS2S.  Housing all those initiatives that are a key to the Workforce Framework in one places can promote coordinated services. 

3.  MS proposes to expand two current initiatives that have evaluations suggesting effectiveness (i.e. MBB and Allies for Quality Care), but does not attach specific targets for expansion, such as numbers to be served.

4. Because of its already-developed LifeTracks data system, MS can generate a series of reports regarding retention and advancement.

5. MS estimates that it will increase the number of post-secondary institutions offering credentials from 15 to 24 in 2017.  Given the level of interest among institutions as demonstrated in their letters, this is realistic.  The number of credentialed persons is estimated to rise by 100 persons/year through 2017, but no supporting information is offered to support why this is a realistic estimate.


E. Measuring Outcomes and Progress

	 
	Available
	Score

	(E)(1) Understanding the status of children at kindergarten entry
	20
	19

	(E)(1) Reviewer Comments: 

1. The MS Kindergarten Assessment is in the process of being chosen, and one selection criterion will be a tool's alignment with MS' recently revised Birth to Age Three and Three-Four Year Old Standards. 

2. MS will chose an assessment that already has been developed, so it will be able to examine the established reliability and validity of proposed tools.  The state lists appropriate sources for determining acceptable levels of both.  In addition, MS wisely proposes to do an independent study to determine the appropriateness of the chosen tool for special populations.

3. The state sets a target date of 100% of kindergartners being administered the assessment by 2017.  However, there is no discussion of when the test would be administered each year.

4. Because the LifeTracks statewide data system already is developed, it is feasible that MS' claim that all data will be entered into the system from the onset of the assessment is feasible.

5. MS already has funds allotted for the first phase of the assessment as well as two additional phases, which appears to mean an additional two years of the assessment will occur.The proposal states that it MS will rely on its own resources to fund the complete implementation of the assessment.

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

	(E)(2) Reviewer Comments: 

1. MS already has an operating  longitudinal data system in place that has all of the seven essential data elements.  This system appears to have several advantages.  Data can be entered from a variety of sites (e.g  a child care center) but all data is fed to a central point, called nSPARC, which serves as the data clearinghouse and storage facility. 

2. This system does appear to facilitate data exchange because it standardizes data elements.  However, MS proposes to increase that compatibility by having state agencies align their data structures and reporting formats within the first 18 months of the RTT, and this will be followed by the creation of a statewide EC data structure.  These are appropriate steps that build on an already sound structure.

3. In order to maximize what appears to be an already-well functioning data system, MS proposes to create an EC online data mart that can generate tailor-made reports.  This will be especially valuable as MS strives to answer various research questions, some of which it already has identified. 

4. The proposal provides information on the LifeSteps system that appropriately address all areas of Federal, state and local privacy laws and other data system oversight requirements. 


Competitive Preference Priorities

	 
	Available
	Score

	Competitive Priority 2: Including all Early Learning and Development Programs in the TQRIS
	10
	7

	Competitive Priority 2 Reviewer Comments: 

1. The MS licensing system does include all centers that are mandated to be licensed and are not otherwise regulated by the state (e.g. public schools).  The system also registers family child care homes but does not license them.  At several points, this proposal focuses on strategies to make licensing and registration a valued activity in the state so that more providers will opt in because of incentives.  There also isan emphasis on improving licensing standards and on supporting an increase in licensing workers who are provided with appropriate training.

2. MS does not plan to require MS2S participation by any programs other than collaborative pre-K and other DOE programs.  It hopes to incentivize this opportunity such that programs will  want to participate because of the additional supports.  Other than research in other locales suggesting that incentives can work to increase participation, MS does not offer additional data to suggest why it feels that this strategy will effectively increase the voluntary participation of MS providers.

	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: 

1. MS does propose to align its recently-revised Birth to Three and Three-Five Standards with those for its elementary school children.

2. The proposal notes that MS has created an Office of Healthy Schools (OHS) at its DOE to help its 152 districts focus on health and safety issues.  However, the specific strategies for how OHS will build upon the work of of the RTT projects are not spelled out.

3. MS describes three programs that currently address professional preparation in the social-emotional areas and proposes to expand each (i.e. MBB; Allies; and Incredible Years), but does not provide specifics as to how those services will be expanded through the third grade, what target audiences will be addressed, and what level of services will be provided, all of which are requirements of a high quality plan.

4. MS does have the framework for local collaborations through its recently-created collaborative pre-K programs, which require local EC communities and public schools to jointly plan and implement the pre-K program.

5. The LifeTrack data system already has information on children's progress beginning in kindergarten, and the addition of preschool data will allow for tracking children through the third grade and beyond.

6. MS describes six projects already underway that may have an impact on children's reading and mathematics knowledge and skills by the end of third grade.  However, the proposal does not provide specific information about what parts of each program specifically target this development nor is research provided to demonstrate the number of children who already have made gains, or the degree of those gains.

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

	Competitive Priority 5 Reviewer Comments: 

 MS does describe projects that already are underway to address the unique needs of rural young children and their families.  However, the proposal does not identify how these projects would be used to close educational and opportunity gaps, and how they would be integrated into the other parts of the RTT work.  There are no specific projects/sub-projects proposed that address this integration.  A high quality plan would include a discussion of goals linked to key activities, along with specific timelines and performance measures.


Absolute Priority

	 
	Available
	Score

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

	Absolute Priority Reviewer Comments: 

MS presents a picture of a somewhat fragmented state system having many and often recently-created parts.  Its strategy centers on revising and integrating its building blocks (e.g. standards and TQRIS) while expanding small-scale projects that have proven to be successful through research.   All relevant state agencies have contributed to the proposal with specific sub-proposals, and the higher education system will be an active player as well.

	Total
	315
	226
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